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Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “The best predictor of mental stability is past behavior.” 
 
    Not allowing her crack-proof wall of pleasantness to waver, Hazel flashed the good ol’ doctor her pearly whites, nodding slowly and deliberately as the woman spoke to her. 
 
    “I do understand my past record of mental reliability is weak at best, no one is arguing that. My hope is to only bring truth to the statement my employer has expressed – I am indeed ready to return to work,” Hazel said confidently. 
 
    “It’s not up to him,” Dr. Moore quickly corrected. 
 
    The doctor uncrossed her long, pale legs and shifted her body slightly towards the window. It appeared she was doing everything in her power to cuddle with the outside world rather than confront Hazel with what was scribbled down on her notepad. Hazel didn’t know much about the doctor, except what the woman allowed her to know during sessions. She had been married for thirty-seven years and had three children and six grandchildren. She was a caretaker with a controlled demeanor who had always wanted to work with married couples and young children in need of extra care. Instead, she had to deal with Hazel and the terrible things that happened to her. The last part was not something Hazel had been let on about, but she was drawing the conclusion quickly as she finished the doctor’s story in her mind. 
 
    Of course, Dr. Moore seemed happy to talk about all the subjects Hazel brought up. But the stories weren’t true, just made up tales to create a stage for the real issues that lay far beneath the surface. There was no way the truth would be believed by the dear doctor, and certainly not when she was in the business of psychological evaluation. Hazel was approaching thirty and there was no way she was going to settle with how things had ended with the job she had viewed as the dream career, no way she was going to give up that easily. So, even in a place where she should be safe to divulge her deepest fears and the events she had been through, it was just another fake version of Hazel’s real story. Anything else would be self-sabotage. 
 
    She had trusted the woman enough to share some insecurities and fears, but the cause of those fears was something the poor grandma couldn’t handle, and Hazel wasn’t interested in being referred to an institution, especially not when she was so close to being reinstated. She was already dancing with the devil after the reported ‘suicide attempt’. It had happened prior to her being referred to the therapist, barely keeping Dr. Moore optimistic in regards to her mental health. 
 
    There was a shuffling of paper and she was brought back to the present moment, eyes narrowing in on the source of the noise. Hazel hated the insufferable notepad in Dr. Moore’s hands. She saw the pen and paper as a way for all mental health therapists to distance themselves from their patients, at least it had been the case in the other two she had seen. 
 
    When Hazel was young, her adoptive parents had thought some of her mannerisms were difficult to deal with and sought help from a renowned child psychiatrist in the area. Hazel had not known better and shared all her stories about the shadows she saw around town and the voices that would try to communicate with her at night; of the man who glowed when she spoke to him in the reading room at home, a person who was no longer alive. 
 
     After the woman repeatedly tried to convince her it was all in her head, Hazel refused to speak to or acknowledge her during sessions. The stubborn little girl insisted on speaking with someone else, and after several weeks of this, her parents had no choice but to agree if they wanted her to continue therapy. 
 
    The second Ph.D. to try their hand with her had it the worst. Hazel had started observing adults by then, finding what made them tick and using it against them as a form of power. It was the only thing she could control in her world, and she used the ability for evil. Well, as evil as she possibly could be. There was still a code of honor that resided within Hazel from a young age, one she had been incapable of defeating as an adult. 
 
    But before she was grown, she had watched the man she was sent to, the man who would attempt to dissect her mind. He was organizing his pencils and pens perfectly on his desk, each one aligned flush with the edge. Hazel observed as he stood in the middle of one of their sessions to adjust a painting on the wall a quarter inch to the left, sighing when it was absolutely perfect. 
 
    When her mother accompanied her to one of her sessions, she had noticed him squirm, hardly able to keep his eyes off the half-rolled sleeve on the woman’s peach-colored blouse. As her mother had droned on about the behavior of her child, Hazel zoned in on the assumably sweaty palms of her therapist rubbing on his thighs. She was certain he was trying everything in his power not to leap across the room and fix what made him tick. It was a disease that she had not yet learned sympathy for, nor could she understand fully at such a young age. 
 
    After that, Hazel started coming to his office with a half-rolled sleeve, hair mussed, and with one shoe untied. She made it a point to disrupt everything beside her, and relished in the building reactions from her psychiatrist. Within five minutes of the session, he had begun to sweat, his beady eyes attempting to look at anything but the triggers she had exposed him to. 
 
    Hazel told him stories explaining why she believed she was seeing the evil things she had described to him in earlier sessions. Stories about how her real parents had worked for the CIA, taking her with them on their adventures to fight crime and had to leave her to be adopted by her current parents. She insisted these shadows and dead people she saw were her enemies coming after her for her real parents’ mistakes. 
 
    The little girl had always been able to spin a tale. Week after week, she would come up with more to cover the truths that had only turned adults away. It was clear by week four he wouldn’t believe a word out of her mouth. Perhaps it was when she spoke of how she was royalty and had been left at the orphanage in an attempt to get her away from enemy hands. But Hazel found some pride in wondering how much he did believe before she started getting reckless with her tales. 
 
    Her adoptive parents did not force her to see anyone else after the obvious reluctance and games she was playing. It had been a great many years since she found herself sitting in a chair across from one of the mental-purging notepad demons. That was what Dr. Moore was, right? Torture hidden in a leather bound yellow legal pad with a pen scratching along the pages. 
 
    Scratch scratch scratch. 
 
    It was like a grinding inside Hazel’s mind that refused to stop. She wondered if perhaps she was plagued with the same mental misgivings of her previous psychiatrist. Karma in its finest form. Did adults truly begin to have mental illness at such an advanced age? It wasn’t something Hazel found herself familiar with, but worried about often. 
 
    All of the psychiatrists seemed to think the same, believing the notebook was a magical record of all the things that could possibly be wrong with their patient. Then, in the case of Hazel, it was used to place blame. As if to prove it wasn’t their fault she didn’t pass the psychological requirements her previous job had required. The notepad said it was so. There was no one to blame but the paper. 
 
    “I have it written here…” Dr. Moore licked the tip of her index finger, using it to delicately breeze through several pages of notes. It was a habit which disgusted Hazel but she kept her painted smile despite imagining all the little bits of the woman’s slobber left behind on the pages of the notebook, “…you experienced an incident in my office several weeks ago. Do you recall the details of the incident?” 
 
    Oh yeah, like they both didn’t recall it. It really was a good thing her notepad was there to remind them. 
 
    “Wait, you weren’t there? Who was that delightful woman I was having such a good time with? I’d love to send her my regards for the good talk, heartwarming sentiments, and the delicious wedding mints she always has available.” 
 
    The doctor frowned, clearly she was not at all entertained by Hazel’s antics and sarcasm; finally showing her age when all the wrinkles appeared on her furrowed brow. It was nice to see her in a human light, instead of hidden behind whatever spell was keeping her looking so youthful and wise. 
 
    She had to be applying blood from those who tried to fool her into prescribing them something they didn’t need, no doubt. Did wonders for the skin. 
 
    Hazel had found her first gray hair the week before and blamed her spitefulness as she gave the doctor an apologetic smile. She didn’t need any more bad karma rolling around. She would be in the grave within a week, or cursed to never break the dry spell left behind by her ex and die alone with her cat, Charlie. 
 
    “It really was such a terrible week. Death in the family. Breakup. But I have to say, I have not had any slips since that day. Don’t we all express distress when our lives are turned upside down? Thankfully, I’ve had the help in my past, by you and others, to teach me how to better work through these issues in the long run,” Hazel said, forcing herself to keep her smile snugly in place and as much of a twinkle in her eyes as she could muster. 
 
    Dr. Moore was staring at her from behind her oval frames; the intensity was one that made Hazel squirm in her seat. It was a reminder that she was under a bright light and shackled to the promise of emotional normality if she just behaved. But the incident had been less than minor and a clear sign that Hazel was not ready to return to work. If that was even an option after the stunt she pulled, a large part of her believed the false hope was only instilled in her to make her feel better. 
 
    She’d be working at a coffee shop within the week, degree and years of service thrown to the wayside as she burned her hand making cappuccinos and flirted with men who had moustaches and wrote poetry in leather notebooks. Men who had delightfully patterned socks and believed whiskey should only be consumed on the rocks, delicately, in suspenders, whilst listening to records. 
 
    Dr. Moore sighed, uncrossing and crossing her long legs once more as she continued to peer over at Hazel. “The incident, as you recall…” her voice continued on, Hazel already was staring ahead at the notebook in an attempt to forget. 
 
    The ‘minor’ incident the doctor spoke of had been a direct result of an attempted meditation practice brought on by none other than herself. Hazel had learned as an adult to steer clear of practices that required her to empty her mind and think of nothing, never having interest in hypnotism. It always seemed impossible for her brain, which insisted on being all over the place. But still, Dr. Moore had insisted they continue to give it a try to see if the method helped unlock past trauma in Hazel’s life. 
 
    In the recent past, Hazel had even made it a test to see if she could trick Dr. Moore into thinking she was falling into hypnosis, spouting nonsense when she asked her to reach in deep and tell her what she felt and saw. For some reason though, something inside had prompted her to try the exercise that day without blocking the process. 
 
    Maybe it was the lack of coffee in her routine that Wednesday morning or the new scent in her car pod air freshener, but she was feeling risky. She had taken a seat and listened to the doctor’s calm words as she allowed her mind to be emptied and the scene painted for her to drift her away. Hazel had successfully been hypnotized for the first time in her life and the reaction was far from ideal. 
 
    When the dead man of her past, the man who spoke to her as a child in the reading room at her adoptive father’s home, came to her mind in the darkness of the hypnosis, she did not know how to react. She saw herself and the doctor sitting in the office, but she was floating above them with her back against the ceiling as she observed, hovering. Her body was seated and motionless on the chair below as the doctor continued to speak soft words to her. She could not fully hear or understand the words. They sounded as if they were muffled. 
 
    The dead man stood behind the doctor, his body basked in the light blue glow of his energy just as she had remembered. Although it had been five years since her father’s death and the last time Hazel had laid eyes on the dead man and spirit Guardian, he looked exactly the same. It was a silly thought really, as he’d never manage to look any differently now that he was dead and incapable of growth. 
 
    His crystal blue eyes lifted and focused on her, narrowing with understanding and a shock she had not anticipated. Her breath caught in her throat, long brown hair drifting down around her face as she floated above and tried to beat the air to get to her body like a swimmer. But she did not move from the ceiling, arms struggling to reach for herself as she remained suspended and away from both the Guardian, and herself. 
 
    He slowly tore his eyes away from Hazel and walked towards the side table next to Dr. Moore. Reaching for her mug, he looked once more at Hazel’s face before throwing it with all his might against the adjacent wall, causing a loud smash alerting the doctor instantly, her head whipping around to stare at where the mug had made contact. 
 
    She could see the sneer of anger he surely had, despite being unable to spot much more than his bright eyes amidst his energy swirling around him. 
 
    His words were a demand in a deep growl she remembered so well, a rumble vibrating through every inch of her body. 
 
    “Get out of here!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hazel’s energy tore through the air, astral body hitting her physical one on the chair with a speed and ferocity she was certain would hurt. Yet she had felt nothing as her two bodies became one and she opened her eyes, staring at Dr. Moore. 
 
    The woman’s mouth was agape as she stared at the broken mug upon the ground. She was astonished and alarmed as she seemed to struggle to bring some understanding to the situation that had played out before her. 
 
    The moment the mug was thrown, the spell was broken and the dark feeling settled deep within Hazel had not been there previously. It was like Hazel was moving in slow motion, wading through a sludge with every movement she struggled to make. It was too similar to the incident that landed her in the therapist office in the first place. But the man she had known so well when she was a child, Guardian, he wasn’t there for the suicide attempt. Why had he been in the office just now? Why had he demanded she leave now after so long without speaking, and how had he escaped the home in which he died? From what she had been told so many times before, those who were born with a connection to the dead, those with Affinities, they were trapped on the lands in which they died while other, normal souls drifted off to their final destination. How had he been able to appear before her in that moment? He hadn’t returned to her since the mug throwing incident, however, no matter how much Hazel had tried to reach out and find reason. The dead man was gone once again. 
 
    She had left Dr. Moore in her chair, eyes wide and pen held steady on the cursed paper of the notebook. The poor woman had no words and instead of giving her an excuse, Hazel had simply grabbed her things and left the room in a rush. 
 
    She bought the woman a new mug the following week, refusing to be scared away by a being of her past and his unwarranted demands. A part of her even hoped the defiance and ignoring him would bring him back. Along with the mug, Hazel had come up with some bullshit story about how she suffered from sleepwalking and, most importantly, had violent tendencies when doing so. Somehow Dr. Moore’s mind was so desperate to believe the mug had not been thrown on its own accord and instead by Hazel herself, she was willing to take whatever excuse Hazel offered her. Her mind changing the fearful situation into one she could cognitively connect to. Hazel had thrown the mug, surely Hazel had been the one to do it. 
 
    Getting Dr. Moore a new mug had to count for something, despite the hesitant and unbelieving look in her eyes when she slowly took it from Hazel. It was a wonder the doctor had offered to see her again afterward. Apparently, the woman didn’t think Hazel truly was a danger. However, the burly new guard they had at the entrance to the front office made her wonder if she had the doctor worried about safety, at least to some degree. 
 
    The doctor’s sudden and loud voice broke Hazel’s trance, bringing her back to the room and situation at hand, instead of in the past and the event that only hindered her chances of getting back on the force. 
 
    “I am going to advise you actively stay in counseling. I do not feel comfortable with the thought of you returning to work at this time. I know it’s not what you want to hear and I do believe you will be able to get past this…” 
 
    “Not a problem! Thank you for your time. I’m feeling a bit tired today. Do you mind if I cut this short and schedule a double for next time?” Standing, Hazel pointed both her fingers at the doctor and gave her a wink and a smile. 
 
    The abrupt exits were starting to become normal between the two of them, but the past week had been a slow-growing anxiety and stress pile. Hearing Dr. Moore say those words to her again? Confirming she most likely would be in several more months of therapy before she was ever able to attempt to get her job back, if ever? It was the cherry on top of everything terrible happening in her life and Hazel had to get out before she did anything to worsen her current situation or break down into tears in the office. 
 
    It wasn’t like she would lash out in anger or violence, she just didn’t want to get on her knees and start begging the woman to let her return to work. Her pride couldn’t take much more at this point. 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, Hazel grabbed her bag and left the room. The door closed softly behind her and her smile did not falter as she made her way through the patient waiting area, past the guard picking at the underside of his nails, and out to her parked red sedan. She couldn’t register the weather around her or the people walking about, feeling like she was walking in a fog as she unlocked the car and jumped in. 
 
    The second her car started, the weight of her most recent meeting hit Hazel fully. Her face felt sore from holding the strained smile, finding it was a relief to bring everything back to neutral, shoulders slacking as she leaned forward in her seat. Unfortunately, neutral happened to be what her old squad had deemed the ‘resting warrior face’. Which of course meant she looked as though she was ready to punch someone in the throat at any given moment. Thankfully Hazel was in her car and not dealing with the general public. 
 
    The weight on her chest was familiar, but she found her own ways to ignore it. She could have sat there and cried in her car to some sad song on the radio, or screamed it out for a moment before finding the nearest store that sold something sweet. Instead, she thought of the list of things she needed to get done that night. Namely, the applications she needed to start filling out, and the small things she needed to organize at home which would distract her from what was happening and the likelihood she’d need to find another line of work. 
 
    There was no time to cry and be upset, she had already prepared herself for the possibility she would not be passing any mental exam in therapy that day. In a way, she had known there was no way she was going to be approved in the woman’s eyes the moment the mug had broken against the wall the week before. 
 
    She didn’t blame Dr. Moore. Despite her own disappointment, she knew if she were in Dr. Moore’s position there was no way she would let her anywhere near weapons or a high stress situation. It was just the process of coming to terms with the fact she would never be a police officer again, never feel the pride of being able to help someone the way she had before. 
 
    Sure, they would let her work the front desk at the precinct if she wanted, but that was a slow torture; watching and not being able to be a part of the action. Her gun was gone, too, a clear sign she could not be trusted with something able to take a life. 
 
    Her Captain seemed to think she was highly capable, but it was wholly dependent on their relationship. He’d been like a father to her after both her adoptive parents passed, and during the years she worked with him, he had no issues hiding her psychological abnormalities. Of course, he was often in the same crazy boat as she was. It was sweet how much he tried to make her feel normal during the worst of days. 
 
    But Hazel knew there would be a point where she would have to let go of her stubbornness when it came to believing things were going to go back to the way they were before the recent developments in her ‘curse’. It was time to move on with life and find another passion, a new way to shove the voices and apparitions down, to keep them from slowly destroying her one day when she felt seemingly safe. 
 
    Since she was a child, Hazel had seen what she knew to be spirits, the good and the bad, but never had they tried to harm her or take control; not until that day several months prior, the day that they tried to kill her. It was something she had learned to deal with, but now it made her uneasy every time she left her home. Like a gentle dog she had trusted before it had decided to bite her. 
 
    She needed to get back to the safety of her apartment, to the cold gaze of her cat, and the mound of laundry waiting for her. It would be easy enough for her to get back into independent contracting and helping with the domestic violence hotlines like before. It would be enough to keep her afloat; however, it wasn’t the money that Hazel would miss. 
 
    It had never been about the money. 
 
    Working for the police force was what had made her the happiest. It had not vanquished the apparitions and spirits she had seen, but it made her believe she was conquering them for the first time in her life. Her job had provided her with a mental and physical challenge she had been unable to match in any other field before, a challenge that fed her focus and provided her with a distraction. 
 
    What more could she do? It was far easier to pass her mental evaluation at the start of her career than to convince someone she was no longer capable of being a danger to herself after the recent ordeal. The entire team had been privy to the attempt at her own life, an attempt which was not of her own doing. 
 
    Now Hazel didn’t know what to do. With her team watching her lift the gun to her head, it had been a better choice to lie and say she had a mental breakdown than to tell them something possessed her to do it; something contradicting what they saw with their own eyes. 
 
    The new scars on her side would be a constant reminder of what she was now dealing with. Even the thought of it sent chills down her spine. Only a few times in the past had she been touched by the things she saw, but it was difficult even when she desired bridging the gap. 
 
    From a young age, Hazel had spoken with the dead, learning about them and her own magically-inclined blood. But even the things of her past had told her to turn and run the other way, the dead man, Guardian as she had called him when she was little, had pleaded with her to do so. 
 
    She had not listened and now things were getting worse. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It was supposed to be a quick in and out. Ensure no homeless people were squatting in the old building before they made moves to tear it down. More often than not, those long abandoned buildings were used as a home or as a drug den for those who needed it, and although Hazel had never wanted to take someone’s home from them, actions needed to be made before demolition. 
 
    Hazel had been more than familiar with the building; the old orphanage looked so different now than it had when she was a child, but it still had the same chill. With all the new state funding, they had been able to move the children and organization to a new location downtown when this one was finally deemed too old a structure with too many expensive problems. First it was mold, eating away at the inside of the windows and the plumbing, then it was the cracks in the foundation, the rain never ceased to find a way into the residence… 
 
    The energy of the place remained, however. The restlessness she had endured as a child consumed her again as she scanned through each room with her team and tried to shove it away. Despite how sunny it was outside, the building was so incredibly dark with the boarded up windows. Their flashlights danced through every room and black corner, illuminating trash and old blankets, but there was not a single soul there, only the darkness left behind. It would be a best-case scenario for each and every one of them if it continued to be the case, exhaustion from the long week finally settling in. 
 
    Hazel had yelled out for the rooms to vacate, her voice echoing down the hallway as they continued on and their flashlights searched, but the moment she turned to address her captain, she heard a response; a soft voice sounding out in an adjacent room. The singsong tone of a child danced through the air toward her and sent chills down her spine as panic seized her. How could a child be there? It was far from safe and they needed to find her immediately. 
 
    But when no one else in her group turned towards the voice, Hazel felt the familiar cold energy pulse through her body, knowing something resided there in the abandoned building with them. 
 
    Something no longer alive. 
 
    Hazel tried to ignore the voice that called out, keeping a close eye on her team as they moved on, not hearing what she was hearing. Unfortunately, she could now decipher what it was saying and she was unable to ignore it any longer. 
 
    “Hazel, Hazel…” Her name snaked through the air, begging her to turn around and address it. 
 
    She did not turn to follow the calling. Shivers cascaded down her arms and back as she swallowed hard, following behind the others as they made their way further into the building and away from the voice. 
 
    Suddenly, the sound of small, running steps raced up behind her. The iron grip of a tiny hand latched onto her hand and knocked the flashlight to the ground. Hazel’s skin burned at the touch and she whipped her hand away desperately, but as soon as she did, the small nails scratched into her side, dragging along her body. Despite her clothing remaining intact, she felt the pain beneath it, sharp and piercing, then a dripping sensation as though blood soaked down her torso and through her uniform. Hazel opened her mouth to scream, but nothing escaped, the iron hand reaching up to grasp onto her once more. 
 
    She was being led away from her squad, away from their mission of clearing out the hallway. Suddenly Hazel found herself in a nearby room. The old door closed behind her and she desperately hoped one of her teammates would notice she had left them and follow, would hear the door shut and come to her aid. But she stood there with the small girl latched onto her arm, alone in a room she vaguely remembered as a play center. 
 
    Hazel forced herself to look down at the girl and focus on her features, despite knowing the small being was not alive anymore. Maybe if she gave the girl the attention she so desperately sought she would release her once more. The child looked no older than five, her long hair was black, no, it was blonde, Hazel could see the pale strands peeking through what could only be dried blood along her head. The blood was dripping down each strand, trailing down the child’s porcelain face as she peered up at Hazel with wide, bloodshot, blue eyes. Her hand was real, physically squeezing Hazel’s arm as it demanded attention, but the rest of her body was flickering, almost translucent hue in the dark, empty room. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” Hazel choked out finally. 
 
    The small hand released her, the girl reeling back into the middle of the room as her hands rose to each side of her face, dragging down the skin with a look of horror. “PLEASE LET ME GO, PLEASE!” she cried out, sharp nails scratching into her cheeks until new trails of blood fell. 
 
    “Stop, STOP!” Hazel yelled out, racing to the spirit’s side as she tried to reach for her hands and cease the clawing. 
 
    Normally she did everything in her power to not speak to the dead, to ignore their requests and questions as she tried to conduct a more normal life, but this was a child. This was an innocent child and Hazel wanted to know how she died, if it was by the hands of anyone she had known during her own time there at the community home. “Please stop hurting yourself.” 
 
    Hazel grasped the small, bloodied hands of the child and forced them to cease scratching, the spirit struggling in her grasp as she shrieked and tried to gain freedom. All around Hazel the room started to change shape, filling with old toys she remembered from long ago. Playsets and colorful balls came into focus as the once empty room came to life. 
 
    The child’s skin brightened in coloring, her eyes no longer bloodshot as the bright blue shone through with fear. All at once, she stopped struggling against Hazel’s grasp as her little head moved forward, blood soaked hair falling into her face. 
 
    “You can get us out of here, release me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean. How did you get this way? Who did this to you?” 
 
    The little girl stared at Hazel, eyes blank as the focus started to diminish. She was staring through her, not listening to the words Hazel spoke, privy to something else entirely. Then, without warning she lunged, sharp nails scratching and fighting to make contact with any part of Hazel’s face and arms she could, knocking her to the ground with surprising strength. 
 
    Hazel screamed out, kicking and fighting to get the little girl off of her. All around the two of them, small children started to come into focus. They were playing with each other, laughing and dancing around the toys as they paid no mind to the scuffle going on before them. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Hazel’s hand moved against her control, lowering to the gun at her side, slowly sliding it from the holster as she lay upon the ground. She was a mere puppet for the undead little girl who taunted her, a puppet to the forces she had never been able to control and only observe. The little girl had released her and was standing, her small hands extended towards Hazel as she commanded her slave’s hand rise, the gun rising along with it. Hazel could not move, could not fight against the command as she looked to the gun in horror. 
 
     “Hazel, what…” Her teammate Darren stood in the doorway to the room, watching in fear as Hazel appeared to threaten her own life, the cold steel now pressed to her head. “What the fuck are you doing, Sampson?” 
 
    “Help…” Hazel managed. 
 
    The faces of her suddenly-appearing team in front of her were desperate to jump at her and pull the gun away, and to put their own hands in the air in an attempt to freeze her in time. They were all doing the same ‘whoa girl’ gesture as they slowly approached her, but still she could not move the gun from her head. 
 
     Hazel’s hand was shaking from the effort, a scream tearing from her mouth as she clenched her eyes shut. She was fully prepared for the evil to force her to shoot, to take the safety off and finish it. Instead, the moment they took a step forward, the gun dropped from her hand, the dead girl commanding it, the other children and remnants of the room disappearing. 
 
    Rushing footsteps echoed as her team raced over to her and their curses filled the room as one kicked the gun away from her reach. 
 
    The laughter of the child was the last thing Hazel heard before the world went black. The dead girl’s small frame stood behind her team, peering at her with a smile before running back to the dark hallway. 
 
    Taking Hazel’s freedom and sanity with her. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Turning up the music, Hazel drowned out the memory and cursed at the red light in front of her. She was so close to being in her warm and safe home, of course she would hit every single delay possible along the way. 
 
    The young woman at the crosswalk gave the cars in each lane a little wave as she made her way across the street with her jogging stroller. For a moment, Hazel felt as happy as the woman crossing the street. She imagined what it would be like to have a family someday, to have her coffee in one cup holder, her shopping list in the other. She would take her family around everywhere she could, enjoying the day without fear that anything unwelcome would ruin it. Prepared at any moment for a job or emergency where she might be needed but still able to give her children the attention and love they… 
 
    Hazel's throat closed up, the air around her thickening as the mother made her way in front of her car. She safely made it to the crosswalk and continued on her way down the street, but it was what followed her that made Hazel’s body seize up. 
 
    A shadow followed the woman, the dark masses behind it stretching upwards like wings. The once sunny sky had turned a dirty gray, trees and plants surrounding the busy street curling and withering until they were only skeletons of what they once were. 
 
    As if it noticed her stare, the being paused on its path for a mere moment and turned to face her car. Two pale blue eyes opened amidst the dark mass and fixated on her. A mouth appeared next, opening and closing as a dark substance spilled from those lips and onto the pavement below. 
 
    It took several shaky steps towards her, the shadow shifting into a shape looking almost human. One hand extended to touch the bumper of her car, only to linger several inches above it. Hazel felt her muscles tighten and freeze as she stayed in the eyesight of the inhuman mass before her. 
 
    Suddenly, a chorus of honking awoke her from the spell. Squeaking out in panic, she slammed on the gas. Hazel broke through the shadow, leaving only a dark mist behind. The trees were lush around her again, the sun glaring down and making her incredibly warm despite the cold she had felt only a second before. It was as if nothing had changed, like nothing had happened. 
 
    Almost home, almost home. 
 
    Things of this nature had been occurring more and more frequently in the last six months, since she had been off the force. At first, Hazel thought it was due to the free time she had acquired; more time to herself meant less time focusing her mind on the trials and tribulations of her stimulating job and more time observing the world around her. It was not that the beings were sometimes not apparent, it was simply she was forced to acknowledge them. 
 
    Before, she could bury her face in case files and engage her mind in the hunt of even the simplest of assignments. Now, she was forced to acknowledge the masses who peered through her windows, to note the shadows who sped under her doorways and begged to be seen. 
 
    These small shadows in her home were nothing compared to the thing she had seen at the crosswalk or the experience with the broken mug the week prior. The little girl who had taken her over and harmed her, the force which followed the mother across the street… Those were something else entirely. 
 
    Pulling up to her apartment, Hazel took a deep breath before opening the door to her car. The anxiety had yet to release her chest, twisting it into a knot which threatened to bring on tears if she didn't get inside immediately. Pasting a cheerful grin on her face, she nodded at several neighbors making their way down the stairs with boxes and thankfully, none of them made much of an effort to engage in conversation before she was inside her apartment. The door was locked, and immediately Hazel felt relief sweep over her. 
 
    The state she had found herself in was not one she took pride in. Growing up, Hazel had a close schoolmate whose mother had been a victim of Agoraphobia. Simply visiting her had been a chore and the emotional state that the poor woman seemed to always be in was pitiful. But alas, there Hazel was on the floor of her apartment, one hand on her chest and the other extended to her cat as if only he could help her. The creature simply peered at her from behind the pile of laundry in her hallway; the confused yellow eyes an indicator of the love she would receive. 
 
    “Screw it, Charlie. If I wanted a mound of unloving fur, I would have picked up a hamster,” Hazel murmured, pulling herself to her feet. 
 
    Her time on the floor had ended and she had no choice but to force herself into productivity. Any more time on the scratchy carpet and she might have succumbed to the day. The second she made her way into the kitchen, the fluffy black ball of fur who had once disliked her came alive. Following her towards the food dish, he curled around her legs and made small sounds of approval. Willing to take the love, Hazel leaned forward and scratched behind Charlie’s ears. It really was nice to have a being known to her in that apartment; something she could always blame noises on, despite the circumstances. 
 
    Movement caught her attention and Hazel’s eyes glanced upward toward the sliding glass door that led to her balcony, the wind knocked a piece of paper with dark handwriting around frantically just outside. She was always aware of everything in her apartment, from her simple décor to the cat fur in the bathroom she needed to sweep. The presence of the piece of paper was unnerving, and every step toward it seemed weighted by a force begging her to stop. 
 
    Charlie waited in the kitchen, completely unaware of the rising fear in his owner. Hazel knew the paper was new and the words written on it made it even more apparent it was for her. 
 
    With shaky hands, Hazel unlocked and yanked open the sliding door. She was three floors above ground, and had once found the height to be comforting. But now? It felt like anyone could get her, no matter how high up she was.  
 
    Grabbing onto the paper, she ripped it from the glass and ignored the tape that remained. She closed the door and locked it once more, pulling the shades as she stood motionless in the darkness of her once safe place. 
 
      
 
    If we could find you, they can. Keep aware, all is not what it seems. 
 
    See you soon. 
 
      
 
    Hazel had found herself scared of a great many things in her life. Mostly those spirits and the darkness that sometimes followed them, of her father withdrawing from the world before his death, the loss of her job and assumably the loss of her sanity. So, when she was finally able to digest the note on her door, the dominant emotion was deemed to be anger. 
 
     Someone was screwing with her, and she was going to do everything in her power to get some answers. She was a woman of action, despite the crippling power that kept her apart from others. But if this note meant someone was privy to it. 
 
    Who were they? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Nineteen years earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Small fingers fumbled with the piano keys, each muscle weighted by the instructor’s hard gaze. The old woman hired to teach her how to play the instrument had such a dominating presence, such an unforgiving face. It was something Hazel was used to, but not from a woman. 
 
    All the ladies she had known at the orphanage, all the women she met on her way to her adoptive home, had been kind and gentle. It was the men who seemed to turn their shoulder at her. Miss Marie, on the other hand, was not someone to trifle with. 
 
    “All…Cows…Eat…Grass,” she repeated as Hazel slowly pressed on the appropriate piano keys. 
 
    It seemed like the girl was finally getting it, but it had taken her much longer than Miss Marie’s other pupils. This was something she had not failed to let Hazel know during their quick sessions together. 
 
    Hazel’s finger slipped and loudly played the wrong key. Instantly Miss Marie’s face twisted into what could only be described as disgust. She was surprised the woman didn’t pinch her nose and turn away from the piano entirely, leaving her behind to melt into a puddle of her own shame over her disgrace. 
 
    “I think we’re done for today, I’ll be sure to let your father know we are making progress.” 
 
    It was sweet of her, truly. Especially considering the severe lack of progress in the lessons Hazel had been forced to endure recently. Hazel’s adoptive father had scarcely acknowledged her presence since the death of his wife just over a year prior. The only time he would speak with her was at night. It was always a brief visit; a stop at her door. The light from the hallway would creep into her room and she would open her eyes and see him standing there in the threshold, eyes that were normally cold softening for a mere moment as he looked over to her on the bed. 
 
    “Sleep well, girl.” 
 
    Without her adoptive mother, and a father who was immersed in work and sorrow, she struggled to engage with others. Hazel, however, did not seem to have any difficulty being by herself. 
 
    She had explored the entirety of the home she had lived in the past few years, every tree growing around the grounds and every extra room along the hallways; although she always made sure to stay away from her father’s wing while he was working. It was the only thing he had asked of her. 
 
    The home was old, Victorian style, lush and far too much room for just the two of them. At one point, the gardens had been well taken care of. Now, the grounds were tinted yellow from the heat, lack of rain, and proper care. The paint along the side of the large house had started to crack and chip, discoloring with the surrounding foliage. They used to have gardeners hired to prevent such things from happening, but it was too much of a chore to deal with them, her father would say. Yet he hired others. Hazel wondered if it was because the gardens had been her mother’s favorite place to be. She was now gone, and it could no longer be allowed to live. 
 
    Despite his distance from her, he always seemed to find a way to fill her days with lessons and classes. He claimed she was too young for a public school, and preferred her homeschooled. Hazel hoped the following year when she turned eleven he would reconsider, her heart yearning to meet others her age and learn beyond her home and the teachers her father hired. 
 
    When Miss Marie left, Hazel glanced at the large grandfather clock in the hallway, relieved to see it was still before her bedtime, but too late for any more lessons. Gathering her piano books, she made her way to her favorite room in her father’s home; a large reading room consisting of books which were out of order, partially damaged, all crammed in ceiling-high bookcases along the outline of the room. She remembered it once being organized and welcoming, but no one spent time there anymore. It was the last place anyone would bother her. 
 
    She was certain it was also either magical or cursed. 
 
    Taking a seat on the old leather chair in the corner, Hazel leaned to the side and pressed her ear against the wall to her left. One small hand traced the designs on the wallpaper, the other braced itself on the armrest. The wallpaper was a dark red, the roses lined in black as they swirled along the borders, bumps on the edges where they protruded from the wallpaper. The door to the reading room was closed, but she knew she didn’t have too much time before she would be expected at dinner. It was a beautiful day still, not yet completely dark, and surely they would all think Hazel was playing in the gardens. 
 
    There were several excruciating minutes of silence before she heard the melody. It was soft at first, delicate hands played her a song upon an unseen piano in her mind. Moments later it was passionate and loud like the pianists her adoptive mother and father would take her to see in the past. 
 
    The pianist did not play something she was familiar with, but the tune relaxed her body and her mind like a warm embrace. Every time the pianist paused, Hazel felt like she was jolted into awareness and snapped out of a hypnotic state she was not aware she had been under. 
 
    The first time she had heard the tune it was storming outside. She had encountered a lot of hardships that day, and a great many things had made her miss the presence of her mother. Running to the reading room, she had huddled in the same corner she sat in at that very moment, and rested her head against the wall. The sound of the rain had been a minor relief, but when the music had leaked through the walls and into her body, she had finally found a real sense of peace. 
 
    The magic was such a comfort to her, one that she no longer feared or questioned, not even the oddities that followed. An eerie blue glow would sometimes appear, voices were hidden behind the music, an energy would fill her upon entry to the room. Voices were something she was used to hearing, having often seen shadows of those who had passed away and heard things others did not. 
 
    But never at her home. 
 
    Hazel had first thought them to be bad or someone who meant her harm, and she had not returned to the reading room for many days. It was the nightmares which had plagued her along with the comings and goings of her lonely hours that had brought her back to the safe place once again despite her fear. 
 
    Many times, she had tried to find the other side of the wall, tried to figure out the secret behind the music. But only the grounds were seen from the small window beside the chair, no fathomable way anything could have been hidden from her sight, let alone a piano and a player. 
 
    The sun shone brightly through the gloomy room that day, dust particles dancing where its rays spread. Still, despite the trees and sky she saw there, it sounded as though a stranger played a grand piano just on the other side of the wall. Impossible, her mind would scream… But there it was. 
 
    Hazel relaxed there for what felt like hours before the music stopped abruptly once more. Footsteps were heard down the hallway outside and as Hazel jerked her head away from the wallpaper, a bright blue shape darted across the space under the door at the edge of her vision. 
 
    It was something she had seen in the room before, and like she usually did, she had a hard time determining its size. Sometimes it would seem as small as a mouse, shedding light in dark corners or outside the window. Lately, it seemed to be so much larger, as if the light she had seen before was a shadow of what the thing truly was. The being was something she was wary of, but she did not fear it, for it had given her no reason to. 
 
    Rubbing her eyes, Hazel looked to the door, but the light was no longer there. 
 
    She got up from her position on the chair, making her way over to the entrance, feet soft on the floor and almost on a tiptoe as she attempted to make as little noise as possible. Had one of the maids made their way to that side of the house? 
 
    Suddenly, the music started again from behind her, sounding like it came from the very same room she stood in instead of hidden behind the wall. It was playful and light, an enchanting tune which might have made her want to dance had the situation been different and the sound not surprised her. In this case, it made her whirl around and grip onto the door handle behind her back as she tried to make sense of it all and calm herself. 
 
    As soon as Hazels body had turned, the music stopped. The books and walls were silent. She felt a weight in her chest and settled against the door to the library, sliding down against it until she hit the floor. 
 
    “Enough,” was all she could say, as if she had some power over the magical presence which had sought refuge in her adoptive father’s home. 
 
    But it had angered her… The fear it had brought forth in her small body. It was supposed to calm her, but it seemed to desire the opposite effect that day, otherwise it would not have scared her. 
 
    “I'm sorry.” 
 
    The words came from the air right in front of Hazel, a gentle and masculine voice that sent her from her position on the ground and scrambling out the door with a shriek, shivers cascading down her spine. Her small body sprinted down the hallway to the stairwell, not caring who she would run into along the way to safety. She flung herself around the corner towards her bedroom, wanting nothing more than to lock the door and grab onto her favorite stuffed animal. 
 
    She was too old for such a toy, but for instances where she felt completely and utterly alone, it was her only companion and the perfect remedy. Thankfully, there was no one there to stop her and it didn’t take long to get behind the safety of her door, slamming it for good measure. Hazel grasped onto the black stuffed cat on her bed, moving to put her back against the wall. The simplicity of the grounding measure did wonders for her. 
 
    She took a deep breath, clutching the old toy to her chest as she closed her eyes. Deep breath in, deep breath out. She started at her head, focusing on her breathing as she scanned down her body. Within a few moments, Hazel had calmed herself to the point of breathing normally. It was a trick her adoptive mother had taught her long ago. 
 
    “Good job, Charlie,” she whispered to the stuffed animal, leaving it abandoned on the floor with a soft pat to the top of its head as she stood. 
 
    Now that her body was calm, she was able to process the thoughts more. Coming to some conclusion, the small girl headed towards her door, only to stop and pause, returning to look at Charlie. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    She knew she didn’t have too much time before someone came searching for her. It was getting later and later, though, the weather and time of year bringing darker nights at earlier times and enough of a disguise for her escape down the dimly-lit hallways. Without another word to her comrade, she left her room. 
 
    Hazel wasn’t quite able to place the time, glancing up at the darkening sky as she stepped off the front porch of her home. The small girl made her way down the front steps and hung a left, hopping from stone to stone through the plants, weeds, and wildflowers along the pathway. 
 
    She was on a mission to find the mystery room and was certain there would be something there she was missing; a way to shed light on the music she had come to find both comforting and haunting. Somehow, some way, Hazel knew she would feel better if she could understand what she was experiencing. 
 
    She stood outside the home, head cranked up to gaze at the windows before her. There were four in her line of sight. A guest room facing out to the driveway, the window below looked into the dining area, a room which looked into the hallway, and in the middle, the reading room. 
 
    There was no room for another there, no answer to her curiosity. Walking until she was a mere foot away from the home, she extended one hand and touched the dark brown brick that ran around the bottom of the home. She had always loved the design. It made her feel like she was living in an old castle. 
 
    What other secrets did this place hide from her? 
 
    “Where are you?” She inquired to no one in particular, her light brown eyes lifting to the window of the reading room once more. But again, there was no extra room there, no space to keep the piano that she could fathom. 
 
    Suddenly, something shifted near the window, a shadow was thrown. Hazel ran backwards a few steps to get a better look and saw him for the first time. Her eyes widened, fixating on the shape in the window which had not been there a moment before. The man was too young to be her father, and not someone she had ever seen in her home before. 
 
    Hazel could barely make out the dark hair, and what looked like a suit jacket with a tie, but what she could see clear as day were those crystal blue eyes. They seemed to shine through the dusk and the dark of the window, lingering on her as the softest of smiles crossed his face, marred by the shining of the window against the new shining of the moon. 
 
    She wanted to run, wanted to get out of there as fast as possible and find her father, let him know what was going on right under his nose. This was an intruder and he had been there many times before. What harm did he mean them if he did not come out of the shadows and introduce himself to her father? Was he there to steal from them both? 
 
     It didn’t matter she hadn’t seen the blue energy that taunted her, she could tell it was him. The blue hue of his eyes was the flash that she had seen in the room several times before. It was what she believed to be magic or a curse. 
 
    Would he even be there by the time she fetched her father? She had tried several times before when the oddities had begun, but by the end of the first few times, her adoptive father had made it perfectly clear she wasn’t to bother him anymore to play this little game. He would be sure to spend time with her soon, only if she were patient and focused on her work. 
 
    She had seen it in his eyes, he didn’t believe a word of what she was telling him, and if she continued to bother him, she would have to deal with the repercussions. 
 
    Hazel wasn’t going to push her luck, but she wasn’t going to run and hide again either. She planted her foot and despite the chills running down her spine and the fear gripping at her chest, she stared down the blue eyes of the unknown man. 
 
    The small girl did not move when the raindrops started sprinkling the ground. He averted his gaze, lifting his chin to look upward at the sky, then back down to her. She could have sworn his eyebrows were furrowed. He did not move an inch as he watched the rain hit her. 
 
    Hazel was getting frustrated with the situation, though she had no idea what she needed to get from it. Understanding? An explanation, perhaps? It felt like this man was playing tricks on her. Did he think it was funny to scare her to such an extreme? To play music and then hide it somehow? Who was he, what was he? Was he an angel? He didn’t look like what she would expect one to look like, which made her next decision even more appropriate in her mind. 
 
    Hazel kept her foot planted, threw up her chin, and raised her hand slowly. The one middle finger pointed directly at him. It was a gesture she had seen some of the adults flash at each other, and she was confident it was nothing good. 
 
    Sure enough, he seemed to take a step back and was there a smile on his face? With a stomp, Hazel finally felt it was time to go and on her own terms. Ignoring the thought of him making fun of her further, she made her way back, heart racing in her chest. She retreated straight to her room. She did not even look down the hallway towards the reading room, not wanting to see if there was anything, or anyone looking back at her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Present day 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, Hazel moved cautiously when she awoke. She opened her door slowly, as if she feared someone may have broken their way into her home during her slumber. During the night, she had been plagued with dreams of her old home and the life she had led there with her adoptive parents. It was a life she had tried a great many times before to erase completely, or to shove away lest she feel the sadness at their absence. Clearly, it was something she’d be unable to control during the night hours. 
 
    Charlie burst through to freedom, the moment the door was cracked, black tail darting around the corner as he knocked Hazel off balance. The cat was desperate to get to the kitchen and where he surely would be fed before she headed off for the day. After regaining her composure, Hazel made her way into the main part of her house, unable to stop herself from looking to every dark corner, prepared for anything that might happen or anyone who may have entered during the night. 
 
    She had a small, off duty revolver at home. Despite there being no immediate need to use it, she found the gun was tucked to her side with every intention of carrying it throughout the day. If there was malicious intent in the warning that had been left behind outside her home, she was not going to be helpless when they came for her or finally made contact again. There had been no number on the note, no further information on the paper. 
 
    She showered quickly, paying no mind to the warm water and how easily she could have spent her entire day there. After leaving, she quickly made some fresh coffee and poured it into a to-go cup before changing into some basic jeans and a black t-shirt. Hazel was planning on running by the police department that morning with a box full of donuts to continue her annoying task of ensuring her team didn't think she was going away anytime soon; even if she wasn’t scheduled to work front desk that day. 
 
    She was not crazy, and she would be back. Until then, some sweets never hurt and it helped her keep an ear on what was going on in Portland. 
 
    Hazel had friends on the force, but not the type of friends that supported crazy and suicidal without warning. They were the type of friends that wanted to see those they cared about taken care of, which in her case just happened to be white padded walls or an indefinite break from the force altogether. Even Darren, the one she had allowed herself to drop some walls and have a sexual relationship with, wouldn’t be okay with her coming back to what he deemed to be an ‘emotional burden’ for her. Good intentions, but she wasn’t interested in playing into that mentality and had hardly dodged being dragged away into an institution, already. Besides, he may have shared her bed for a short time, but she didn’t give a shit enough about his general opinion, especially in regards to her mental state. 
 
    Doomed to forever be a cat mom. She’d get a job at an animal shelter, forever bringing home the stinky beasts to her small home, which would be adorned with cat ladders and toys. She’d knit sweaters for them all and give them human names, forgetting the touch of men forever as she pledged her life to the furry ones. 
 
    No, no, no. It was time to join a dating site. 
 
    Summoning up some courage, she gave Charlie a little pat on the head and filled his food dish, slipping from her apartment before he had a chance to see that she was leaving him. The cat hardly cared, she was sure, but she liked to think he did. Locking her door was almost silly because clearly people were scaling walls to get messages to her, so going through the front door couldn’t be too difficult for whoever sought her out, locked or not. However, she wasn’t going to make things any easier for her new harassers as she locked and double-checked her front door. 
 
    The air outside was brisk that morning; winter would be here soon. It was her favorite few months of the year, where she could nestle up on the couch with a good book and a big, warm bowl of soup. Whether or not they got snow was always a gamble, but she was banking on some fluff that year after the somewhat dry winter they had endured the previous year. Her boots crunched through the grass outside her apartment, a sound she had always enjoyed, and growing up she’d made it a point to smash down all the grass outside her adoptive parents’ home every chance she had. Evidently, it had driven her father mad because he quickly put an end to such things on the third icy day of play. Still, after what she had been through the day before, the nostalgia was welcomed this time. 
 
    Things felt different. It wasn’t something Hazel could put her finger on, but it was like she navigated on a cloud, had been that way for the last few weeks. Her interactions seemed odd and she had simply chalked it up to her own lack of mental stability or overthinking things with those she spoke with. Memories of events seemed unclear at times, logic missing her at the most random of moments when she normally felt so sharp and prepared for anything that rolled her way. 
 
     She had been hiding away at home more and more often, something she had done when she was much younger and the things she saw had scared her, but as an adult it had not been something Hazel allowed herself to do. Her instinct was telling her something was amiss in her world, more than she had originally thought, but of course everything about what she experienced on a daily basis was amiss. Even walking from the donut shop and back to her car, Hazel could see dark shadows in her peripheral, jumping from tree to tree, their eyes fixed on her. They made no move to get closer, nor did they speak to her in any way. It was as if they were only there to observe. 
 
    The spirits had been few and far between when she was growing up, but she did not leave her home often and her Guardian was the only being she was open to acknowledging and speaking with. Once she was out of the house and forced to leave him behind, Hazel had seen the beings again sparingly in the same areas; pulsing shadows of energy on a street or in a field. They did not leave the block, just as her Guardian had been trapped at her father’s home, trapped in the location of their death, and unable to continue tracking her once they noticed she observed them. 
 
     It was something she had yet to fully understand, despite the stories she had been told as a young girl by her Guardian. There was still a part of her fighting to put all that understanding away and ignore her interest in the subject and the beings who haunted her in hopes they would go away. A part of her believed it was the disintegration of her mental health, her Guardian was an imaginary friend when she needed him, this was all something she had to learn to get rid of. Visions of her episode at the orphanage with the force tormented her, telling her it was all real, she had to tread carefully. These things she was seeing? They were following her now when they had been unable to before, and it was not something she had ever felt, not something she had ever dealt with. It was changing, becoming more hostile. 
 
    Now was not the damn time to be delivering donuts. 
 
    Yet, there she was parked just outside her station, prepared to jump in and act as though nothing had changed. Hazel pinched the bridge of her nose, preparing herself for the emotional toll the errand always took on her. She quickly got out of her car and approached the door to the building, a practiced and bright smile on her face. Balancing the pink box of donuts in one hand, she opened the door to the Portland Police Precinct, greeting check-in at the front. The blonde had smiled at her warmly, welcoming her without any pause. Hazel shoved down the last bit of anxiety biting at the edges of her mind. 
 
    So far, so good. 
 
    She could not imagine anyone being allowed to go back to the station after the stuff she had pulled, not to mention the less than clean bill of health her therapist was pushing. Yet, they acted as if nothing was wrong the moment she entered the building with food, as if she still held her old position. No suspicious gazes or whispered comments at her arrival or why she was there on a day she wasn’t scheduled. It had to be too good to be true and clearly some of her commander’s doing. She knew protocol, something was really working in her favor despite her full-time position being taken from her by the spirits. 
 
    She rounded the corner into the waiting room area, immediately taking note of those sitting there. It was always something she had made a habit of doing and something that had made her even better at her job. The job she would have again, Hazel cruelly reminded herself. 
 
    There was a young man sitting there. He had dark hair, medium build, late teens or early twenties. He was bent over his knees with his head in his hands. Not looking upset but exhausted. A woman, mid-twenties, sat against the far-left wall, her short legs kicked out in front of her and crossed at the ankles. It looked as though she had been taking a nap or she was just bored. 
 
    Pale green eyes flashed up to Hazel the moment she observed the girl fully. It almost stopped her from her mission delivering donuts, the eyes unsettling and direct as they captured Hazel where she stood. The woman they belonged to was well-dressed, her small and delicate face almost pixy-like in nature. Her eyes were far too big for her face, making her seem otherworldly and incredibly innocent; the mischievous look in her eyes not at all matching the rest of her. The woman’s long black hair was set loose, falling into her face as she leaned forward in the chair. Her skin was a soft mocha color, but Hazel couldn’t pinpoint her ethnicity. 
 
    “Morning,” the word slipped from Hazel’s mouth before she had a chance to stop it, unnerved by the female’s intense stare in her direction. 
 
    The female blinked, seeming momentarily stunned by the greeting, but did not answer. Not wanting to waste another second on the stranger, Hazel made her way deeper into the building, seeking out the familiar faces of her team. 
 
    For those few minutes she was back with some of the officers, she could feel as though everything was normal once more; like she was just heading into work on a typical day. Unfortunately, it was short-lived as a face caught her attention. Darren had not only been the one she worked the most with when she was on the force, but he had been the first to discover her assumed attempt at her own life. Not to mention he had seen her drunk, naked, and sleeping in the past, so there was a different level to their interactions Hazel no longer found herself excited for. 
 
    “Jefferson, great to see you,” Hazel smiled, keeping her face calm and collected as she greeted him. 
 
    “Good to see you too Hazel. What you doing here today?” His almond eyes were slightly narrowed, searching her body and face for an answer to his question. 
 
    “Just dropping some stuff off. Donut?” 
 
    “Oh yes! Absolutely! Have any of those maple bars?” The mention of food had him distracted just long enough, eyes leaving her as they looked over the box in her hand. 
 
    “You know I do.” She popped open the top, waving the box in his face as he struggled to grab onto his chosen snack. 
 
    “You seem to be doing well,” he took a breath, “I was trying to call.” There it was, the discussion she had wanted to avoid. How did you explain spirits you’d seen since you were a child were trying to kill you for some reason? It wasn’t exactly something you just spilled to another human, especially when their only interactions revolved around the calls they went on together and drunken, desperate nights. Clawing each other’s clothing off until they were only a pile of sweaty need, only to pretend it had never transpired the next day at work. 
 
    “I appreciate it. But I’m just focusing on my health right now. I hope to be back soon.” 
 
    His smile was the only response Hazel received. White and straight, it was strained and clouded with more questions he had yet to ask. But she didn’t have the time to gamble with her answers and struggle to get him to let it go, she had a job to do. 
 
    “Listen, Jefferson, I’ll call you as soon as I’m feeling back to myself, I promise. Now I better go get these donuts to the others before they hunt me down.” Without waiting for a response, Hazel gave him the warmest smile she could muster and turned away, the smile an ache on her face as she made her way towards the rest of the team on site. 
 
    Once the donut box was empty, Hazel stirred herself out of the moment, recycling it in the break room before heading towards the exit. Darren was still on her mind, their strained interaction one she did not want to endure again. He had always been the one who had remained the most skeptical about her returning to work fully, and she had hoped he would be out in the field instead of in the office when she arrived. Once she reached the waiting room again, Hazel noted the young man who had been there with his head in his hands was gone, but the odd woman still sat there, pale eyes snapping to Hazel once more when she entered the room. 
 
    This time, Hazel moved quickly through the waiting area, not stopping to pay the small woman any mind. She waved goodbye to the woman at the Sergeant’s desk and made her way outside to the chilly morning again. 
 
    She hadn’t even heard the woman approach her outside until a small finger poked her shoulder. 
 
    “Hazel! It’s great to finally meet you. It’s so relaxing out here, isn’t it?” 
 
    Hazel turned on her heel quickly, palming her keys as she looked into the light green eyes of the stranger. She was a tiny thing and couldn’t have been much older than she was, coming just to Hazel’s mid-chest. 
 
    “Can I help you? How did you know my name?” The hostility melted from Hazel the moment she turned to face the woman, her shoulders relaxing as an odd sensation crept through her body with her touch and words. It was a calming feeling she could not place, but immediately leaned into and desperately desired more of. 
 
    “Oh I’ve heard all about you. Delivering donuts, again? Seems odd, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Was she calling her out for the attachment to her work? What did she know? Did this stranger know what had happened to her? Everyone had done such a bang-up job of keeping things under wraps. Was she a reporter? 
 
    Despite the suspicions, Hazel still felt her heart rate calming, things slowing down around her until she was only focusing on the stranger. “I suppose that depends. Who are you and how can I help you?” 
 
    She produced a pout, big eyes blinking back some feigned hurt. “So abrasive, Hazel! But I heard you would be. I’m Faye and I’m here to bring you out of this spell.” The small woman lifted one hand to shift her dark locks over her shoulder and out of her way as she raised her hands and cracked them in front of her body. Hazel’s eyes watched them, widening when she saw the light red hue that appeared to surround each palm. 
 
    Before Hazel had a chance to question her further, Faye’s hand shoved forward and hit her shoulder, knocking her backward. The force was not something Hazel had been prepared for and the moment she hit the lush grass, she sprang to her feet with her fists clenched, squinting through the rays of sun towards the woman as she looked to attack back. 
 
    “What the hell is your problem?! What are you even talking about, I-” Rays of sun? Lush grass? Hazel’s mouth fell open as her eyes landed on the home before her, the new location finally dawning on her. 
 
    “Welcome home, Hazel!” Faye’s cheery voice exclaimed as she extended her arms to the large home before them and spun in a circle, her face upwards towards the glaring sun that beat down upon them both. 
 
    It was the home she had grown up in, the Victorian home she had left a great many years ago for what she had hoped to be the last time. 
 
    Hazel did not respond to Faye, realizing this was either some dream, or she had finally broken down fully and her mind was mush. It was something she had feared for quite some time. There was not a logical understanding of why things were happening the way they were when it came to her normal, everyday life. Things were fuzzy, unclear, and laced with darkness. Why was this any different? It was just some trick of her mind or magic she could not comprehend, but always seemed to demand her attention and understanding. 
 
    Hazel’s heart was racing wildly, palms sweating as she looked up at the old, familiar house. The house she had met her Guardian in, the home she had come to clear out when her father had passed away. She was torn between wanting to shake Faye and demand answers, and shrink back down to the grass and close her eyes to will it all away. 
 
    Cool, calm, collected. The three C’s she had attempted to dedicate her life to, were becoming more than simple goals in that moment. They seemed almost unattainable as she redirected her eyes back to Faye. 
 
    “Tell me what the hell is going on here,” she said through gritted teeth, clenching her fists to rid herself of the shaking that had started and taken over her entire body. 
 
    Faye’s pale green eyes returned her stare and the small woman slipped closer to Hazel, who stood her ground. Her brow furrowed for a moment as she seemed to fight for her next words, struggling with how to respond. 
 
    “I guess I kind of jumped into this spell to get you free without thinking about how I’d explain things…” 
 
    “Spell? What, like magic?” There was no need to play stupid, she needed answers. 
 
    If Hazel was at all willing to believe she was brought back to her home in a simple push, it was only some form of magic or her own head doing such things. It wasn’t unorthodox and quite frankly, she would have taken any sort of answer. 
 
    Faye put her hands in the air defensively as the question was barked at her. Hazel probably would have felt bad if she wasn’t clouded by her own alarm and fleeting sense of sanity. Even now, the woods around Faye seemed to pulse and become less and less clear, like a cloud had fallen over them. 
 
    “Listen, you encountered a Danira Lacko. Do you recall anything about that name?” 
 
    It seemed familiar, but she kept hitting a brick wall the moment she tried to search her mind for where she had heard it. Like a bumper car repeatedly hitting a wall, jumping back a few feet, only to do it again. 
 
    “You’ve been placed in this fake version of your reality created by a spell cast by Danira. None of this is real. We need your help, but first you must help yourself. We have your body but she has your mind. The more you realize this is not your reality, the easier it will be to free you.” 
 
    A sudden ping of pain hit the middle of Hazel’s forehead. An instant headache as she processed Faye’s words. Clearly, this was a dream. A vivid dream she would soon wake from. 
 
    The trees became fuzzier, shaking violently to the left as though a glitch were in place on a game. The dark branches reaching towards the sky jumped in the air, appearing higher above before glitching back to where they had been before, pixelated. 
 
    “You think I’m full of shit,” Faye said, but her light eyes were no longer on Hazel, they were on the trees in the clearing. “Good, whatever will do the trick. Just as long as you understand your mind is being tampered with and this is not real. We are the only things real about this place.” 
 
    “What are you ladies doing out here?” The front door to the old home opened, an unfamiliar woman coming to the front porch, her hands held a dish towel, bright eyes confused and narrowed at the two newcomers in her front lawn. Of course, Hazel herself had sold the house. It only made sense her father wouldn’t be in her dream and someone else would be living there. 
 
    Faye cursed behind her, clearly displeased with the way things were going. She raced towards Hazel and her body was shoved forward suddenly, but she knew who had done it the moment both hands made contact with the back of her shoulder blades. 
 
    Hazel staggered forward a few steps before whirling around and grasping onto the front of Faye’s shirt. She wrinkled the fabric up in her hand and pulled her body closer, growling the next words that fell from her lips as she leaned down to meet the woman face-to-face. 
 
    “I swear, if you touch me one more time…” But Hazel’s voice trailed off again, the darkness coming suddenly for them both as she spoke to Faye. 
 
    Their surroundings had changed once again, a different and even more familiar scene unfolded all around them. Hazel did not release Faye, eyes scanning the room they now had been placed in, confirming what she had been most afraid of. 
 
    It was truly just as she had remembered from so long ago. 
 
    The classroom was clean and simple, with the desks lined up perfectly before the front desk. The bland color of the room was saved only by the colorful paintings upon the walls; splatters and sketches from the children who resided there at the community home, or orphanage as some called it. She remembered hating the room at first, so used to having more toys surrounding her like there had been in her younger years in the smaller classes, unsure about the new layout for her daily lessons. Yes, they only had to spend a few hours a day in the room, but it had been a big change and there weren’t many kids her age to spend time with. She had truly believed a family would have picked her up by then, but there had not been a connection with the interested parents and those she had gotten close to, they had seemed to quickly pick up on her odd peculiarities and the things she saw, and were not heard from again. 
 
    It was in this room she was told she had finally been fit with a family. The only family she would ever remotely belong to. 
 
    She was vaguely aware of Faye squirming in her grasp still and released the small woman’s collar. Immediately, Faye’s hands lifted to smooth out her shirt, seeming almost uninterested and unmoved with their current location as she tried to fix the strain in fabric along her neckline. 
 
    “Just pushing you through her bullshit, that’s all. Lacko really got her hooks into you. Listen, I know this is all very confusing and it probably feels like something out of a nightmare but just go with it. We need you out of there before she finds out we are breaking you out and comes here herself. There’s no way I can fight against her if that happens. You’ve experienced worse, or so I’ve heard, just focus with me here.” 
 
    Hazel’s chest ached with the memories the room threw back to her, every alarm bell ringing out in her mind as she reached out and stabled herself on one of the desks. “Okay, okay. Say I believe you, how do I get out of here? And what exactly have you heard about me?” 
 
    Everything seemed so incredibly real beneath her hands, the room around her so familiar and plunging her back into her memories of old. Releasing the desk, Hazel’s fingers pinched at the skin of her arm, flinching at the immediate pain. Yeah, that stung. How could it be a spell or magic if what she was feeling was so incredible real? 
 
    Shadows danced along the doorway, sending light scattering through the dark classroom. “Good, awesome, great.” Faye was wringing her hands together, looking far more exhausted than Hazel remembered, as if she had aged ten years in only a few minutes at the mere sight of the shadows. 
 
    Her tired eyes met Hazel’s. Faye spoke quickly, becoming more and more uneasy as the shadows continued to dart along the bottom of the door. Suddenly, the room became even colder, all light that had been shed from under the door was blocked by darkness and the iciness spread until it consumed everything in the space, a crackling along the floorboards as the walls began to shudder and fade. 
 
    “Focus on me, Hazel,” Faye’s voice was stronger this time, and she quickly met her gaze again. “The spirits know you are aware of the mind trap now. They are going to do everything in their power to keep you here until Lacko gets a better grasp on her failing spell. Good thing she didn’t bank on me getting in and screwing things up. But you need to help me, I can’t do all this cool shit on my own. I can’t hide you anymore, they’re here. Focus, Hazel. Focus on the inconsistencies recently, focus on how absurd this all is. Break through this. The moment those bastards get their hands on you, this won’t work. It’s the only chance and I don’t really have a backup plan. You have to know some magic, focus it.” 
 
    There was a huge bang at the door, Faye jumped and clutched at her chest. Hazel’s own heart beat faster and faster. Another loud bang followed before Faye sprang into action, sprinting across the room and locking the door just in time for something on the other side to begin jiggling the handle wildly. 
 
    Hazel closed her eyes, focusing as best she could with the banging. Every recent cloudy moment of her life over the last couple of months flashed before her eyes. The odd behavior of her past co-workers, the acceptance of herself she had previously questioned, even the lack of punishment for her lashing out during therapy, all things her logical mind knew she should not be able to get away with. It was like someone had tried to create her a day-to-day life worth living after her accident, but fell asleep at the typewriter when it came to the finer details only she would be able to pick up on - even the mannerisms of those she knew best. Were the spirits who were appearing more and more frequently planted in her mind? A spell? 
 
    Hazel felt the earth behind her shifting and moving, much like a rolling earthquake had just hit them. Magic? She didn’t know any magic. But she did know how to ease herself and control her thoughts amid chaos. Deep breath in, deep breath out, scanning from the head down to her toes. There was a scream from Faye as the door smashed open and the temperature of the room plummeted. Cool, calm, collected. 
 
    Hazel’s eyes flashed open just in time to see a large, shadowed creature walk into the room, piercing brown eyes fixed on Faye as it took a human step towards her. But the eyes flashed up to Hazel just as the world around her seemed to shade and fade into darkness. There was no definition of objects, no way to make out those colorful designs on the wall; like the scene around her was melting into nothingness. She was vaguely aware of Faye’s laughter filling the room, hysterical and manic as the spell fell apart. 
 
    “We win, fucko!” Faye screamed. 
 
    Hazel felt herself falling backwards into darkness, the scene before her disappearing completely. As she fell, Hazel saw Danira Lacko’s face in her mind, clear as day, remembering instantly the moment she had met the woman, a memory that seemed to have been pushed from her mind. 
 
    Hazel’s scream was high and piercing, yet almost muted by the passing air. The sound both fearful and uncontrolled as she fell down into the darkness. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Solid ground was suddenly beneath her feet, hands that were not her own were on her as she was shaken into awareness. Where was she now? Who was with her? How was she going to escape? The panic seized her as Hazel opened her eyes to those touching her. The brightness of the room making her squint and strive for some clarity, her body lifting into a seated position as she clutched her chest. 
 
    Immediately, the hands that had been on Hazel removed themselves, the two men in front of her came into focus slowly. “Hazel! You’re back!” 
 
    It was an unfamiliar voice that called her name, emerald green eyes peering down at her through the fuzzy haze she drifted in. The man behind the eyes was massive, the military cut hair and tattoos just added to the ‘I’ll kill you and not think twice about it’ vibe he was giving off. He was muscled and daunting, leaning over like a lumbering giant as he spoke to her with excitement, a small pull of a smile against his full lips. Hazel found herself studying his tattoos instead of focusing her attention on the other man in the room, searching for any gang affiliation anywhere among the designs. But she could not understand the scroll on his arm, could not decipher the jagged designs on his muscles. He knew her name, but she knew nothing about him. 
 
    The second man was not speaking, his body moving away from her the moment she stirred into awareness. Hazel scooted herself across the floor and away from the two of them, until her back was against a wall, finding a small bit of comfort in the space. 
 
    The second man peered over at her calculatingly with dark blue eyes. He seemed to be searching her the same way she had been searching the one who spoke to her, a crinkle of uncertainty between his eyebrows. Adjusting his dark-rimmed glasses, he scoffed in her direction. “Of course, she’s back. Faye doesn’t screw up.” He pulled a hand through messy blonde hair, turning away from them. 
 
    He had a strong frame, like the other man, but not nearly as filled out and deadly. There was something calm about this man and Hazel did not know yet if it was something she needed to look out for. In her experience, he could be someone to trust, or a complete psychopath and with what she had just encountered, she was dying for some answers and a bit of safety. 
 
    Hazel glanced behind the blonde man, observing a third shape in the room with them. It was a tiny figure on the ground, eyes closed and body motionless. She recognized the long black hair and mocha skin resting against the ground and shakily got to her feet. For a moment, the entire room seemed to spin and turn around her, threatening to make her face plant at any second. Hazel immediately pushed one hand out to steady herself, but a dark shadow had fallen into place next to her, a strong arm linking through hers. 
 
    The green-eyed man led her through the room towards Faye. It was empty and cold, reminding her of a meeting hall she used to frequent on the force. But the room was void of tables, chairs, and, well, anything. Where the hell were they? 
 
    Hazel focused on the unmoving Faye on the ground. The cerulean-eyed male was crouched down next to her, hands extending to grasp onto her shoulders. “Faye?” he inquired. 
 
    The soft awakening was short-lived. Suddenly, he began shaking her shoulders, her head flopping side-to-side with the movement. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?!” Hazel said in alarm, pushing herself away from the strong man who held her and leaning down next to Faye shakily, her body feeling like she hadn’t used her legs in weeks; the muscles weak and sore beneath her. But the moment she reached her hands out to touch Faye, her pale eyes had flashed open, fixed immediately on the roughhousing man with his hands on her. 
 
    “Caden, let go of me, you’re going to give me whiplash. I’m fine!” Faye’s words were slurred as though she were drunk, only those focused and sharp eyes telling Hazel otherwise. Eyes that were slowly pulled over to her. “Oh good, you’re awake,” Faye said with a smile that reached her eyes. She allowed Caden to pull her to her feet with one hand around her waist. “Thanks, Cae,” she breathed, “but I could really use a drink, instead.” It didn’t sound like she needed one. 
 
    The strong man shook his head next to Hazel, the lumberjack’s voice booming out in the empty office they resided in. “Yeah, let’s get the hell out of here and brief the new kid before we attract unwanted attention. Lacko has to have a pretty good idea we took her pet away, I don’t want to see what happens when she finds her.” 
 
    Pet? New kid? Hazel grimaced, shaking her head. “Where am I? I’m not going anywhere until…” But she stopped. 
 
    Faye had detached from Caden’s side and approached her, standing in front of her, those light eyes captured her instantly and refused to let her go. It was like a magnet pulsed between them and immediately Hazel felt herself calm, pulled into her gaze and the small woman behind it. 
 
    “I was born magically inclined, just like you, Hazel. We call the power Affinities. All of us have one, Caden, Tucker too. Although we can all be trained in magic, my particular brand of Affinity cannot be replicated.” What was it? Who cares, just as long as she got to relax and get lost in those eyes some more, melt into the feeling of security. 
 
    “Yeah.” Hazel heard the agreement escape her lips, no control over the word whatsoever. 
 
    Faye continued speaking, each word easing Hazel more and more. “I have allure. I can make you calm and relaxed. I can make you more, susceptive to my words and suggestions. I will not force you, simply ease you into understanding. I think you should come with us for more answers, don’t you think, Hazel?” There was a soft, red glow on Faye’s hands, Hazel strangely did not feel the need to comment on it. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah I think so…” 
 
    “I think we should go now, don’t you, Hazel?” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Six months earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hazel remembered the moment she first interacted with Danira Lacko. It was a memory that had been buried in her own head, hidden from her until she escaped, whatever it was she had escaped. Thankfully, there were a few things she really took pleasure in that assisted with forcing her to leave the home before the spell had been placed, situations she had begun to remember. 
 
    Going to the Saturday market in Portland had always been a relaxing experience for Hazel in the past, a chance to shop for local goods and the occasional fresh bouquet of flowers to brighten up her apartment. But more than that, it was a chance for her to get out of her home and engage with others without having to entertain them. It was a luxury Hazel did not give herself often.  
 
    That particular Saturday had produced a completely different need which had dragged her away from the neglected laundry, and out of the safety of her home. The desire to shop had not been there, and she had walked straight past the alluring scents of the flowers. It was like a string pulled straight from her chest, providing a trail through the throngs of locals and to the edge of the marked off market area. It tugged and urged her forward. 
 
    Hazel stopped at the end of the block, light brown eyes focusing on a colorful tent nestled before the city park. It rested beneath a large, old tree. It was tied around two branches that reached over the sidewalk. The tent was alive, breathing, and pulsing; the sounds of the market dulling until they seemed almost muffled behind her, as if two hands had covered her ears and all she could hear was the tent. Hazel opened her mouth, feigning a yawn as she tried to pop them and break the silence, but it was no use, the world around her remained muffled. 
 
    Hazel tugged her brown leather jacket tighter around her, took a deep breath, and started towards the tent where that string of energy led her. The moment before her foot touched the street to cross to the park, she froze with her foot hovering over the ground. No longer did she feel the unexplainable pull towards the tent and across the street. Instead, it was as though someone stood before her, a strong hand pressed against her chest to prevent her from moving forward. There was a warmth, a comfort that flooded her body and begged her to turn around and reconsider walking a single step further. 
 
    Was it her Guardian? It was a feeling only he had invoked in her before and she had no way of knowing, but it seemed unorthodox to still imagine his presence after so long; especially knowing he could not leave her father’s home. It had to be her own doubt that kept her from moving, her own resistance. “Oh, shove off,” Hazel grumbled. 
 
    But was she speaking to herself or to that unseen energy surrounding her? All at once, she was released from the hold, body propelled forward towards the road just as a car turned right, coming a few inches from hitting her. 
 
    A honk cleared Hazel’s ears and forced her into action. She gave the car a halfhearted wave of apology, kicking up her heels across the street and away from the sudden danger. Hazel felt herself breathe for the first time when she stopped before the tent, right where the energy had led her. 
 
    She had seen this tent a few times before; signs for palm readings and crystal balls that told your future were plastered outside the colorful fabric. It had appeared just a few weekends ago, and something had always steered her away from it, the same strong hand at her chest, producing a silent urging from deep within her to leave and not come back. The distinct scent of incense leaked through the slightly cracked entrance to the tent. 
 
    The tent was purple in coloring, covered with blankets of bright hues, looking every bit a magical and colorful, albeit creepy place to practice spiritual things. The local hipsters had to adore every part of it, but it was just unprofessional enough to make Hazel hesitant to enter. Wait, what was considered professional for such a place? 
 
    For the past few weekends, Hazel had been happy to heed those warnings and kept away from the psychic’s tent, but the previous night she had seen it so vividly in her dreams; Cries of desperation tore from behind the entrance, the flapped door releasing more and more screams with every gust of wind that hit it. Hazel had gone to the tent in her dream, touched the fine silken fabric that hung over the entrance. The screaming had stopped the moment she entered, welcoming her to the darkness. 
 
    “You are home,” the three words were warped and had no gender, ending her dream immediately. 
 
    “Hello there?” she inquired, stirring from her memory. The authoritative voice which came from behind her lips wasn’t one she could stop, the uncomfortable and intense tone reacting strongly to her own torn intuition. 
 
    “Oh hello, sweets.” 
 
    The woman’s voice did not come from within the tent but to the left of it. An attractive older lady tore away from where she had been adjusting a sign with a crystal ball painted upon it. The woman moved slowly, each move calculated and controlled. Once she was right before her, Hazel became acutely aware of how much taller the lady was than herself, which was not something she encountered often, as she was not the shortest woman herself. 
 
    The woman’s long, thinning blonde hair was loose and straight, washing out her pale and wrinkled skin. But it was her eyes that held Hazel captured, making her feel like she was a small animal with her foot caught in a trap, awaiting her fate. The soft and comforting tone of her voice did nothing to calm it. 
 
    “Ah, for a reading. That is why you have come,” she said before Hazel had a chance to collect her words. Her accent was thick and clipped. Russian? Greek? She was never great with accents. Her light green eyes seemed to shine in child-like excitement as they watched Hazel. The dark eyeshadow made them look all the bigger and brighter, but there was a sinister edge to her that Hazel could not shake. They were the most electrifying set of eyes she had ever seen. 
 
    Hazel had tried to talk herself out of coming there all through the morning, convincing herself there was no magic. But after seeing and speaking to spirits during her life, well it made not believing someone else could communicate with the dead silly. 
 
    “A reading, yes please,” Hazel murmured, the words feeling distant to her; an automated and unsure agreement, and it appeared the psychic could sense it. 
 
    Suddenly and without warning, the woman’s hand extended and gripped onto Hazel’s forearm. Every warning in her body silenced with the contact, but that was not all that fell quiet. She was experiencing true silence for the first time in so long, the intensity of the spiritual presences and voices around her giving her peace. They had been excruciating following the attack at the orphanage, relentless. In that moment, Hazel could have cried out in relief. Only her own thoughts, feelings, and mind remained. 
 
    When Hazel had first laid eyes on the psychic, she had seemed to be in her late sixties, but so close to her, she could see the wrinkles along her mouth, the aged lines that made her look even older. 
 
     “Madame Lacko knows what you need, think no more on it.” The Madame released Hazel’s forearm and the spiritual pulsing and voices from before quickly returned to Hazel’s mind, an energy and whisper she had come to hate. 
 
    The Madame made her way into the tent, one delicate hand holding it open to Hazel. The pain suddenly became apparent, half-moon prints where the woman had gripped her forearm slowly filling with blood but not spilling over. She had not been aware of how tightly the hand had gripped onto her. Shaking off the sting, Hazel decided not to comment on it and bravely made her way into the woman’s tent, the flap falling back into place the moment she was fully in the room. 
 
    It seemed so much larger inside her lair, but the scent of incense was just as strong as it had been on the outside. She remembered being young and hiding her few and far between experimentations with weed using the long, scented rods. Hazel had coated everything she owned in ‘Dragon’s Blood’ scent in an attempt to keep suspicion from her father. Little did she know, this would simply attract her father’s suspicion even more, not to mention gain a reprimand from the Guardian. Hazel found herself taking a deep breath of air, wondering what Madame Lacko was hiding. 
 
    There were two velvet seats surrounding a small wooden table in the middle of the bright colors and statues of unfamiliar beings. A purple tablecloth had been draped over it, giving it the illusion the table was floating, an illusion of comfort and an inviting magic she could not stop herself from wanting. Why was Hazel so worried? Sure, her body had been giving her reason to double think this adventure, but the woman had worked with the locals there for weeks. 
 
    “Do take a seat, sweets. You’re so uneasy! This is all but fun. Let us see what the spirits hope to bring to your attention,” the Madame was suddenly at the table, shuffling cards in her powerful hands. 
 
    Hazel pulled out the seat across from her, lowering her body down until she was seated. She tried to meet Madame’s eyes, but they were not on her anymore. They were closed, her pale lips moving as they spoke words that Hazel could not hear. Her expert hands were shuffling those colorful cards in a way that would leave a Vegas dealer jealous, the tarot deck dancing along her knuckles and folding together neatly, the noise a soft and gentle ‘thhhh’. Hazel was vaguely aware of the yellow flash of a sunflower on one of the cards as she moved them around, stopping abruptly when she placed the pack face down and spread them out facing Hazel. 
 
    Her light green eyes flashed upward to capture Hazel’s once more, the smile slowly spreading across her lips as she pointed to the cards and the unusual reading. 
 
    “Choose one, do not look at it. Place it in the middle of the table.” Her tone was strong but curious. It was as if she wondered if Hazel would truly do it. 
 
    Hazel extended a hand and trailed it over the upright cards, not knowing what she was searching for. Choosing one towards the middle, she slid it to the center of the table and stared at the design around the card. It was an old tree, gnarled branches and trunk surrounding the pale cover of the tarot cards. It was a simple design, but one that kept her attention as she tried to rack her mind as to what the hell the Madame was going to do. 
 
    Hazel was far from shy and truly did believe eye contact could allow one to read into someone’s soul. But with this woman, she found herself shrinking into the chair, not wanting to know what the Madame had to share with her. But she had been drawn there and with the recent events in her life, Hazel was willing to try anything for some clarity. Or control, whatever came first. 
 
    The Madame closed the card fan, palming the rest of the cards before dealing several out. Her card in the middle. Then she repeated the design under the cards, until a great many seemed to stare at Hazel. They teased her with unforeseen insight. But any psychic could find a connection to each message, right? They were just good at talking, at finding things that all people could connect to, finding a way to make their client believe it. 
 
    “What is your name?” Lacko asked, both her hands disappearing beneath the table, eyes no longer on Hazel, but instead focused on that card dead center on the table. 
 
    “Hazel.” 
 
    Her eyes snapped up and Hazel pressed back in her chair, frowning. Her once friendly smile had turned into a snarl. A second later it was gone. One hand lifted from under the table and she placed it on the first card to Hazel’s left as if nothing had happened. 
 
    “Tell us, spirits. What message must we relay to our dearest Hazel this day?” The room was silent, then she curled her fingers under the card and turned it over. It was blank, a dud. She should have looked through that new set of tarot and cleared out the ‘jokers’ before starting that game. Hazel could not stop the snort that escaped her. She had been so terrified before and it was for nothing. Hazel was going to beat herself up for this the moment she ensured those nails didn’t score her with some crazy juju. 
 
    The Madame’s eyes widened, and her mouth was aghast as she furiously flipped up the card next to the first. Blank. The next, blank. The energy in the room changed, feeling thick and angry. Hazel cleared her throat, attempting to play the game, but was unable to shake the sudden anger surrounding her. 
 
    “Perhaps another time, Lacko, was it? It seems the spirits don’t want to tell me anything.” 
 
    The Madame’s head began shaking furiously, her delicate hands clenched into fists. “No, sweets. It’s what your spirits refuse to let me see. Or spirit, I am guessing.” There was a twitching in her hand and Hazel could not help but feel it was in anger, not fear. 
 
    Lacko snatched up the cards and shuffled them together, placing them on a nearby stand before lifting a large crystal orb from beneath the silk fabric on the stand. 
 
     “If they do not wish to let me read, I will read them,” it was said in a sing song voice that sent Hazel’s hair on edge. 
 
    She placed that crystal ball in the middle of the table and Hazel felt pressure on her shoulders, as though two hands were behind her, pushing downward. It was a relaxing pressure that took away from the energy swarming around the tent. Still, it felt like a stern warning rather than a calming massage. 
 
    Lacko’s hands surrounded the orb as she closed her eyes, but the words she spoke this time, Hazel could hear loud and clear. “Show me what is in Hazel’s subconscious. Why does her spirit fight me, so? Share with us your power and perception.” At first there was nothing and Hazel had half a mind to stand and leave, she was all about humoring others, but this had gone too far. 
 
    Then the air around them cleared, smoke from the incense no longer thick. It was a fresh, clean wind around them. Hazel could feel the gust in her hair as she closed her eyes; the familiar caress of energy at her face, trailing down her arms and to her fingertips. 
 
    Her Guardian was there, was truly there, she remembered the feel of his energy. 
 
    It was the first time in half a decade that she had felt him. Had this been what her dream had been demanding of her? The crystal ball between them filled with billowing smoke, shapes and shadows appearing. She had just a moment to catch sight of her father’s large home before her side of the crystal became too smoky to make anything out. She could still see the shadows playing on the Madame’s side, however. 
 
    Hazel shifted to see, but the invisible hands were at her shoulder once more, keeping her in place as the Madame’s hovered over the ball. Lacko’s lips twitched at the edges, eyes gleaming as laughter bubbled out. Suddenly, she dropped her hands and the smoke diminished, the images dispersing along with it. Lacko stopped laughing, but the sound still danced in the air around Hazel. 
 
    “You have things following you. You have from a young age. That is a great power to have, certainly, but what a great burden it has caused you,” she tisked, a soft pout in Hazel’s direction. “I know a spell, sweets. I can remove this burden from you. A small trade that will benefit us both. Free yourself of the torture of these spirits. It is why the universe brought you to me today, it knew you were hurting, poor girl.” 
 
    She could take them away? She could make Hazel feel sane again? The idea of living a normal life for once was something she had played with often. But not something she truly thought would happen to her. Lately, she had begun to truly wonder if life was worth living. She couldn’t see herself without the burden of these entities. If things were only going to get worse, how long would it take before they finally ended her? Hazel was never one to play with the idea of suicide, it was not in her nature. But the idea popped into her mind, like someone had planted it there. Death was the only option; this female could save her from getting to that point. She had to trust her… 
 
    Warning alarms broke through her thoughts and Hazel jumped to her feet. The Madame frowned, standing as well, those light green eyes flickering towards the entrance to her tent like she meant to step in front of it. Hazel was too quick for that. Her words spilled from her lips as she shrugged her purse over her shoulder and headed straight for the tent opening as fast as she could. 
 
    “Thank you for your time.” She half expected the woman to reach out for her arm once more and crossed them at her chest as she walked. The Madame didn’t run after her. Her words were soft on the breeze, gentle and not hostile as Hazel had predicted. 
 
    “You know where to find me, sweets. Should you change your mind I will be here and ready to help you. Hear that? They’re pleased they can stay with you.” As if she had turned on a switch, the dark whispers around her started to grow louder and louder in Hazel’s mind. 
 
    Shadows danced in front of her, darting into the parks. Never had she felt so many spirits and energies roaming free. It was as if some doorway to their world had been opened for her sight, the two realms smashing into each other. The headache came fast and hard as she made her way down the street, looking away from others, not allowing her eyes to trail over the neighborhood, just the space in front of her. 
 
    The moment Hazel got to the safety of her home, she had collapsed and given in to the panic attack. She locked her door and tucked herself across the living room with Charlie in her arms. Her eyes were on the shadows that danced under her front door as her memory of the moment she met Danira slowly faded. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    When Hazel left her establishment, the smile disappeared from Danira Lacko’s face. She moved swiftly over to the entrance, hands extended as she focused on the tent only. The energy that filled her was not her own, but it did the trick. The spell escaped her lips and she protected the entrance. From the outside, it would seem as though her tent was no longer there, the area empty. 
 
    A familiar shadow appeared at her side suddenly; dark brown eyes meeting hers, appearing within the ghostly outline of his head. “You summoned me, Maven?” The deep, rumbling voice filled the tent. 
 
    Danira extended a hand and caressed it along the cheek of the shadowed male before her, finding the darkness solid beneath her touch. He was beautiful, when he wasn’t in this form. A perfect specimen at her disposal in all ways, a being she could use however she wished. 
 
    “Nico, my pet,” Danira purred, the cold skin under her touch excited her magic. 
 
    She needed Nico strong, there was no room to pull from his power and use it for herself. Besides, she had done quite a bit that day and finally they were on the right track. No matter how much fight Hazel’s spirits seemed to put up, in the end, Danira always won. It was not the first time she had been in the presence of Hazel’s magic, simply the first time the female had been privy to it. Magic was something the inclined could all study and learn, but their born Affinity? That was something that could not be replicated, which was why Danira had taken her own skills and dedicated them to the stealing and harvesting of others. 
 
    If they didn’t volunteer to be rid of that power themselves. 
 
    Sometimes the burden of being ‘special’ was not something these poor souls were fit for. Sometimes it took a more powerful, apt person to help them with what they were incapable of controlling themselves. 
 
    “Follow her. We will waste no more time on this,” Danira hissed. 
 
    Nico’s darkness filled the tent, billowing out from under any openings it could find, searching and reaching for the victim of his master’s choosing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Nineteen years earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hazel held her adoptive father’s hand tightly as she led him down the hall toward the reading room. She had debated telling him about the man she saw for quite some time, but when her father had come to tuck her in and say goodnight the previous night, she had made him promise to go with her and let her show him something. She had not said what it was, no matter how inconvenienced he had seemed towards the end of their conversation. She knew the moment she told him she believed the house was haunted, he would tell her it was all in her mind and retreat back to his work. He would insist she say nothing else of it. Hazel even feared he would worry she needed to speak with someone or that it was a bigger issue. 
 
    Her adoptive mother had been so intelligent and logical when she was alive, she remembered her being soft and kind. There had been no signs of mental illness in her adoptive mother’s actions or words, not in the slightest. But one day, the woman had fallen into her visions, becoming a danger to herself and those around her. It became worse and worse until finally her body gave out on her, the lack of sleep, food, sunlight, and sanity leading to her demise. No matter how much the doctors attempted to help her, Hazel had watched the woman disintegrate into nothing right before her very eyes, screaming into the darkness of her room until she was nothing more than a shell of what she had once been. 
 
    The last thing the little girl wanted was for her father to believe she was suffering something similar or playing a terrible joke on him. Despite Hazel not sharing any genes with her adoptive parents, she oftentimes believed her father did not acknowledge such things. It was something that had kept Hazel happy no matter how long he was away working. Something that kept her feeling as though the house was her home and he was her true family, or at least felt she was a part of his. 
 
    He was silent behind her, allowing her to pull him along down the hallway. The silence spoke volumes about how skeptical he was already, but Hazel was praying he would hear the music or catch sight of the man from before so she could prove it to him. She needed her father to know, needed to not be the only person seeing things in their home. It was one thing to hear the music and see the soft blue glow, but it was another thing to see a man standing there, to hear his words and see that he was truly real. 
 
    Hazel stopped in front of the door to the reading room, her soft brown eyes turning to look up at her father. His own eyes peered down at her through the curling white hair of his moustache. His eyes were like little rays of blue sky on a cloudy day. He extended a hand and opened the door, entering the room before her. 
 
    “Okay, what is it you want to show me here, Hazel? I really do have to be getting back soon…” She was losing him, her father was going to leave her there and retreat into his work once more, she was certain of it. Racing over toward the window, she pressed her ear against the wall. She knew the sound didn’t come right away, but still hoped she could start the process. 
 
    “I sit in here and there’s a piano, I can hear it through the walls.” She pointed at the wall then, glancing back to observe his reaction. “I saw a man in here yesterday while I was outside, he was looking through the window at me.” Where was she going with this? It didn’t matter anymore, he was there and she needed to know if he could hear it, too. If he had seen the man she spoke of. 
 
    “Was it the reflection on the window? I’m sure you probably heard the music in my office. I have it loud in there,” her father said, one hand rising to rest on his chin as though he was thinking heavily on it. 
 
    His eyes were not on the window nor the wall that she had pressed her face against. They were on her. As though he was studying what was amiss with her. 
 
    “No. He was real. There was a man in this house, in this room.” She was not going to tell him the voice spoke to her and she had communicated with it. 
 
    It was clear he was already starting to wonder how deep things went with all of this. Hazel may have been young, but watching her father’s reactions to her adoptive mother before her passing? She knew that tolerant skepticism from anywhere and she had to turn the tides fast. But what happened next shocked her far more than anything else he could have done. 
 
    Her father took several steps over to her, leaning down onto one knee as he looked her right in the eye. One warm hand fell on her shoulder and Hazel found herself wanting nothing more than to wrap her arms around her father and just live in that security for a few moments. She was certain he was about to tell her she was crazy, that she was not seeing the things or hearing the things she claimed she did. 
 
    Instead, his voice was calm and collected, honest and understanding. 
 
    “This is an old house. Built on old land. The maids have said they see things and hear things. I, myself have seen things I cannot explain. I believe you if you say you have seen something here, but if we had an intruder, we would know about it. We’ve got very good security here, Hazel.” She nodded dumbly, still blown away by him saying he believed her at all. 
 
    Her mother had whispered of ghosts and spirits and never once had she heard her father discourage her or say he did not believe what she spoke of. He knew she was losing her mind and her old self, but were there truly things in that home with them? Did his words really mean he believed their house was haunted? 
 
    “There are things in this world we will never be able to explain or understand, Hazel. There are so many things I heard I did not believe until I saw it myself. We should not open ourselves up to these things, we should not give them the attention they desire. Then they cannot hurt us.” Her father leaned forward and planted a kiss on her forehead, his hair scratchy on her skin. His hand extended and messed with her hair before he stood to his full height next to her. 
 
    “You can come to me with these concerns at any time, Hazel. I believe you.” But he did not offer her any more time or information, did not listen for the music to come through the walls. A busy man, he felt the situation had been more than dealt with, and left Hazel in the room to attend to his work. “You have an hour until your piano lesson, Hazel! I hope to hear you’ve been practicing.” He said over his shoulder, giving her a wink before closing her in the reading room. 
 
    Realizing she was suddenly alone in the room, Hazel felt the familiar fear start to chew away at her confidence, eyes scanning for anything moving. The room was silent, the rays of sunshine breaking through one window and amplifying the dust in the air. Aside from the maids that came on a weekly basis, the room almost seemed slightly untouched. When her father had mentioned that the maids had seen things as well, she wondered if it all stemmed from this room. Perhaps that was why the maids did not take the time and care like they did everywhere else. 
 
    Just as Hazel was about to move away from that wall and leave the room, the soft piano music was heard. The initial calm it brought made Hazel pause there, eyes closing as she rested her forehead against the wall. 
 
    “I don’t know what you want from me,” she said, and despite the words being the exact opposite of what her father’s advice had been, she found them escaping her lips. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be speaking with me.” 
 
    Hazel knew she should have run, should have ignored it, but she remembered the strength she had shown outside that home and she was not going to let this man? Being? Spirit? Control her in any way. 
 
    “You shouldn’t be here and you shouldn’t be playing music for me,” Hazel snapped back bravely. 
 
    There was silence for a few seconds, and she could have sworn she saw a flash of blue to her left, resting in the corner. Hazel kept her forehead against the wall, eyes open as she focused on the wallpaper in front of her. She was not going to turn around and face it, not going to acknowledge it there until she regained her confidence fully. 
 
    “I cannot leave this land. You can see me, that’s an oddity.” 
 
    Hazel didn’t understand him, but still did not stop her quick response. “My father can see you, too! The maids, too! You’re going to get removed from here if you keep it up.” There was laughter then, a warm and happy sound that eliminated some of the fear. 
 
    But the fact this thing wasn’t taking her seriously, took away any power she thought she had in her words, deflating her entirely. 
 
    “They can’t see me. They can feel me; perhaps see a shadow they cannot explain. Everyone on this earth is sensitive to those energies. But you? You can hear and see me so effortlessly. You saw me in the window, you’re a rude little girl.” 
 
    It was enough to give her the confidence to lift her head from the wall and turn around, facing the corner where that soft glow had remained. The man she had seen the previous day did not stand there. Instead, the bright blue glow had pressed against the wall, seeming to move and pulse like smoke. The smoke had outlined a shape against the wall. He was there, she knew it, hidden within the magical mist that compiled his being. 
 
    She could still remember the lightning blue of his eyes as he peered down at her from the window, it was the same blue that surrounded the being now. The smoke seemed to create more definition with each passing second, she could start to make out the lines of his jaw, fingertips moving at his side. He was slowly coming to life in the room with her. 
 
    “What do you want with me?” Hazel asked, her voice raising. 
 
    “Nothing. What you can do is special. You’re like me, like I was. A being with an Affinity. It has been so long since I’ve spoken with a real person.” 
 
    Hazel’s name was called from the hallway. Her father had clearly noticed she was not leaving and preparing for her lesson. She couldn’t make out the words, but with ‘Hazel’ and ‘ready’ the girl could put two-and-two together. She should have been relieved to leave the spirit there, but his words had intrigued her. 
 
    “I’m coming back,” Hazel said the words even though she knew she shouldn’t. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Guardian, just your Guardian.” 
 
    “HAZEL!” 
 
    The voice was right outside the door then, the irritation plain as day. 
 
    “I’m coming!” Hazel yelled back, moving quickly to the door, despite her legs feeling like jelly. She turned to look back at the corner, but the smoke and the Guardian were gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Present day 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You may not know jack shit about how to utilize your Affinity, but that comes with training. We know you can see and speak with the spirits on our plane, visit them in their world. A plane jumper, I am so excited to meet one in the flesh after hearing so many stories. Your Affinity is passed down along your line. You’re quite a rarity, were you aware? Your parents were hot stuff, Hazel, took us forever to find you.” 
 
    Faye was talking a million words a minute as they traveled in the back of the large grey van. Hazel had yet to get the information she desired, and no longer found herself wanting to ask, not even about more information regarding her parents. It was a subject she so desperately wanted to learn about, but until she was somewhere that wasn’t moving and clear of head, she would not be able to retain any further information. She was certain this was part of the hold Faye had on her. The small woman was sitting right next to Hazel, the calm radiating off her skin like a portable human Xanax. 
 
    Hazel glanced around the van. From the outside, it looked like it was ready to assist with a kidnapping with the chipped paint and the darkened windows. On the inside, it was whirring with the sounds of electronics, monitors shining against the side of the van. The only thing keeping Hazel sane was the realization that all her interactions with her Guardian, all those conversations she had finally pried from him as a child, were real. 
 
    The words Faye used struck a chord with Hazel, reminding her of the stories and adventures she had been told of when she'd lived at her father’s home long ago. Planes of existence, the magically inclined, honing and learning magic, spirits, but there had been no warning of Danira Lacko, and Hazel only wanted to know about her and why she desired to mess with her life. 
 
    “I can see and talk to spirits, yeah,” Hazel responded, tearing her eyes away from Faye and focusing on the monitors surrounding her instead. She decided to start with answering that question, taking things slowly. 
 
    The screens of the monitors were black, but there were dozens scattered across the side of the van, two desks propped up on either side. The seats they sat in nestled against the back, the seatbelts something out of a theme park ride. Faye had talked her into buckling in the heavy black straps, which was not at all a hard feat for the alluring woman and her magical words, but Hazel had been immediately relieved she agreed the moment the van took off with a roar of power. 
 
    Despite how old it looked, the thing hauled ass with Tucker behind the wheel. The military cut hair poked out from over the top of his seat, head leaning and bobbing with whatever turn he forced the large vehicle to make. They left the old building in the dust behind them, turning onto the highway and making their way to the outskirts of Portland. 
 
    Anxiety attempted to force its way to the forefront of Hazel’s mind. What was real in her world and what was fake now? Did the police force know where she was? Did she even have a therapist anymore? Was Charlie okay? The cat was self-reliant but she was still having a hard time getting a grasp on how long she had been kept in the fog. 
 
    “What’s the date?” she choked out, and this time Caden responded. 
 
    The man was strapped in beside Faye, peering past her to Hazel while his hands paused what they were doing, “You’ve been out for two weeks, it’s November 11th.” After responding, he returned to his small project. What looked like a battery rested in his lap, one hand tinkered with the side of it while the other screwed on the top…hat? The metal atop the battery-looking device looked exactly like a top hat. When he saw her looking over at him, he paused what he was doing and adjusted his glasses with an irritated sigh, tucking the small metal device he was tinkering with in the pocket of his jacket and out of sight. 
 
    Two. Weeks. 
 
    “I…have bills, a cat, a life. How did I even eat? How is that even…” But the panicked words ended as soon as Faye’s hand fell on her knee. 
 
    It was gentle and kind, no need for Hazel be worried about anyone or anything. They were going to be okay. She would get her answers soon and should just be thankful she was saved, right? 
 
    All of these thoughts were not her own. Still, the questions ceased and her body relaxed against the seat once more. Just in time for Tucker to squeal around a right corner and start up a mountain road. They were building altitude with every minute, heading up unfamiliar roads that led to camping centers, fish hatcheries, and the falls. Hazel vaguely remembered visiting this area with her adoptive mother and father when she was quite young to camp, marveling at the beautiful scenery around her. A small voice in the back of Hazel’s mind reminded her this was most likely where she was going to be killed. Much harder to find her body out there in the wilderness, wasn’t it? 
 
    Finally, the van came to a screeching halt and Tucker turned it off. Only the sounds coming from the computers disrupted the silence for several moments, then clicks as Caden took off his support belts and opened the side door, filling the van with the spill of sunlight. 
 
    Hazel blinked against the rays, the fall day made everything seem just a bit brighter than it should have been. Faye’s eerie, pale green eyes peered back at her as she took off her own belt and gave Hazel’s a tap to release it. 
 
    “So, we took your cat. He’s here. I really like him, it’s going to be a bitch giving him back to you.” A strange sense of relief washed over Hazel as she crouched forward and followed the rest of them out into the clearing. 
 
    On one hand, she was happy her cat was taken care of, on the other hand it meant they broke into her home. Her mind flashed back to the note outside her apartment the previous night. 
 
    “So, what was with the note? I assume it was from you guys?” 
 
    Faye smiled, nodding her head as she faced forward, making her way into a large lodge. “We needed to start the spell by instilling some fear and doubt. The more you believed something was wrong, the more paranoid you became, making it easier for me to slip into the scene Danira was playing out for you. The spell she kept you in was a power she stole from someone long ago, not the Affinity she was born with, so it’s much weaker than her ability to keep herself alive.” 
 
    Stole? Keep herself alive? 
 
    Hazel followed the group up the large wooden steps to the front of the empty lodge. It was clearly still in use. Everything was clean and perfectly manicured, the inside of the lodge welcomed them with warmth. 
 
    Tucker ducked to the left, motioning them to follow him through the front check-in area. Hazel took a look around, there was a large fire nestled inside stone against the side of the room, couches were scattered throughout the open area. There was one large man at check-in and one woman reading a book on a couch nearest to the fire, but everything else seemed quiet. Of course, snow had not yet fallen, so skiing was not yet an option. Hazel was certain the beautiful place was filled the moment the ground was covered in white. 
 
    The large man up front gave them a nod, a smile breaking out from beneath the large gray beard, eyes cheerful and warm amidst the rosy red face. 
 
    “Tucker’s dad,” Faye murmured. “His parents own the place, makes things easier.” 
 
    Tucker unlocked a back door, his massive frame blocking Hazel’s view until they were led through. There was a separate seating area there and doors to either side of the hallway. One was cracked open as they passed, a bed and dresser in sight. Did they all live here together? While people went about their business and holiday on the other side of the locked door? 
 
    Her thought process broke when a black, long haired cat crept out from under a table in the middle of the room. Charlie slinked towards her, yellow eyes studying them all reluctantly, just as suspicious over the situation as Hazel was. She lowered herself to the ground, all too aware of how sore her muscles were. Had she really been lying down trapped in a spell for two weeks? 
 
    Tucker was already lounging back on the couch, Faye taking a spot near him looking just as exhausted. Caden was on another, pulling a laptop up onto his lap, his fingertips dancing along the keyboard as he dove right into the technology and ignored every situation occurring around them. He reached into his pocket and brought out the device he had been messing with in the car, setting the small thing next to him on the couch as he looked to his laptop, then back to the slab of metal. 
 
    Hazel reached out and scratched Charlie behind the ear, the cat staying just within reach, but not at all receptive to the pets. Hazel didn’t question it, certain the cat was angry for her extended absence. He wasn’t the only one. “Okay,” she huffed, “so am I going to get some more answers here?” The absence of Faye’s touch and calming words had brought back her suspicion and cautiousness. “No more of that Vicodin touch, either. I don’t need to feel like you guys are screwing with me just as much as Danira did.” 
 
    Faye shrugged nonchalantly. “Fair enough.” 
 
    Hazel had a million questions surging through her brain, but exhaustion told her answers to the most important things would suffice for now. She would get everything else figured out in time. Wait, in time? Did she actually plan to stay there with them any longer? 
 
    “First of all, I remember this Lacko woman, she’s a psychic down at the Saturday market. We had an odd encounter and I went home. Are you telling me she wanted something with me, so she trapped me in a spell built around my own memories, and somehow you guys found me, saved me and I’m here with my damn cat at your ski lodge?” 
 
    Tucker looked over at her then, his emerald eyes filled with humor. “What questions do you need us to answer, exactly? It seems like you pretty much hit it on the head there.” 
 
    Faye spoke up before Hazel had a chance to snap back; seeming to pick up on the disinterest in his sarcastic response, especially given the very life altering, terrifying things they had both just witnessed with each other. “How about I just spell it all out,” she waited for a moment, and when no one laughed, she rolled her eyes and continued on. “We can fill in the blanks after some food. Or in the morning after a good night of sleep. I am sure you are exhausted from what she put you through. I’m starving and the whole fighting off Danira’s main henchmen thing has been far from relaxing. I need bacon, I need sleep, and I need a stiff drink.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you should consider bringing the bottle,” Hazel murmured, eyes still scanning the room and taking in all details as if this situation was going to turn worse and she needed to bring some officers in there or describe where she was being held. Did they even know she was alive? If she had truly been gone for two weeks, surely someone would have noticed she wasn’t responding to messages. It wasn’t like Hazel didn’t have friends, she had just not taken the time to water the fields of friendship that had started in the city, so when work had taken over, a lot of her relationships had gone to the wayside. 
 
    The realization that very little to no people were probably alarmed by her absence did not sit well with Hazel, and she was surprised she hadn’t realized it before. In fact, her landlady was probably more alarmed than anyone else and that was not something Hazel would ever find herself bragging about. 
 
    “You can see spirits, yes?” Faye asked. 
 
    Hazel nodded then, and it was so easy to just accept it and admit it when she had just seen and gone through what she had with Faye. 
 
    “Good, we established that. Here’s the deal. We’ve got a problem with a magically inclined ‘gal gone power hungry’. She wants the magic you have, but the only way to get it? Trap you and slowly drain it from you with her dark magic, or get you to give it up to her willingly. She has always been charming and good at getting what she wants, but with the new powers she has collected over the years, she’s damn near unstoppable now.” 
 
    Behind Faye, Tucker put his hands up, fingers waving in the air. “Oooh, dark magic.” She nudged him with her elbow, flashing an irritated glance his direction before speaking again. 
 
    “She has her little lap dog, Nico. He can seek out those who are magically inclined for her, and teleport around in the realms, but cannot merge the two realms like you can. In exchange for finding her new victims, she allows him to live. We come from a long line of protectors. Our parents ensured those who could interact with the spirits were kept in line, ensured that no normal people were hurt. Our grandparents as well, so forth.” Her hand was waving in the air, as though she had told this story so many times and grew tired of it. “We each have an Affinity to this energy at birth and harness it in different ways based on our roots. There’s no rhyme or reason to it all. You can see and interact with those who have passed, merge the two worlds and pull the spirits free. None of us can do that.” 
 
    Hazel interrupted then, eyes fixed on Faye. “But you saw that thing, you were there with me, you saw it as well. You were in the spirit realm or whatever with me.” 
 
    Faye nodded, taking a deep breath as a flash of irritation crossed her face. “Yeah, but that was in a spell, not the actual spirit realm. We stole ourselves a little artifact from Danira that allows me to get in and access the spell but what I saw wasn’t a spirit, that was Nico. It seems you’ve already met all our main players, so that makes things easier, but we’re getting off track. I use the energy and magic I possess to calm others, to persuade them. As you witnessed earlier. Caden…” She pointed to the man on his computer, who did not look up, merely placed a hand in the air. 
 
    “Present,” he murmured as Faye continued. 
 
    “Caden is our tech boy. He can use his magic to reach through those electrical currents. He’s a good little spy, aren’t you Caden? Also, he is a brainiac, can build anything you could possibly need. Always messing around with his little doo-dads.” No response. “Tucker over here…” She pushed out with one small foot, her shoes long forgotten in her quest for comfort. The foot pressed into Tucker’s side and he grimaced, shoving away at it playfully. “He comes from a long line of magical fighters. Sure, we all know spells that can assist if shit hits the fan, but this guy? I’ve seen him take a fully trained Affinity under Danira’s control to the ground and shove his own fist in his mouth. Beautiful, artistic, that’s our boy.” She pointed to Hazel then, smiling. “You, Hazel? You come from a long line of plane jumpers. You’re our key to finally burying this bitch.” 
 
    “Plane jumpers? What the hell is that supposed to mean? I’m adopted, closed case. I hardly think you know where I came from. You mentioned hearing things about my parents before, give me that information.” 
 
    Faye shrugged then, standing as her bare feet padded along the wood floor towards a door to the left of the hallway. Opening it, she disappeared and left Hazel alone with the two strange men. Thankfully, Caden was too busy typing away at something to attempt small talk, and Tucker was completely enthralled with something on his knuckles, eyes only looking up when Faye returned, her hands filled with manila file folders. 
 
    She walked over to Hazel on the ground, and Charlie scampered off under the couch, his yellow eyes peering at them as Faye dropped the folders on Hazel’s lap. A few of the papers spilled out on the ground. 
 
    “Sorry. Anyway, there’s all you need to know about your parents and some research of our own. We’ve been looking for you for a while.” 
 
    Hazel gathered up the paperwork, staring down at the folders blankly, not really knowing where to start. She wasn’t going to discredit anything after what she had just witnessed for herself, and she knew that those folders had been what she herself had fought to find for so long. 
 
    “Looking for me? We live in the same city, couldn’t you just sense me out there or something like Danira?” Faye shook her head, her pale eyes observing Hazel carefully. There was suspicion in her stare now. It was unsettling, to say the least. 
 
    “Something’s protecting you, something that she’s finding a way to break down. Someone, probably. When normal people die, their energy is dispersed to the plane they belong. The heaven or hell, if you will. But when the magically inclined die? Our energy continues on, we continue on. We are trapped where we die and the memories we had there. If we have enough strength in our power, we may also visit the world of the living. These are the people you are in contact with, these are who you have sensitivities to.” 
 
    It was a lot of information, and Hazel’s hand lifted in the air to stop her, still gripping those folders as though her life depended on it. 
 
    “I don’t want anything to do with this, I don’t want to help you destroy anyone. I just want to work on putting my life back together. I don’t even know where anything stands right now.” She was fighting back hysteria, wishing that damn cat was still at her side. But the thing had abandoned her so easily. “I need you to take Charlie and me home, right now.” 
 
    Hazel stood, her brown eyes fixing on each and every one of them. Caden had stopped typing, and Tucker was suddenly interested in the situation at hand, glancing over to Faye. But for once, the woman did not talk. She didn’t seem stunned by the request, but instead confused. This time, Caden spoke. He shut the laptop and placed it to his side, grabbing the small device and shoving it away once more, his blue eyes keeping her there, capturing her. 
 
    “She will send Nico to your home to look for you. It’s not safe. She knows you are gone and she doesn't know how to locate this place. It’s well protected. Please just consider staying here for a night at the very least, until we have a better grasp on the situation.” 
 
    He pulled out a phone at his side, tossing it over to Hazel. She caught it, looking down at the cracked, large screen in front of her. 
 
    “It’s shit, but it’s one of our burner phones. Protected. Call whoever you need to, but do not tell them where we are. Think about things until the morning? We have a room set up for you.” 
 
    No. Absolutely not going to happen. She glanced down at the phone, then back at Caden, remembering Faye’s words previously. If this man could work with technology, what else was this phone capable of? Relaying all the information to her captors here? But even more detrimental than the understanding that she had no privacy was the fact that she had no one to call. Sure, she had her group at the precinct, but with two weeks of her absence? Had there been a report? There was that sinking feeling again at the pit of her stomach, that dread. How would she even get back home? 
 
    In a way, these people were being friendly with their proposal, but they were all aware she didn’t seem to have a choice unless she was going to take the trek down the mountain with her cat in her arms. Hazel didn’t know what possessed her to answer the way she did, or if she had any control over the words in the first place, exhaustion and the overload of information hitting her hard and fast. 
 
    “One night. But tomorrow? You’re taking me home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    Nineteen years earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hazel could not focus on anything but the Guardian for the entirety of her piano lesson. Which, in a way, was not much different from the mental state she found herself in on a regular basis. She did not hate the piano, it simply reminded her of the reading room and the sounds that came from the walls. 
 
    Miss Marie was more than aware of the extra distraction that plagued her student’s mind. Her lips were pursed the entire practice as she fought to keep herself from reprimanding Hazel, which was a surprise to the small girl. Normally, her teacher had no issue letting her know when something was less than appealing. She fought to not say the things on her mind, disapproving of every moment she was there with Hazel. Every time the girl messed up, she made a small tutting noise under her breath until finally the woman broke. Towards the end of the lesson, she could not stop herself from making comments about how she believed the girl was not taking the practice seriously, not practicing nearly enough, how disappointed her father would be to know he was wasting precious money on something she was not invested in. Still, the time needed to be filled and Hazel knew her father would not stop the lessons no matter what the woman said. She had begged her father to put an end to the lessons many times in the past. 
 
    There was no use disagreeing with her teacher, the woman was correct on all fronts. But soon enough, the hour was over. Miss Marie looked down at the watch on her skinny wrist and let out of breath of relief, standing to gather her things. Hazel swung around on the piano chair and hopped to her feet in a joyous leap of freedom. Yelling out a quick thank you, she booked it from the room and out of sight. She didn’t have time to hear what else her teacher had to tell her, Hazel would be busy with her school tutoring next and wanted to get back to the reading room as fast as possible afterward. 
 
    Once she got to the reading room, however, there was no presence, no blue hue, nothing. It was as though the room had not changed since she left and harnessed no mysteries or magic. 
 
    Hazel waited there for almost an hour before she was forced to go eat and get ready for her next instructor to come. She had always excelled in school and despite how much she craved the interaction of other kids her age, there was always a small part of her that really looked forward to those studies and learning more. No matter how distracted she was, Hazel floated through her studies until midday. The small drawings of the shadow in her notebook still captured her attention, a reminder that there were a great many secrets in her home. If her father wasn’t going to get to the bottom of it, she was. Her mother may have been crazy, but the spirits could have also been the cause of her emotional and physical breakdown, and if these things had caused her adoptive mother’s death in any way, Hazel was going to do something about it. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    The day escaped her with no opportunity to return to the reading room as she had planned to do once more. Rushing through dinner and her lessons, Hazel found herself curled up in bed before she knew it; the entire day a haze as she filled her distracted mind with thoughts of Guardian. When her adoptive father entered her room to wish her goodnight, Hazel had closed her eyes, pretending to already be fast asleep. She did not want to speak with her father further about the spirit, knowing he would only encourage her to remain silent and not interact with it or engage it. She didn’t want him up and listening that night, or worried that she was succumbing to anything his wife had endured. 
 
    After he whispered his goodnight and the door shut behind him, she shot up in bed, whipping her sheets to the side before leaving the bed behind. Moving quickly to the door, Hazel pressed her ear against the wood and listened to her father’s footsteps trailing off down the hallway toward his study. Taking a deep breath, she moved her hand to the door knob, slowly turning it to allow herself out. Before she had a chance to open the door, she heard that familiar deep voice behind her. 
 
    “You’ll get in trouble if you’re caught.” 
 
    Hazel whirled around, eyes narrowing as she caught sight of the familiar blue shape in the corner. This time, she could see the collar of his shirt, his pants, the hands at his sides, clothing that she was unfamiliar with; it all looked old and out of place. It was as though each second brought this man further and further into focus, ridding him of the smoke and blue energy until he stood there, completely normal as he had been the previous day in the library window. 
 
    “Why not earlier?” she cried, “You didn’t show up. I wanted to show him,” Hazel spurted out the words and he blinked in confusion as they registered. 
 
    “Oh, in the reading room? Because I was hoping you would see the logic in things and become discouraged. But I see that’s not an option.” He grimaced, glancing at the door she had attempted to escape from. 
 
    Guardian seemed hesitant to come any closer, his hands leaving his side as he crossed his arms against his broad chest. Piercing blue eyes were on her once more, trapping her there as she removed her hand from the doorknob. 
 
    The fear made way for accusations and confusion, the young girl not knowing how to harness the shocking things she was hearing and witnessing, not knowing why she saw him, or what he was. But in a desperate attempt to regain some control in her mind, she began speaking quickly and frantically at the man in her room, stepping closer as bravery filled her. 
 
    “Why are you here? You aren’t supposed to be here. Are you a ghost? You made my mother crazy, she died, and no one believed her. Why are you scaring the maids here? Guardian, I want you to leave my home!” 
 
    His face was both horrified and amused, the features clear as day with the absence of the unearthly smoke. She caught a twitch at the side of his lips and didn’t know if he was fighting back a frown, or a smile. 
 
    “Little girl, you have no idea what you are talking about.” 
 
    Hazel was suddenly in front of him, her head cocked back to get a look up at the tall man before her. Fear was no longer there. The determination to rid her home of the being who had terrorized her mother had overruled everything else she possessed and drove her forward with a ferocity she did not know she possessed. “Answer my questions.” 
 
    “Sit down, Hazel. I’ll tell you a story,” he said softly, motioning over towards her bed. “If you don’t listen, I can’t help you understand what’s happening.” His voice was strained and husky; she knew the tone of an adult wishing he did not have to have a conversation with a child, she had heard it a great many times from the lips of her adoptive father. 
 
    But she would be getting some answers and that childlike excitement over speaking with someone that may be a spirit, or at the very least someone who could bring some clarity to her mother’s situation? She couldn’t pass it down. 
 
    Stepping away from Guardian, she took a seat on her bed slowly, curling her legs up to her chest as she peered over at the strange man. He seemed to contemplate walking over to her, but instead, sat down upon the ground near her bed, legs crossed and his arms back on the floor as he propped himself up to look at her. For several moments both were silent, weighing out the situation at hand. Then, he broke the silence with a sigh. 
 
    “I died a long time ago, Hazel. You’re the first person to really see me. The others may have been able to sense something, but I assure you that none of them were ever able to speak with me, or interact with me as you do now. Your adoptive mother was very sick, I did nothing to continue that sickness or feed it.” 
 
    Hazel froze at his admission of death, but without something to blame for her mother’s passing, she felt herself more lost than ever. 
 
    “How did you die?” she asked, and he seemed surprised at the question, as though he had fully expected her to run screaming instead of inquiring further. The man blinked, those eyes scanning her room like it was the first time he had ever been in there. It made her wonder if he often spied over those in the home or if he kept to himself in the room. Where was his piano? Where was his own room and belongings? Did ghosts get them, at least? 
 
    “I made a big mistake, Hazel. I had to pay for my mistake over a hundred years ago.” 
 
    Hazel’s eyes widened, body moving forward until she was leaning off the bed to get closer to him. 
 
    “What! A hundred years! You’re so old!” 
 
    His laughter was lyrical and soft, just as she had remembered it from before. The joyous sound erased some of the remaining discomfort in the small girl. 
 
    “Yes. I am very old.” He seemed humored by her, not annoyed. The small girl fed off that, so used to adults shooing her away or finding her to be an inconvenience to their day or time. Guardian was continuing to speak with her and explain things, engaging with her and giving her some information, even if she was not yet sure how to understand it all. “I’m just like you, Hazel. I have magic in me as well, an Affinity. There aren’t many of us, and it’s a pleasure to meet you.” He was being so kind to her, but there was still a hesitance to his words. The man kept his distance despite Hazel leaning forward to get closer. 
 
    Was he solid? One small finger poked forward suddenly, attempting to touch the Guardian’s shoulder, but the finger went right through, a shimmering blue mist erupting where she would have made contact with him. He gave her an amused but saddened smile, shaking his head almost seeming disappointed that he had not been able to feel the touch. 
 
    “I have magic? How? I want to see.” The little girl felt excitement gripping at her chest. 
 
    Now there was a belief she was special, no matter what she may have felt in the past, she had something within her she did not understand, but something special, nonetheless. It was all she had ever wanted, to have a friend and to be important in someone’s life. Somehow she had been dealt a hand that did not provide what she needed, but there with Guardian, she felt comforted. 
 
    Guardian shook his head softly and pointed back towards the head of her bed where the stuffed cat was propped up against her pillows. “How about this. I’ll make you a deal. I’ll tell you the story of how I died and then you sleep. I’ll tell you a story and communicate with you once a week. You may ask me one question each time I see you. In return, you cannot tell anyone you are speaking with me.” 
 
    It didn’t seem fair to the small girl. Why couldn’t he just stay there and answer all her questions? It was a game that didn’t make sense to her impatient mind, a game the man before her didn’t seem to be sold on, either. The moment he mentioned it, what she could see of his face darkened; a deep, pondering look residing there. She had waited so long to speak with him, but there was still an underlying fear there and Hazel did not want to push her luck with this unknown force. Nodding wordlessly, she climbed back away from him, clutching at the cat and leaning herself against the pillows. Hazel felt younger than she actually was, like the man was about to read her a bedtime story. Her question burst from her lips before she had a chance to stop herself, not caring to wonder if her previous questions had counted. 
 
    “Where is your piano? You can play much better than I can,” she said matter of factly, but she desperately wanted to know. No matter how much she disliked playing the piano herself, Hazel had found such comfort in the sounds she wanted to believe this man produced. 
 
    Guardian blinked, glancing down at his long fingers in his lap. Sitting on the ground, the man seemed so much less threatening than he had been in the corner, and softened even more. 
 
    “The piano is a part of my memories,” he said after a moment of thinking, one finger rising to tap at the side of his head. “I cannot leave this land. Those who have Affinities are connected to the spirit realm and remain there while others move on to their final destination. So sometimes you may hear me while I am in the other plane. Perhaps your ability allows this. I did not mean to scare you yesterday. I just,” he paused, “I felt you starting to enter the spirit realm, and could not stop.” 
 
    Hazel did not understand his words fully, remembering the loud music and his apology. He picked up on her confused look immediately, and flashed her a warm smile that did not quite reach his blue eyes. 
 
    “Enough about that, let me tell you a story. A story about why you should never misuse your Affinity, or explore it further. What you have is dangerous, and should be treated as such.” 
 
    So, he hoped to smash down the ability he had told her she possessed? Hazel was not going to turn down his story, wanting to know everything she could about Guardian and about what he claimed she may have control over, certain that there was nothing he could do to stop her from looking into it further. She closed her mouth and leaned against the pillows, pulling Charlie close to her as she allowed the melodic tone of his voice take her away. 
 
    “When I was alive, my name was Aiden. My family made The Oregon Territory their home in 1901.” Hazel could not even comprehend the time period but remained silent, worried that if she spoke up, he would cease talking and her knowledge would be interrupted. “My family worked digging trenches for water lines, but through several good trades and good luck, we acquired land and began raising cattle. I had a brother and two sisters. My family was Greek, and we traveled long and hard to get to this area, this area that you now call Portland. We lived on the very land this house was built on. This used to be my home, you see.” She glanced around the room, trying to imagine it so many years in the past. “It has changed quite a bit since then,” he said, blue eyes fixing on her, keeping her captured in that moment as he continued to speak. 
 
    “My older sister was magically inclined, as well, she had an Affinity. I did not know what this meant until she died. We had been playing by the train tracks one day. We used to play chicken with the trains there when my parents were unable to watch us. A stupid, stupid thing. She tripped trying to race away and was hit by a train. I remember it coming closer and closer, her excitement and that brave stubbornness. I had long run from the tracks, never as brave as she was. But the train came faster than she had anticipated. Her body had been clipped by the side, destroyed by the impact. There was no doubt my sister was dead,” he continued, shoulders relaxing slightly as he seemed to calm, easing into the story with a face void of emotion. 
 
    Hazel clutched Charlie close to her chest, eyes on the steady rise and fall of his chest as though the man really was alive there with her. 
 
    “It was a fortnight later when she returned to us from the grave we dug her. The dirt clung to every inch of her, as though a ghost returned to plague us. My mother even called to kill her eldest child for fear that it was an angered spirit, but it was indeed sweet Dani. She claimed she had seen death and vanquished it. That she had powers beyond what we could comprehend. Claims of others with power and abilities had swept the lands years prior, but out of fear they had all been killed by those who did not possess it, a true and real witch hunt that left those who could do things that were not understood at risk. This power leads only to destruction, Hazel. My sister should not have come back from the dead, although we know now she did not have a choice. Our Affinity, our powers reflect what we want the most. If you escaped the horrors of your life through music, you’d have a magical connection to it. All Dani wanted to do was live on the edge, survive the things that others feared. In return, her Affinity granted her another life when hers had been taken. Still, my mother feared my sister would be viewed as a witch, just as the other Affinities had been, that she would be killed. That fear overrode her own senses that her daughter had changed. She had seen things we will never see until it’s too late, and the innocence was long gone from the eyes and heart of my dearest sister.” 
 
    Guardian paused then, as though sensing to see if the words had made an impact on Hazel, or if she was still following. Her big brown eyes remained on him, unwavering as she listened. 
 
    “A great many years later, another magically inclined came into his power in our town. He was foolish and wished to explore these powers that grew as he aged, seeking Dani’s help. Dani had power over life, this man had power over death. He wished to control it, despite the spread of famine he brought with him. At the time, it was only crops and the occasional herd of cattle. But in those times, such a loss was detrimental. Dani claimed she could help him control it and they worked together. See, if he could control his powers, his abilities, perhaps he would not be seen as a monster, but as an angel like Dani. But my sister had a terrible secret she did not disclose until it was far too late. The power had consumed her, and despite what was done to her body she would never die. Still her skin aged, she aged. My sister was starving for more of the power and a way to cease the aging she knew would render her body useless in the end. She turned to the darkness for an answer, and the darkness consumed her. My sister opened herself up to the evil that resides in the darkest parts of the spirit realm, desiring nothing more than to control all those she could and combine the two realms so no one with an Affinity could ever truly be gone.” 
 
    Guardian leaned forward then, his crystal eyes shining in the darkness of the room, narrowed in anger as he spoke the next words softly. 
 
    “She was possessed by the darkness and used it to drain the powers from those who were magically inclined. It kept her youthful. The darkness appealed to the man with the Affinity for death and he started to seek out that power himself. But he was not as controlled as Dani, and when he made that mistake to broaden his ability, he infected the land, killing every person who stood upon it, a sickness that left the ground tainted for many years. My sister escaped the sickness. Every person who has opened themselves up to their power has fallen victim to the darkness. You will too Hazel, if you continue to search into this. You must listen to my stories and heed my warnings; this power holds a darkness you will not survive. It’s foolish to play with it as though it’s magic to wield for good.” 
 
    “How did you get free?” Hazel asked, her own eyes narrowing as she watched him. “You, you were death, weren’t you?” He nodded slowly then, not at all surprised she had understood, but he straightened up a moment later, standing. 
 
    “If I had left things alone, if I had known by the way my sister was acting, the way she was consumed by the need to get Affinities from the universe, from me, I could have saved everyone’s life. I could have stopped my Affinity before it consumed me.” Hazel looked down at her hands then in horror, unable to imagine that this man would be dangerous to her. “You don’t yet have all your abilities, but they will come and you must block them out. Shove down the need to explore them or unleash them. If you practice your Affinity, you will only become more and more powerful until that’s all you desire, and it destroys you. We humans are not supposed to harness this Affinity, despite some of us being born of it.” 
 
    Hazel shoved her hands under the blankets, feeling fear grip at her. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.” He nodded, looking almost as if he was going to extend a hand towards her but pulled it back before there was any contact, standing. 
 
    “I have to go. It takes a lot to remain here, even with your power assisting. Please heed your father’s warning, and mine. This is not something to tamper with.” 
 
    Hazel sat up in her bed, not yet wanting him to leave or the stories to end; not finding herself afraid of him as she felt she should have been. Instead she was curious, wanting to understand things further. But the Guardian said nothing more, the billowing blue mist surrounding him, and just like that, he was gone, his warm presence no longer keeping her company in the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Present day 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Faye slowly closed the door behind Tucker and herself after ensuring Hazel was settled in her temporary room for the night. After speaking with Hazel, the three of them had hung out for a little longer until they were convinced she wouldn’t run on them the moment their backs were turned. After a little bit, they had all headed to bed. Instead of going to her own room, Faye had followed Tucker to his. 
 
    She turned around to face him as soon as they were alone, her light green eyes were intensely focused, lasered right at him. In response, Tucker shook his head and crossed his arms over his broad chest. “Get those pissy eyes off me, Faye. We did the best we could.” 
 
    “Why did it have to take years to finally find a plane jumper? Why? She’s damn near close to thirty, there’s no way we are going to talk her into this entire thing and change her entire thought process about the spirit realm and whatever she has tried to convince herself her power is. She has tried to live her entire life in denial. That’s some repressed shit right there, and part of the reason I’m convinced Anakin became Darth Vader. Repressed. Children. Aren’t. Sane.” Faye’s small hand was twirling a thick strand of her long black hair, the movement looking less adorable and more panicked with each manic twist of her finger. 
 
    “She’s an ex-cop, some of that loyalty and bravery has to have been part of her genetic makeup. I know a fighter when I see one. She’s probably sick of everything that’s going on around her and will be happy to get it to stop. If she doesn’t partner up with us, Danira is going to kill her or drain every bit of her power until Hazel is a ball of nothing. This isn’t a matter of which side is correct and which is evil and wrong. This is join us or die in some spirit realm spell the head bitch-witch puts you in.” 
 
    Faye stared at Tucker, abandoning her twirling as she assessed what he was saying. “I suppose you’re right. Besides, I can always make the entire arrangement a bit more appealing for her…” Her hands lowered to clasp each other in front of her torso, both glowing a light red, almost pink in the darkness of Tucker’s small room. 
 
    “Not a good way to start a friendship. I don’t want to bring up…” 
 
    “Don’t throw Annie in my face, please. Drop that right the fuck now.” All desperation had left Faye’s voice as it turned into the cold, icy tone Tucker had heard quite a few times in the past. But it was a cold demeanor that always appeared when their old friend was brought up and the reminder of what had happened settled in deep. “You’re probably right, and I won’t use my Affinity against her to get her to agree to team up, but there’s no way we can allow Danira to get her hands on Hazel’s plane jumping. Sure, she has Nico and he can wander around anywhere he wishes, but that’s not the same as pulling physical and spiritual beings from one plane to the other. She can make her own army of loyal, powerful undead, she can open the realms and unleash all the undead Affinity and I’m really not looking to kill a bunch of magical-” 
 
    Tucker was in front of Faye in a flash, his finger rising until it rested against her full lips, silencing the next words before she had a chance to continue her rant. 
 
    “Seriously, don’t you have a hidden pipe in here from last time? Smoke away some of that irrational chatter and take a breath.” 
 
    Her lips spread into a smile beneath his finger and Tucker retracted it. “For someone who hates me smoking, you sure have been suggesting it a lot lately.” 
 
    “I hate the smoke, it reminds me of hippies. But if it gets you to calm down a little bit, I’ll encourage it. Besides, we’re far enough away from the main check-in, no one can smell it back here and I’m not in charge of you, you’re an adult. Whatever the hell you choose, just make sure it calms you down.” Tucker shrugged, walking away from Faye as he made his way towards the bathroom attached to his bedroom, disappearing inside. 
 
    Faye heard the sink and headed towards Tucker’s side table, propping herself onto his large bed. Bending over, she opened the drawer and peered inside, rummaging for a moment before leaning back, small pipe and lighter in hand. Faye wasn’t necessarily proud of her dependence on weed, however, the repercussions of her Affinity had left her obsessed and addicted to much worse things in the past. 
 
    Compared to those, weed was a legal, deliverable product that she’d take any day. Weed and sex, of course. They were both things she could easily obtain and didn’t leave her feeling like she had ruined her life and the pride of her family and friends. 
 
    Thanks to her recurring sexual relationship with Tucker, they were both able to scratch an itch and focus on the main mission at hand; protecting the powerless from those like Danira. Faye was able to burn out her anxiety and influence through physical contact, something she always desired. 
 
    Tucker was able to feel love. Sure, her allure helped that along, but from what he had said, Faye was the only person who had been able to invoke any feelings in him. It was not a concept Faye was going to spend too much time thinking about, not when she needed the release more than the worry over his emotions and whether or not they would bypass sex and move to something real. 
 
    She lit the half remaining bowl, sucking the smoke in deep just as Tucker returned from the bathroom. His shirt was long abandoned, heavily muscled and tattooed body exposed to her hungry eyes as she breathed out the smoke. The runes and jagged, dark ink that decorated his arms and chest were beckoning her in the dark room, his emerald eyes darkening as he took note of her assessment, one hand moved to the front of his basketball shorts as he pinned her with a promising stare. 
 
    “Calm down yet?” he growled, approaching the bed. 
 
    “Almost.” 
 
    Faye observed the rippling of his muscles. Tucker had a fighter’s body, always had. The scars of his past had been covered with tattoos she earlier observed, scars that danced along his arms and the side of his body, disappearing beneath the brim of his shorts. It was a trail that Faye had often journeyed, learning about every inch of the warrior’s body, every story the old runes and unknown shapes hid. But no matter how much time they spent forgetting everything on the outside, they could not bridge the friendship gap between them until her Affinity’s power was flexed. At least, it had never been a serious discussion between the two of them. 
 
    Tucker was laying down on the bed beside her, stretching his arms up over his head as he pressed them against the wall above him. Faye observed the lengthening of his body, taking another hit before she put the pipe back in the deep corners of his side table. Turning back to the gorgeous body beside her, Faye slunk down in the bed. 
 
    “Do you really think she’ll join up with us and help?” 
 
    “I think she may be used to taking care of herself, but she has to want to help others, right? She went into law enforcement, was in the system for a while. If people are in danger, I think she’s more likely to help than run.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think you’re right.” Faye’s eyes were shiny from the impact of the weed, the familiar calm taking over as she relaxed into the bed. 
 
    Already her body had begun to feel hypersensitive, her needs shifting from the desire of escape to something else entirely. Tucker’s needs matched her own, the energy in the room changing in a matter of seconds as he rolled over, propping his body above Faye’s. His strong arms kept him above her, hips lowering slowly to hers as he read her energy and met her with a needy one of his own. 
 
    Faye could feel his thick hardness between his legs, her core warming the moment it made contact with her. There was far too much clothing between the two of them, but it never stayed that way for long. All she had to do was wiggle against him, urge his need and take him to a new level of desperation. 
 
    Hands ripped clothing upward and off, fumbling with zippers and frustration as they both struggled to get each other naked, and fast. Without wasting any time with foreplay, Tucker was deep inside her, filling every inch as Faye moaned and writhed in pleasure beneath his strong and demanding body. 
 
    The sex between them was always an erotic blur, movements already rolling into the familiar next steps as they succumbed to the need. Still, Faye knew what Tucker truly wanted, and it wasn’t the sex with her; he was happy to comply as long as her own desire for physical contact was fed in turn. 
 
    Her hands began to glow a soft red, head falling back to the pillow as his thrusting intensified. He was looking away from her, eyes closed as he fell into his own mind and the thoughts within instead of residing in the moment with her. Her power called to him, hands landing on either side of his face as she commanded his attention. Tucker’s strong body paused, pushed deep inside her as his emerald eyes opened, stretching her body to the limit as the movement urged another moan from her lips. His eyes were filled with a ‘thank you’ he’d never truly say out loud. 
 
    Faye’s Affinity and allure pushed into Tucker, her words securing the deal her touch did not do alone. “In this moment, at this time, you feel love. You are in love with me, and I am in love with you.” She had spoken the words a great many times before and the feeling always dissipated once they awoke in the morning, never truly something they had organically felt for each other, not even close. 
 
    But for a brief time, the strong man above her, one of Faye’s closest friends, felt love. Something he had never experienced in his life and always desired more than anything else, even pride. A love that was intensified and pure, without distraction and worry. One that was completely and utterly superficial, completely and utterly believable. 
 
    His body shuddered above Faye as he groaned, eyes softening as he captured her in a gaze that left her breathless. It was one of adoration and worship and Faye wondered if she didn’t truly love Tucker in some twisted way. 
 
    Or did she simply love being wanted? 
 
    Shoving aside the mixed feelings, her hands slowly scratched down his strong back, relishing in the hiss of emotion that spilled from Tucker’s lips. His body quickened as his needy and rough touch turned into one that was gentle and explorative, driving her body to orgasm alongside his own. 
 
    Their bodies were taking part in the drug of each other. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The group had not fought Hazel when they set her up in her room, did not intervene when she locked the door and hid herself away from them all to call it a night. She was trying her hardest to reach some kind of understanding of things, to come to terms with how long she had been trapped in the spell; A world devised to trick her. But more than that, she was desperate to be alone with the paperwork Faye had presented to her, paperwork that surely gave her more answers than she had ever been allowed in the past. 
 
    There had been an entire dresser drawer full of clothing from her apartment already moved to the lodge, as though they really believed she was simply going to cut her ties with her lease and just move in with them to fight evil spirits. If she even had a lease. If she wasn’t damn near pronounced dead at that point. More likely? Everyone probably thought her ‘mental illness’ had gotten the better of her, sending her running away from the life she knew or into the grip of suicide. 
 
    Hazel wasn’t certain who resided in the room prior to her arrival, but there was a floral scent that floated in the air around her. A woman’s rock shirt was shoved to the back of one of the dresser drawers in a bundled heap. It seemed well worn, a band shirt for a group she was unfamiliar with, the floral scent covering the article of clothing, almost lingering on her fingers when she dropped it back to the drawer, feeling as though she had disrupted something the moment her hands found the fabric. 
 
    Hazel made quick work of looking in every crack and crevice of the bedroom before deeming it private enough to open the folders that had been given to her. Charlie was happy enough with everything going on now that she had returned. He curled up on the bed the moment she had dragged him inside, fast asleep despite the craziness in the world around him. He was blissfully unaware of the panic his owner was overcoming with each moment to digest the information alone. 
 
    Hazel could hear kitchenware and the soft undertones of her captors speaking with each other down the hallway, but she was unable to make out what they were saying to each other. It was fine, hearing them so far away ensured she was alone in the room and area for the time being. Sitting on the floor, she spread out the folders as she had when she worked with cases, allowing all the information to hit her at once as she opened each one. Hazel’s eyes narrowed, scanning the paperwork in front of her, searching for names and understanding. 
 
    As an adult, she had talked her adoptive father into giving her the information he possessed, but had been informed by the adoption agency that there was no knowledge of who had left her, no one had come forth and tried to claim her or get in contact with her. It was a lost cause and Hazel had been okay with that. Of course, there was a curiosity that always remained, but the girl had accepted her adoptive mother and father as her only parents, and even with them both gone now, she did not search for people to fill in that space. Hazel did not need to find faces of her bloodline to feel complete. So why did her hands shake slightly as she grasped onto a piece of paper in the middle of the pile? The words on it capturing her instantly. 
 
    Two full names, and a full report written the night she was dropped off at the community home. The notes contained information she had not been privy to in the past, information that kept her eyes glued to the page, one hand absentmindedly moving the other paper around her to make room for the one in her hands. Laying it down upon the ground, Hazel murmured the words out loud to herself several times, allowing them to sink into her chest and remain captured there for all of time, just in case the paperwork left her. 
 
    “Mother, Lenora Marie Levy. Father, Markus Eugene Levy. Paperwork filed by August Tamoro on April 5th, 1991. One year old daughter left under the care of the state, donation and log placed in the care of August Tamoro, reference number 832991.” 
 
    Soon enough, the words were ingrained in her brain, names that she had never known and a man she would seek out once some of the chaos in her life had finished. It was information she would keep dear to her until it finally cleared some confusion from her mind. 
 
    Tearing away from the document, Hazel took a look at some of the other papers in the file given to her, most of them behavioral records from the agency that took her in. Despite how badly Hazel wanted to read every word on the papers before her, to bring some more clarity to herself, they became more and more fuzzy the longer she gazed at the pages. Yawns turned into groans, grunts into stretches, and despite how uncomfortable she was at the unfamiliar location and with those people, Hazel curled up on the bed with the papers in hand, reserving herself to read them in the confines of her blankets. Soon enough, she found herself asleep, the papers falling to the floor beneath her hand as they scattered, the information upon them a swarm in Hazel’s mind she could not hide from. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “You are home.” 
 
    The words were on repeat, an echo in the darkness surrounding Hazel. She had no form, no age, unable to even feel the ground beneath her feet. The body dysmorphia was unlike anything she had ever experienced. Like she was but an essence, floating in a void. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Hazel had a voice, at least. The moment she said the words the others stopped, leaving her in excruciating silence. 
 
    Suddenly, her stomach lurched, body falling downward as a scream tore from Hazel’s lips; panic seized her body, certain that she would smash against the ground at any moment, feel the life lift from her body and cease to exist. This was it, surely this was it and she’d be destroyed when she hit the end of the void. 
 
    Hazel instead splashed into a large body of water. Her hands scrambled for the surface as her legs locked together and pushed upward as the shock of the landing drove the remaining air from her lungs and left her swallowing salt water. Strong thighs fought against the current that threatened to pull her deeper and deeper into the waves and the unknown. Darkness diminishing around her, just that icy shine of what could only be the ocean, a place Hazel never wanted to be, her greatest fear. She had always hated the idea of open water, the mere thought bringing fear into the pit of her stomach, but there she was, treading darkness with the water creatures humans were never supposed to be around. 
 
    With a strong and focused kick, she forced her body upward and relief swept over her as she broke to the surface. 
 
    “You are home.” 
 
    There was the voice again, but this time it did not echo around in Hazel’s mind, it was right in front of her. Scrambling to keep herself above the waves as she was pushed forward, her eyes opened, focusing on a shape in the darkness. One that seemed to be standing on water? 
 
    No. It was not water on which it stood, but an island. It was an island amidst the dark waters around her. 
 
    A hand came from the one who spoke, right in front of her offering help in her moment of need. If only Hazel could reach it. 
 
    She pushed and reached for the hand only to have another wave push her head under water, the salt filling her nose and mouth once again. Hazel was choking, legs beating wildly to bring her back to the surface and the safety of the island so close to her. Each crashing wave tore against the dark, jagged rocks at the edge of the island, threatening to smash into her head as she was knocked forward towards them. 
 
    A strong hand grabbed hold of the back of her shirt, pulling her forward and up from the current. There was solid ground beneath her suddenly, the grasp on her shoulder replacing the large, rough one from before. 
 
    “It was time you joined us, sweets,” came a familiar voice from behind the one who had helped her, those electric light green eyes of Danira Lacko pierced through Hazel and the darkness, freezing her in place upon the ground. The dark figure that had helped Hazel left her upon the ground and moved behind Danira, coming into focus slowly as she sputtered and coughed up the swallowed water. He was the being she had interacted with before, the one that Faye had tried to fight off when she was trapped in Danira’s spell, Nico. He was staring at her, brown eyes amidst the shadows that made up his frame. Then, he seemed to look around, searching for something, or someone? Clearly he seemed disappointed that Hazel was alone, eyes flashing back to her. Disinterested. 
 
    “Is this even real?” Hazel spat, inching away from Danira on the ground as she tried to create some distance between them. The older woman frowned, one hand moving to tentatively touch the thin braid of blonde hair over her left shoulder as she studied Hazel. Behind her, lightning cracked against the black sky, illuminating the threatening, enormous waves that crashed against the shore around them all the more. 
 
    “Most real, Hazel dear. I have a deal for you, much like before.” She took a step forward, a soft smile on her lips. One that left Hazel uneasy, her heart beating wildly in her chest as she fought for breath still, eyes looking all around her. 
 
    Ocean. Nothing but dark waves. No sign of land except the rock they were on. Hardly any room for her to run or move, let alone get away from the two before her, if that thing with Danira was even human. Hazel racked her mind, trying to remember what the group had said about him, earlier - if they had or if that was also a dream. 
 
    Everything was flooded together, that lucidity screwing with her sense of right and wrong, real or fake. 
 
    “Tell me what you want from me.” Confidence, she was happy she still had it. 
 
    “Don’t be so hostile, sweets. You can leave when I allow it. Remember when I offered you the deal before? A chance to get rid of the spirits that plague you in exchange for your power. That’s it. You can return to your world, never see these things again.” Her accent was thick, eyes wild and excited as she spoke to Hazel. 
 
    But already Hazel was zoning her out, focusing instead on what Madame Lacko wasn’t presenting to her. The twitch behind her bright eyes, the wringing of her wrinkled hands nervously. The need. She wanted this from Hazel too much, needed it too much. 
 
    She could get rid of the voices, rid of the demons and the things that followed her. Taunted her. 
 
    No, the spirits had not seemed to want to taunt or harm her in the past, only recently. Had Danira put them there in the first place? Driving her mad? Ruining her life while she tried to make her feel like there was no better option than to take her deal and succumb to whatever twisted fate she had in store? 
 
    Instead of fear and hope, Hazel was filled with a rage and power she had not felt before. Fed up. She was fed up of this woman and these things forcing her to live in fear, taking over her mind and holding her captive. Despite how badly she wanted to get away from the group that had come into her life, they had been the only ones to help her. This woman? She wasn’t trying to save Hazel. She was trying to twist things, control her. 
 
    Hazel was standing and didn’t remember how that had happened or where the strength had come from. Her body moved beyond her control as she took a few steps towards Danira. There was a relief in the woman’s eyes as she appeared to assume Hazel was accepting her offer, then the quick flash of confidence that Hazel immediately caught onto. A look that confirmed everything she had wondered about. 
 
    “I want you to go away. I want you to fuck off, witch. I was born with this and I’m not giving it to anyone. I don’t know who you really are, or what you are really trying to do here, but if you mess with me I’ll take you down. Do you understand me?” By the end of her words, Hazel was yelling, a mere few inches from Danira, looking up into the woman’s eyes. 
 
    A woman who seemed to get ever taller as rage twisted her face into something ugly, something haunting. “You stupid, stupid girl,” she hissed, hand lashing out, lightning fast as she grasped onto Hazel’s arm like she had in the tent when Hazel first met her. There was a heat, a burn that ripped through her body at the touch, Danira’s nails breaking skin. This time? It wasn’t hid under a soft guise of gentle words, the pain was instant and searing. 
 
    “Let GO OF ME!” Hazel tried to yank away from that iron grasp, but it was no use. Her other hand moved to pry the wrinkled and strong hand off her when a flash of blue light filled the air around them, dancing along the waves and spreading across the rocks. 
 
    Danira’s body launched backwards into the dark mist that compiled her guard, the blackness breaking as she landed upon the ground. Scrambling to her feet, her hand was bloodied where she had grasped Hazel. Looking down at her own arm, Hazel saw the glowing, painful handprint upon her skin and kept it close to her side. Suddenly there was something behind her, something that seemed to envelope Hazel in a mist of light. Taking away that pain and leaving nothing but a numbing comfort behind. 
 
    “Leave her alone.” 
 
    Hazel did not dare turn, knowing already what was behind her, the blue light so familiar, her Guardian, Aiden. There for the first time since the moment deep within Danira’s spell in her therapists office he was there helping her. 
 
    “Hello…brother,” Danira hissed. Her eyes were wild with anger, spit leaving her mouth as she yelled out the next words. Behind her, the dark mass under her control launched forward towards them. 
 
    “Bring them to me, now!” 
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    Hazel yelled out, sitting up in an unfamiliar bed as one hand lifted to clutch at the front of her shirt, as if she were trying to keep her heart from tearing free of her chest and running away. Home, was she home? For a second she tried to convince herself of it, but the moment those mocha painted walls came into sight, the paperwork still sprawled across the floor, she was pulled back into reality. 
 
    Not a dream. Not a dream. Every fiber of Hazel’s being was in favor of that chilling fact. On the ground next to her bed there was a hissing, Charlie’s eyes on her, hair lifted in anger as his yellow eyes narrowed in on her exposed skin. 
 
    Looking down to her arm, Hazel’s eyes fell on the red handprint, the burn that shone brightly against her skin. Despite the pain behind dulled, it was still there and so very very real, which meant that everything she had experienced somehow translated into the real world and the harm caused to her could be far worse next time. 
 
    Not a dream. None of this was, and now Danira was pissed, really pissed. 
 
    Aiden. Of course. Danira was his sister… 
 
    A soft knock at her door forced Hazel out of her thoughts, a curse leaving her lips as she rubbed both hands through the messy locks of her long brown hair, trying to rid herself of the already growing headache the nightmare had invoked. 
 
     “Morning sunshine. We have bacon if you’re hungry,” Faye’s cheerful voice sounded out from the other side of the door. Hazel’s stomach responded immediately, no matter how twisted up it was about what had just happened, clearly she was able to still crave food. When was the last time she had anything real to eat? How did that work when she was trapped in the spell? There were a million questions she had about that, but something told her they were secondary questions to that bigger picture: Was she going to join this group? She would have time to figure out the minor details later once the dust had settled. 
 
    “Thanks.” No Hazel. Don’t thank your captors. It was so hard not to respond kindly to the bubbly Faye, even when her allure was not in play. Hazel had to remind herself that she was in no way sold or obligated to help them with whatever suicide mission the group was hellbent to continue. Despite not having anything concrete in her existence to return to, unsure what parts of her life were still intact after all of this. 
 
    Remembering the story Aiden had told her when she was young, the terrors of what the Affinity could do and how it could destroy the ones who harnessed it, it had truly scared her. She had seen some of that first hand, now, so why was she not confirming that she wanted to be rid of it all? Danira had offered to help her get rid of the spirits, but it was clear that was not something done in good faith or likely to end with her being able to keep her life. But was this new group the same? No. They said they needed her help, they were not offering help of their own, despite saving her ass the previous day. 
 
    In all truth, Hazel had made her mind up when she yelled at Danira in the dream confrontation, challenging the woman to try something. This group was her only chance at being able to back up her words to the ancient power of Danira. From the second her Guardian had shared the stories with her when she was young she had fought to keep her power at bay. At first, it was a painful process to ignore the growing tingling of power at her fingertips every time she saw another shadow. To ignore the need to be special and to utilize it to her advantage in life, but she had trusted the being, and did not want to end up as the others had, as the stories he had shared. Fear had kept her away from that power, and now she was being asked to do the exact opposite and jump into the other realm further. 
 
    She had tried to keep it at bay and the danger had come to her. When Faye and the others had spoken of Danira and her power, she had known there was something familiar there. When she had met the woman, it was under a cloud of uneasiness, everything within her begging her to run. If she was right, then she understood what was happening more than she could ever wish to. Hazel had always been one to fight for what was right, and go against what was evil, but in doing so, it had still fought to destroy her life. 
 
    Hazel had nothing to lose anymore. 
 
    No real or substantial love life to speak of, no friends that needed her, and no living family. Danira was Aiden’s sister, which meant Hazel had far more information than Danira possibly knew she possessed, information that might help the strangers in the other room; Strangers that claimed to need her. 
 
     She climbed out of the comfortable bed and dodged the darting form of Charlie, the cat still pissed off at her for leaving, she assumed. Making her way towards the door, Hazel had an odd feeling that opening it and entering the room with strangers was her own internal way of accepting the role they had placed in front of her. The hesitant and anxiety ridden woman allowed herself to open up and accept those who claimed to be new friends to her, who told her they wanted to keep her safe. 
 
    When she opened the door to the hallway, the light immediately made her blink, wishing she was a morning person so the bright lights wouldn’t burn holes in her face so terribly. But after a few seconds of adjusting, Hazel made her way towards the sounds of voices in the kitchen, the smell of bacon and eggs urging her forward and ridding her gut of any hesitancies. 
 
    Light green eyes captured her as Faye turned from her position at the counter, a large cup of coffee in her hands. “Morning, Hazel. I trust you slept fitfully as you thought over all our proposals?” Her small frame was draped in a large, comfortable shirt. Plaid sleep pants brushed against the floor. Nothing sinister there, nothing to be afraid of. So why was her heart still beating wildly? 
 
    Because her dream wasn’t a dream at all, it had been real, and she was praying there was no way for Danira to find out where she was after that connection, praying she wasn’t already on her way to their location. “Slept well.” Hazel glanced around at the others, clearly she was the last person to get up. 
 
    Caden was seated in his same position on the couch as the night before with a laptop propped on his lap. The only difference was the large plate of hash browns tediously balanced on his other knee. Tucker was standing in front of the microwave, arms crossed over his chest as he stared it down, paying no one else any mind. The moment it pinged, he whipped the door open and grabbed the cup within, stuck a finger inside the liquid and immediately placed it back in the microwave to heat it up further, not even looking over towards Hazel when she entered the room. 
 
    Faye put her hand in the air, waving it off in his direction. “Don’t mind him, he ignores the world until after that first cup of coffee. Which evidently, must be as hot as hell. I think it reminds him of where he came from. Hell.” Tucker gave a grumble, his eyes rolling in response. Caden spoke up then, placing the plate and his laptop down before stretching his legs out in front of him, not wasting any time jumping the gun. 
 
    “You’ll be dead in a week. That’s not a threat, it’s a fact. She found you and you didn’t stand a chance. If you have a death wish, I can drop you off on our way into town this afternoon, but if you want to give this a try – not only can you save your own life, you may be able to save many more lives than that. I thought you were all about helping people? The police officer mentality?” 
 
    “Listen, you don’t have to lecture me,” Hazel said then, pausing as all three set of eyes fell on her.  
 
    “I’m in.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Danira tore away from the table, her face twisted in a mask of rage as her hands rose to her blonde hair. For some reason, feeling her scalp and hair beneath her fingertips helped ground her to the tent and what had just transpired. The fact a newly knowledgeable Affinity had just bested her in dream state was humbling, enraging, and not something she could allow to continue. 
 
    Outside, Portland’s passersby did not touch or see her home. It was hidden to their eyes, the power diverting them around and onward as they went about their night. It was a trick she had picked up from the Affinity she took power from last. A young man who had desired nothing more than to be hidden away from the world, born with the power to do just that. He had been an easy one to sway, even easier to destroy afterwards. Nico had ensured that. 
 
    “Nico, my pet,” she groaned, massaging her forehead as she searched for him in the tent. Long flowing silk rippled as dark smoke parted the entrance to her room. Slowly, it filled the space until Nico’s shape came into focus before her, the silk falling perfectly back into place behind his body. His eyes were a piercing brown, standing out amongst the smoke and the midnight black skin that slowly became more and more of a physical shape. 
 
    A moment later, the tall man was all that remained, the darkness of his Affinity had disappeared altogether. He was dressed in a brown suede suite, the fabric tight against his broad shoulders and thick muscles of his arms, narrowing against his slim waist. His normally closely shaven face and hair had started to grow. It was long atop his head, the shadow of a beard spreading across his lips and along his strong jawline. It was clear by the bags beneath his eyes he was having trouble sleeping, and the realization her most trusted hunter may be starting to doubt his position with her suddenly became apparent. 
 
    “My little brother’s Affinity is in the possession of the Guardians. It has never been more important to get her here. Do you understand, Nico?” 
 
    A muscle in the side of his jaw twitched and his lips thinned as he gave her a curt nod, eyes focused on the floor of the large tent without blinking. Danira frowned, shoving down the growl in the back of her throat as she slowly approached him, her dress reaching towards the ground and scratching along her ankles with each step. She stopped when she was in front of him, looking up to her contracted killer. He had been just a boy when she found him, thin and scared as he drifted between his spirit self and physical world. 
 
    His Affinity had been brought on by experiencing the death of his parents. They had been shot and killed by his older brother when he was young, it had reigned terror down upon the small boy, stirring his powers. Danira had sensed him, sought him out and promised she would care for him before the police got their hands on him and took him to jail. With his brother long fled, they would surely believe the boy left behind had been the murderer, of that she had assured him. 
 
    The young boy, not knowing any better, agreed quickly. When he did, he had made a pact with her, a promise that could not be broken for as long as she lived. He was at her beck and call, his powers would feed and assist hers while he did her bidding. There was never an escape. In return, she taught him how to control his Affinity and jump between planes. How to become one with the spirit world and travel through their own to seek those she wanted to find. He could teleport within realms, finding those with an Affinity like a hunting dog, powers she could not have dreamed of obtaining, so perfect for her quest. Danira cared not whether Nico felt happiness or fulfillment, only that he kept his eye on the prize and did not allow doubts to impact his work for her. 
 
    She hated to hurt him, hated it so very much. 
 
    “What plagues you, speak now.” Danira’s hand reached out across the space between the two of them. The light of the candles within danced along her wrinkled skin. Although she was weakened from the time spent with Hazel and her brother, she had a small bit of power left over, power she wanted to make count. 
 
    The wrinkles displeased her and made her feel close to death. They needed to be replenished if she was to prepare for the struggle that would surely follow her journey to get Hazel. That was Nico’s other job, the one he really needed to keep his mind on. 
 
    Her hand fell on his broad chest, resting against the suit despite her wish to feel his bare skin. Even with the clothing between her fingertips and his body, her power surged through him and drained every bit of his energy it could get its hands on. Much like it had when her body had been buried so very long ago, searching and pulling power until an Affinity died and she rose to live once more. It pulled and sucked at Nico, taking his power into herself like a deep drink of fresh water. Her wrinkled hands filled and smoothed, eloquent and young as they had been in her younger years. Danira’s blonde, aging hair thickened and darkened until it spilled down her back and over her shoulders, curves filling the dress on her body. 
 
    Nico staggered forward into her hand, a groan escaping his lips as his hands shook at his side in both anger and pleasure, a delightful mix she always wanted to keep him in, if she could. She didn’t take from him often, but now that Hazel did not trust them and had united with the Guardians, she needed as much strength as she could. Nico was powerful, he would recover in a short time. 
 
    He sucked in a breath of air as though he were in pain, brown eyes snapping to capture hers in his gaze. There was hatred there, clear as day and as piercing as she had seen in quite some time. It was soon replaced with a guarded gaze, as though he looked right through her body and had forced himself to mentally step away from what was happening. At first, his attempt to hide his emotions had been angering to Danira, but over time she had found it a personal challenge to break him down. Whether it was with rage, or pleasure. 
 
    Besides, in the end he did her bidding. No matter the fight it took to get to that stage. 
 
    “Do you have doubts? Speak to me now.” This time, her tone was a deep growl, young and full of energy. Her body felt refreshed, powerful. She was going to take from the man before her, relish in this Affinity that surged through her body while she rode his. 
 
    Using Nico, after all, had always been a great game of hers. One that she could always break him down with, one that he always begged for eventually. It was a twisted dance between the two of them, driven only by the knowledge that he would never truly escape her grasps. She knew what was best for him and would never let him go. 
 
    “We are fighting much more than anticipated. I do not know if my power can truly match all of them together. You would wish to send me on a suicide mission if you ask me to go retrieve her now.” His voice was husky and low, doubtful as he kept his eyes on Danira. 
 
    She broke the distance between them, the front of her now youthful body pressed against his tall frame. Danira could feel the ripple of muscles beneath his suit, her hand snaking downward to begin unbuttoning the front. Nico did not move a muscle as her fingertips danced along each button. 
 
    “I do not want you to focus on Hazel, bring me one of the others, whichever you feel most confident taking. She will come to us if we have one of her friends, as will the others. If we can get them on our field, I can control the rest and at the very least, I get another power or two to assist with our quest. They will believe you mean to attack Hazel when you get there and will work to protect her, leaving them unsuspecting of your true target. I will prepare a cage for the one you choose so work quickly, if Hazel does not follow the others who wish to obtain their stolen Guardian friend, it will still leave her defenseless and parted from them. Either way, I feel we will be able to take down this bothersome group once more.” 
 
    Danira’s other hand moved to Nico’s chest, sliding his suit upward. He knew what was happening, stiffening before sighing and allowing the suit to shrug over his shoulders and fall to the floor, succumbing to her touch and where it would lead them both. Her hands moved to his pants, unbuttoning and unzipping as she kept eye contact with him, the light green shining and excited. Despite how tall she was, she still leaned forward to kiss Nico, her lips demanding as they worked against his. She moved away to meet his angry gaze with one of her own, yanking at his pants. 
 
    “Take these off and tell me you understand me, my pet.” 
 
    There was a grit to his teeth, jaw clenched as his dark brows narrowed in response to her demanding words. When he responded, it was low and guttural, his own large hands replacing hers as he moved his pants over the round of his ass and down his muscled legs. Danira’s red painted nails lightly scratched the exposed skin beneath his briefs, snaking up towards what she truly wanted. 
 
    No matter how much he hated her, he knew the pleasure she provided and would be hard for her, ready for anything she offered him. He was always hard for her by the time she grasped him, a puppet under her control. Just as she had expected, Nico was thick and warm in her hand as she wrapped her palm around him. 
 
    “Yes,” he breathed, “I understand, Maven.” His voice was softer as his eyes closed and his head fell back in pleasure. 
 
    Danira lowered his boxers and freed him, eyes falling to examine the needy length presented to her. A heat filled her body as she remembered just what it felt like to have him buried inside of her, the natural curve of his cock caressing her G-spot as she drained more power from him. 
 
    She dropped to her knees on the floor of the tent, a position she seldom took and he knew it. But everything Danira did was deliberate and manipulative, all with a larger picture in mind. When she took the tip of his cock into her warm mouth, she squeezed her lips together, tongue darting out to swirl along the head as she sucked him inch by inch. When he reached the back of her throat, she kept him there, eyes lifting to seek his face. 
 
    Nico was looking down at her, the anger and lust fusing as pleasure started to take over. His hips shifted forward, pushing himself the smallest bit deeper. His moan vibrated down his body, hands reaching for her hair only to stop themselves and clench until they shook. He knew better than to touch her in any demanding way unless instructed. He had been trained to accept whatever gift she decided to give him, whether he deemed it a gift or not. 
 
    She pulled him a bit out of her mouth, using her teeth to lightly scrape against his sensitive skin. A shiver of pleasure erupted along his arms, body flexing as his head fell back once again. She plunged him back into her throat, one of her hands wrapped around the base of his cock as she stroked in unison, the other softly massaging the tight balls beneath. His breathing had quickened, a curse erupting from his lips in response to her hungry mouth on him. 
 
    Instead of giving Nico more, Danira was back up on her feet quickly. Turning away from him, she started towards the front of her tent and left him desiring more of her touch, held in a moment of pleasure that would not be completed. “I have some errands to run to prepare the cage, be quick about getting one of the Guardians. We will finish this later.” 
 
    Before she left, Danira peered over her shoulder at the silent Nico. His back was to her, pants still abandoned on the floor as his fists remained clenched at his side. Slowly, a black mist crept up his body and consumed him, erasing all traces of his physical body and the clothing upon the floor. 
 
    It would have been as though nothing had happened between the two of them there, if not for the energy that remained. 
 
    Of course Danira wanted to finish what they had started right then and there, but the long game was most important. Nico was falling away from her more and more each year and eventually would run his course. She needed to collect as much power as possible before that happened, whether it was through killing those who protected the beings who possessed an Affinity, the Guardians, or through enslaving each and every one of them to replace Nico. 
 
    Despite her brother being in the way, Danira knew she would succeed. Hazel was too unpracticed in her Affinity, and the others were merely children. They would be no match for what she had accumulated over her travels. Danira did not know why her brother chose to protect the girl, and had never run into him in the past during her hunts. But whatever it was, she’d find a way to destroy his spirit forever if he continued to stand in the way. 
 
    If she was the Affinity of life, and he of death, no matter how funny the roles seemed for them both now that she had chosen life for her own self gain, only one of them could truly have their way and Davina had not come this far to fall at the hands of one who was already gone from their world. 
 
    Danira Lacko had been on the earth long before Hazel, and planned to be there long after she erased the girl completely. No amount of power from her brother would be able to save the girl once she was in her grasp and the final bit of her plan was securely in place. Never again would she have to fear the reaching hand of death, seeking solace in draining the powers of others to keep it at bay. No, she would forever be free when the realms were connected and those with an Affinity were treated as gods, never able to die when others, humans, went on to their final resting place. 
 
    Without another look back, Danira exited her tent and entered the darkness of night outside. The crickets that had filled the park with their songs before were silent, every being in the park knowing something was amiss. Behind her, the flowing silks were erased from sight until only the night remained. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Twenty-eight years prior 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lenora, we have to leave now, Mr. Tamoro said there will only be about an hour window to work with. Just get in the car with me.” 
 
    Markus Levy was already in the driver’s seat, body strained and tight as every fiber of his being fought against what they were doing. But it was the only thing that would keep their daughter safe and away from the hands of evil. They had traveled for weeks, their money finally taking them as far as Portland in their travels. It would be where Hazel was finally left in the end, and according to their connection, Mr. Tamoro, she would be quietly kept away until she was a bit older, and adopted out to another connection. One that was aware of what she was, of what she would finally become when her powers came to fruition. 
 
    Markus’ light brown eyes peered over the passenger seat and out the window at his wife. She was standing outside the door, rain sprinkling down upon her as she stared into the back seat of their car. Her eyes were dead and wide, emotionless as she focused on nothing, and yet focused on everything. 
 
    Their daughter, Hazel, was strapped into the car seat in the back, the victim of her mother’s haunted stare. It was the moment that Markus and Lenora had been afraid of for so long, the moment when they would be forced to leave their baby girl, just a year old, in the hands of those they were told to trust. Strangers they had paid to uphold their wishes and keep their little girl safe. 
 
    But how could you truly expect a mother to believe that the best way to keep her daughter safe was to remove her from her protection? 
 
    “Lenora, please get in the car. We have to go.” 
 
    His wife blinked out of her spell, not bothering to wipe away at the dripping rain that had flattened her dark bangs against her forehead. She opened the car door and dipped inside, looking fragile and unsure as she slid into her seat and slowly buckled up, shaking hand extending to turn on the heat for her seat. 
 
    Markus felt bad he hadn’t opened the door for her and helped her inside, realizing just how connected they both needed to be with each other if they were going to make it through the decision without hating themselves for the rest of their lives. No matter what, they only had each other until the spirit realm called them after they had died. Although the power of plane jumping was a strong one which had been passed down through his family, they were not strong enough to bring themselves back to life. 
 
    That was something their daughter, however, could very well do someday when she fully embraced her powers, no matter how much they wished she would never be burdened with what they had done. 
 
    Affinities were rare, but even more powerful than the unique beings that possessed them, were the plane jumpers. Beings that were able to bridge the gap between the dead and the living to gain knowledge, power, and further protect humans. If you were a being that chose to protect the humans from those who had used their Affinities to harm, you were a Guardian. 
 
    Both Lenora and himself had been Guardians for many years, stopping others in their tracks before lives were hurt, a pack of superheroes or X-men that could invoke hope in those who had started to lose it. But never had two plane jumpers been together, the beings so rare and diluted it was a blessing they ever met the decade prior. 
 
    Markus had been heading from one of his many kitchen jobs to the other side of town, rushing through the streets of New York as he panicked. The mere thought of being late for the Guardians’ meeting was something that invoked immediate anxiety. He still remembered weaving through throngs of people before finally stopping outside of the chipped, small office building they had rented for meet ups. Outside, a woman he had never seen before leaned against a bike rack, a cigarette hanging out of the corner of her mouth. It had been lit at some point, the end of it black from the flame, but it no longer smoked or glowed where it rested. Her eyes were on the pathway before her, long brown hair tied up in a messy and unkempt bun atop her head. She was bundled in a long, poofy black jacket that made her look larger than she clearly was, dwarfing her small frame in warmth. 
 
    Her eyes snapped up when Markus had approached and cleared his throat, giving her a little wave. The awkward response to the focused look in her eyes left him internally beating himself up, but instead of giving him an uncomfortable look or ignoring him altogether, she had given him the exact wave back, smiling brightly. The cigarette fell from her lips and she fumbled to catch it, failing miserably. The cancer stick landed on the ground, nestled in the grass in front of her Reebok Pumps. He still remembered her growling, seductive voice as she pointed to the cigarette then back to him. 
 
    “I don’t like germs. Are you going to give me a lecture about saving the world if I leave that right where it fell?” 
 
    “You smoke tubes of tar, but you’re concerned about germs, and you hate the environment? Might be my dream girl. You have my word I won’t say a thing.” 
 
    When her delightfully addictive laugh rang out across the sidewalk, Markus knew there was no way he was going to be able to watch her disappear without getting her number. When she didn’t leave and followed him inside the building, his surprise blossomed into a heart-racing excitement over meeting another Affinity. 
 
    When their advisor, Adam, introduced her as a plane jumper like himself, he stood with the others and clapped, welcoming Lenora to their group of protectors. But even barely knowing her or sharing words with her, Markus knew something would happen between the two of them that was far more powerful than anything he had ever experienced before. 
 
    After discussing new routes and the comings and goings of Affinities in the city, the meeting had dispersed and they had stepped out of the building and into the night. Markus trailed behind, waiting until the others had left and Lenora made her way out of the office building. Falling in stride next to her, Markus shoved his cold hands into the pockets of his leather jacket and peered over at the beauty wrapped in ‘poof’, perfectly protected from the elements. 
 
    “I’ve never met another plane jumper. I mean, everyone around here is so used to being different, but there’s something strange about having someone who knows exactly what you see and feel,” he had blurted out to her, unable to stop himself. 
 
    He remembered how she had peered at him through stray strands of her thick hair, the sideways smile on her face so enchanting to him. 
 
    “I imagine so,” was all she had responded, but the two of them connected from that moment on. 
 
    A year after meeting, Lenora had found out she was pregnant for the first time with their daughter, and they had been taken from a world of happiness and thrown into one of chaos and fear. The idea of a perfect world Markus wanted so desperately, fighting the evil that plagued their city while they took care of each other, escaping together into the spirit realm from time to time…was gone. 
 
    There was a reason plane jumpers were so rare, and so widely sought. As connectors to the spirit realm, they amplified the Affinities around them like a power source, ensuring power was at the most optimal. Those who wished to lead over the normal humans and assert their power had either trapped plane jumpers and used them, or killed them to ensure Guardians could be easily taken care of. 
 
    One by one, they had been taken down, and when word of their union and Lenora’s pregnancy had been leaked to the wrong people, their worlds had been torn apart. After barely surviving two attempts at their life and receiving horrendous news about the baby Lenora carried, they knew they’d have to give up the little girl. 
 
    But still Markus and Lenora had traveled and hid, praying they would be able to keep the little girl secret and find a way to keep her out of evil’s grasp. The powers an Affinity born of two plane jumpers could possess? The spirits and other living Affinities knew just what Lenora held, and would do anything to get their hands on it, if they wished to obtain power. 
 
    So they ran, and ran. 
 
    When Hazel’s first birthday came around, they were attacked once more, the spirits easily able to find the two plane jumpers and tell their master. An evil woman, Danira Lacko, to whom the Guardians of their area had whispered about. Although Danira had never harmed anyone in New York, the stories of her spread to each Guardian organization in the hopes of warning those newly in power before she caught them in her grasp. 
 
    Danira had her sights set on the family of three, and the only way to ensure their daughter stayed safe, was to keep her away. They were a magnet for Affinities, living and dead, together the family would summon Danira no matter where they went. 
 
    So they had decided to use a connection in Portland and set off. They only had an hour to drop off Hazel at the community center and in trusted arms, from then on they had to run as far away from Oregon as possible. If all went as they hoped, Hazel would be able to overcome her Affinity and would never be plagued with the expectations that had been put on her parents, even more than that, Danira would never find their powerful, full-blooded daughter and use her for evil intent. 
 
    “Lenora, what do you need from me?” 
 
    His love did not answer him. Hazel was fast asleep in the back of the car without a care in the world as they started up and got on the main road. Markus was okay with her silence, knowing there was nothing she could say that would get either of them to truly stop the car and cease what they were about to do. They had talked about this a million times, it was the only way to keep their baby girl safe. 
 
    Looking out for street signs, Markus drove along with her in silence. They finally pulled up to a gated building in the heart of Portland, pulling into the parking lot, the two of them silently left their car. Outside of the building, a shadow waited for them, presumably Mr. Tamoro, their connection. Lenora’s hands were shaking wildly as she approached the back seat, but Markus got their first, his large, warm hands lowering to cover hers as he made eye contact with Lenora. She gave him a soft nod and took a few steps back, allowing him to open the door and retrieve the sleepy child within, along with the bag of cash they had promised the others involved with the plan of protection. 
 
    Each step towards the community home with Hazel in his arms was a stab to Markus’ chest. Would he live to ever see his sweet daughter again? What would happen if all of this was for naught and Danira found her way to Hazel despite their best attempts? Were they delivering her on a silver platter to the enemy that invoked fear across the world to those with Affinities? Hazel was untrackable while her powers were not seasoned, but they were capable of being found easily. 
 
    They were questions of doubt that only arose when Markus was close to making a decision about his daughter, and as they came to Mr. Tamoro’s shadow and spoke with him, confirming the plan at hand, they echoed through Markus’ soul. It was clear by the rigid and cold form of his love that she felt the same doubt and heartbreak he was enduring. 
 
    When the two of them left the community center less than an hour later without their daughter, they barely made it to the car before breaking down. The tears did not cease when they began driving to their new destination, and each passing day they mourned the decision to leave their daughter behind. It was a wound that would never truly heal, wondering if Hazel would be safe. 
 
    When they were finally hunted down and killed, they died never knowing if Hazel had found her way to the home of those that had promised to care for her, never knew if she was happy or if she’d come into her Affinity. What her favorite color was, or her favorite food. 
 
    Still, even in Markus and Lenora’s last moments in the human world before departing for the spirit realm, they knew their daughter was alive. 
 
    She was all that ever mattered to them both, anyway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Wait, wait. So Danira and you had a fucking showdown in your dream and you’re just now letting us in on it?” 
 
    Faye’s large, pale green eyes were bearing into Hazel’s soul as she leaned in close for the answer to her question. Behind her, both Tucker and Caden had paused what they were doing and finally gave Hazel their undivided attention. Faye pulled away from Hazel with a huff, opening her mouth to say something before pausing and thinking better of it. She turned to face Hazel once again and her surprised eyes had narrowed into a questioning slit as she settled on another question. 
 
    “Was Nico there?” Faye inquired suddenly, Tucker seemed to tense, a scowl crossing his face at the mention of Danira’s hunter. 
 
    “Her thug? Yeah he was there, didn’t really do much though, Danira was the one who left behind the damage.” Hazel lifted the sleeve of her sweater and showed them all the red handprint against her skin. It was almost gone, but still bright enough for the three of them to gasp and get a closer look. It looked like a healing burn, something she was sure would be gone within a week, but was still there as a reminder of what had transpired. Caden appeared before her, his large hands taking her arm as he adjusted the dark glasses on his face, blue eyes studying the mark before looking back at Hazel. 
 
    “Doesn’t hurt, does it?” When Hazel shrugged, Caden continued on, his voice was cracked and dry, as serious as it had been in the van rushing there the day before. “You said that this…thing-” 
 
    “-Guardian.” 
 
    “Guardian. He’s her brother and he protected you? We’re going to need to get filled in on that one. Where does his spirit reside? Can we get more information about Danira from him before Nico comes knocking? She has been a menace to the Affinity community for so very long, the idea we can find out more information and take her down when others could not, it’s something we cannot pass up.” 
 
    She didn’t answer right away, looking over to Faye as she mulled over everything he was truly asking. Faye let out a groan behind him as Tucker left the room in a rush without waiting for any sort of response from Hazel. A few seconds later, thuds were heard from down the hall towards where Hazel could only assume his bedroom was. 
 
    “I mean,” she started, “he’s at my old house. But other people live there, they really do. Faye, we saw it when you came to get me. It’s about an hour away from here and I really don’t like the idea of seeking my Guardian out.” Hazel responded finally. 
 
    “Has he ever caused you harm? Your Guardian? Interesting he asked you to call him this, those who decide to protect humans and keep our existence secret deem themselves Guardians. I wonder if he was assigned to such a group when he was alive, do you know?” Faye inquired, glancing to the space in the doorway behind Hazel where Tucker stood, a bag over his massive shoulder. Caden was still closely inspecting the markings on Hazel’s arm, fingers tracing the outline of the handprint until an involuntary shiver erupted across her spine. 
 
    “No, he never has caused me harm,” Hazel answered honestly. “But I don’t think the owners of the house would be very pleased with the whole ‘hey! I used to live here and I’m looking to channel a dead guy in your new entertainment room, do you mind?’ part of this.” 
 
    “Leave it up to Caden and me,” Faye smiled, rubbing her hands together in anticipation as she cleared her throat and gave Caden a squeeze on his shoulder. “Drop her arm and leave her be, we’re going to go on a little road trip. Don’t worry about Charlie, Hazel. Tucker has someone who comes through here and takes care of things and he’ll be sure to feed and take care of the little cutie until we are back and safe after all of this. We have a lot of stuff to teach you and very little time to do it, especially if Nico or any more of her goons are stupid enough to attack us while we are all together. It’s clear Danira has a strong draw towards you, and from what we’ve investigated it’s for good reason, the very same reason we’ve tried to find you for so long. You’re the daughter of two full-blooded plane jumpers, your powers must be spectacular. We were buzzing when the Organization of Guardians told us you were actually living in the same city as us! Can you imagine the disappointment all over the world when we had the chance to make contact with you? Too bad Danira had the same idea, and the fact that her brother is protecting you … now that’s interesting. You and him don’t have weird spirit sex, do you?” 
 
    “What?” Hazel sputtered, spit catching in her mouth as she fell into a fit of coughing, the question catching her off guard and erasing any hope of a smooth recovery. “No, no. Nothing like that. It’s more like he’s a part of me, he showed up at therapy the other day. Of course, that was not real so perhaps he’s just in her spells or whatever they are? Anyway, it’s not like that at all. He’s been around since I was young, very young. As for this organization and whatever the hell else you said, I’m going to need more details at some point soon.” 
 
    One hand rose to massage her temple as Hazel felt the start of a headache erupting between her eyes. Faye brushed passed her, one red, glowing hand resting on Hazel’s shoulder. Before Hazel had a chance to jump away and plead she not use any powers on her, still shaken from what she had experienced in her dream, a sigh erupted from her lips as her anxiety and the pressure at her head subsided. Her tongue dropped from the top of her mouth, jaw slacking as her shoulders relaxed, giving Faye a small smile of thanks. It was something she could very easily get used to, this woman taking away her common anxieties. It was a skill that a great many people would murder to get their hands on, so quickly wishing to be rid of their worries and the panic that seized them, Hazel wasn’t about to take this for granted. 
 
    “Don’t worry about getting all the details, there are things even we have no idea about. That’s why we’re all teaming up, we’ll figure this out one bit at a time. First stop, your old house to meet up with this obsessed fanboy spirit of yours.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    They were all packed up in the faux kidnapper’s van less than ten minutes later, breakfast shoved down their throats and coffees in travel containers Tucker had demanded they bring along with them, refusing to ‘stop at some fancy bean joint before they reached their destination’, a request that was met with some battle from Faye, but they all held the small cups in their hands and listened. 
 
    Faye and Hazel were strapped in the back of the van, Caden taking his place on his chair before the large, whirring screens that filled the inside. As Tucker pulled out and started down the entrance to the resort, Caden had already entered in his password and allowed his fingertips to dance across the keyboard, turning everything from shut down to alive in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Faye gave Hazel a small nudge with her elbow as she nodded towards Caden. “He’s going to reach ahead and make sure the house is empty before we get there. Do you mind giving him the address?” 
 
    Caden’s cerulean eyes watched Hazel intently as she shared her address, giving her one sharp nod before pulling a hand through his messy blonde hair and focusing on the computers before him. There he sat for several moments without touching the keyboard, the van dipping and turning down the mountain roads while his chair never moved, bolted into the van floor. Then, his eyes closed and his hands spanned out across the keyboard. His head started glowing then, like a dimly lit bulb rested just above him. The glow traveled down to his throat, then spread throughout his broad chest until it trailed down his fingertips and into the keyboard. It sank through the keyboard and to the desk, spreading until the already glowing screens of the computers before him erupted with brightness. 
 
    “Look at him go, our little WiFreak.” Faye said softly, finger lifting to her cheek as she pretended to wipe away a tear. “He’s a good kisser though, the tech geek stuff didn’t hinder that. Not that I know personally, I just hear. Not as good as Tucker, though, surely.” She nudged Hazel once again, winking at the shocked look that flashed across her face. The wink left Hazel wondering if the small woman had been joking or not. 
 
    Not that Hazel was ever one for slut shaming, but her mind felt particularly vulnerable after the series of events had occurred and it appeared that everything Faye brought up to her would ultimately end up questionable until she was able to find rhyme or reason behind the new world she had finally decided to fully accept. 
 
    Suddenly, the screens dimmed and Caden’s eyes snapped open. He looked towards the front of the van, meeting Tucker’s emerald eyes in the rearview mirror as he reported what he had seen. “I was able to tap into their home security system and get a peek. We are dealing with a woman, her husband, and two kids. Looks like the kids are out of the house at school and the husband is about to head to work, we’ll just be worrying about her once we get there. I sent her a few vague text messages from her sister’s phone, let’s hope she decides now is a good time to head out and meet her. Should buy us enough time to question the Guardian and see if he can be of more help.” 
 
    Hazel felt herself start to squirm in the seat and it had nothing to do with the quick turns the van was making down the scenic road. She was actually leading a league of X-Men-esque people to her old home in an attempt to summon up the spirit of her past and ask him questions about his not-so-dead sister, who was coincidentally trying to steal her power. 
 
    Great. 
 
    Laughter erupted from behind Hazel’s lips, filling the van until it sounded like an echo in her ears. At first, Faye looked like she wanted to reach out and help again, but her hand quickly fell to her side when Hazel’s eyes filled with tears that soon heightened the laughter. She wasn’t sure if the tears were from the hilarity of the craziness in her life, or her finally breaking down like she had needed to for so long. No matter the case, everyone in the van left her the hell alone as the laughter turned to sobs, and the sobs to silence. 
 
    They all remained in silence as they started down the final descent of the mountain towards the highway below, so deep in their own head that none of them saw the inhuman impact until it was too late. 
 
    The dark mass that had launched itself from the forest alongside the van hit the windshield with the force of a truck, smashing the glass inward, raining down on Tucker’s body as he was forced to yank on the wheel with surprise. The van swerved off the side of the road, starting a fast and uncontrolled descent at a heavy decline. Hazel was screaming, just catching the incoming trees in her line of sight through the broken windshield before the entire van flipped onto its side, sending it through the air before the massive trunk of a tree stopped their descent, wedging them against the side of the mountain and its large, reaching branches. There the van rested, only their slow movements and the van’s groans filled the area around them, the birds silent. 
 
    For one long, painful second, Hazel wondered if she was dead, or close to it. If the warmth at her head was part of the ringing in her ears, or if she was slowly bleeding out while she hung from her seatbelt. With a grunt, she slowly reached and unlocked the belt, falling towards the roof of the van with a thud. The van did not move an inch, smashed tightly in place. But it was still too quiet, too damn quiet. 
 
    She struggled to her feet, feeling bogged down by dizziness and fear as she tried to make sense of everything that had just happened to them. Hazel was ignoring the pain that spread through her body as she looked to the others and prayed everyone had made it through the unexplained accident alive, or at least that they were in a position where she could help them get out before they plummeted further down the mountainside. 
 
    Tucker groaned from the front seat, one bloodied thumb lifting into the air for a moment before he started to adjust his body and move around. Caden was slowly moving himself from the space near Hazel, ignoring the rest of them as he reached out towards Faye and tried to help her first. Her eyes were closed and her body was slack in her belt, long dark hair in her face and hanging between them all as drops of blood ran from the end of her locks to the floor below. Dread filled Hazel’s chest, scrambling to reach her new friend as Caden did. 
 
    Before his hand reached her, a black mist leaked through the broken and bent door of the van, sliding inside before creating a human-like mass in front of Faye and between their reach. It grabbed out for her quickly, shadowed hands on her shoulders as it pulled her down towards its body. Her entire frame phased through the seatbelt, falling forward into the arms of Nico as he easily caught her below and kept her from the hands of her friends. She let out a small sound but Hazel could not see if she was awake, the dark hair a mass in Faye’s face against Nico masking any further reaction. 
 
    Caden roared out in rage, lunging forward as he tried to gain momentum and get to Nico and Faye. Instead, his disoriented body fell towards the ground of the van. Meanwhile, Tucker was struggling to get over the broken seats in front and back to them, ignoring the shards of glass that dug into his large body with each strained pull towards the back. Hazel was on a mission of her own as well, grabbing at the darkness that was Nico as he turned towards them all with narrowed, bright brown eyes, the unconscious Faye in his embrace. But her hands swept through him, not making contact as her mind fought for some sort of way to access power, or an attack that could surely stop him. 
 
     Hazel was certain she could make contact with him, certain there was no way he was strong enough to escape three powerful people in such a closed space. Surely she could call upon the power she had used to attack Danira in the dream state. But how did she summon it before? How could she possibly use it now in the short time she had? 
 
    The moment Hazel’s hand tried to make contact with him once again, Nico dropped, body disappearing with Faye’s through the van beneath their feet and out of sight. Only one hand, raised in a taunting wave of goodbye hovered above the metal of the van ceiling before he was erased from their sight. 
 
    Caden was enraged, fists pounding into the van ceiling where they had disappeared from sight before he lunged towards the broken doors, fighting to yank one open as his eyes searched the forest floor for the evil that had taken his friend and attacked all of them. His blue eyes were wide and desperate, turning to look back at Tucker with alarm before leaving the two of them in the van and descending to the side of the hill to start searching, the panic within him appearing to increase with each moment Faye was out of their sight and in the enemy's hands. 
 
    Hazel slowly moved towards the door Caden had escaped from, her eyes scanning the forest as well, praying she’d see Caden fighting Nico, and Faye safe somewhere below, that there was no way they had all been taken down so easily and one of their teammates ripped from the safety of the group. 
 
    But Nico and Faye were long gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Aiden sat at his piano, long, eloquent fingers dancing along the keys. He couldn’t hear the music, did not know if what he played sounded the same as it had so many years ago when he was alive. Everything was muted in the spirit plane for those trapped there, a small piece of what the real world had been, a tease of what he had once had, but his fingers still remembered the exact keys. For a brief time many years ago he was able to feel the outside, able to walk and hear other voices as clear as day. 
 
    But when Hazel had left her father’s home for the final time, all his hope had gone with her. Even though he had tried to dissuade her from working with her powers and welcoming the power within her, tried to keep her from channeling her born Affinity, he still could not fight the need to be free. To be alive again. 
 
    When his very soul had been pulled from the spirit realm and plunged into the real world again, he had seen her in the office speaking to some strange woman. Aiden had been filled with a need to protect her just as he had at Danira’s tent when he first realized she had come to the place in which she had been born and raised, that she had found the one person and power she needed the most. Of course Hazel had to be in Oregon as well, it was almost as though it was all meant to be, but he refused to believe his sister was meant to have the ultimate power over the planes and hurt the one person he cared for anymore. He did not know what danger would befall Hazel, but knew something terrible was about to happen to her during her moment of weakness in the therapist's office. Well, fake therapist. There was a guise of a spell surrounding them both, a prickling on his skin he had long ago learned to hone in on. Already Danira had her claws sunk into his Hazel. She looked as she had when she came to sell her father’s home long after leaving the first time. Breathtakingly beautiful and just as stubborn, a permanent frown crease between her forehead that had started when she was very young. 
 
    Her long brown hair was healthy and lightly curling, despite being messy and unkempt. Light, intelligent brown eyes were hyper focused on the woman before her before she closed her eyes and submitted to her words; Danger. She was about to be in danger and somehow he had been called to her. 
 
    When she had seen him there finally, Aiden knew she was aware of who he was, there was no doubt in her bright eyes. For a moment, he had been completely captured by her, entranced by the intense look she was giving him. Thankfully, he had broken free of the spell and done enough damage to awaken her spirit from the hypnosis and away from the substantial power that he knew would attack her somehow. 
 
    He hated to admit it, but when he’d seen her corporal form floating above her body, he had thought she was dead and in the same realm as himself. It was despair that racked his body first, followed by a shameful feeling that highlighted his loneliness. 
 
    Happiness. 
 
    Sick. He was so incredibly sick for thinking such things over the inclination of her death. Aiden growled, hands moving to grab for the fallboard of the piano as he hid the cursed keys from view. Pushing away from the massive instrument, he began to pace around the small space he was forced to inhabit. Without a plane jumper to give him the power to travel through the realms, he’d remain there. He was an animal in a cage and seeing the healthy glow of Hazel’s familiar face? Her freedom? He wanted a taste of that as well. 
 
    It was less than three hundred square feet of space, a room that overlapped the old reading quarters of Hazel’s adoptive father’s home. It could not be seen by the normal humans, the items inside just as they had been before he died. No matter what else resided within, it all fell silent when compared to the grand piano in the center, a piece of furniture that demanded all attention and the number one thing he had owned during his time alive. 
 
    It was the only thing that kept Aiden from losing his mind in the spirit realm long ago. The piano and Hazel, of course. Entertaining her with stories and learning had been his only opportunity to escape and over time he had felt much like the Guardian he told her he was. Seeing her after she had grown had been a shock to him, but still the same Affinity surrounding her was a pulsing in the air that called to him. There had been no doubt in his mind it was the same little girl that had grown up in her father’s home. Although she had changed her style and attempted to hide from her power more than she had as a young girl, there was no escaping the draw of her Affinity. 
 
    Aiden ceased pacing and put one hand against the shimmering wall of his jail. The substance that kept his world together looked as if it would bend at the pressure of his weight for a moment, but then it solidified further beneath his hand. Over the past few days it had started to weaken compared to how it had been before. Something was changing and stirring and it surely had to do with Dani and Hazel. His sister had his eyes on the one he had promised to protect and intended to destroy her in some way. Surely being close to Hazel and accessing her with her power was somehow breaking the energy that held the two worlds together, just as Danira had always wanted. Aiden wasn’t certain if that was her entire plan, but the fact that she hunted Hazel so relentlessly left him breathless with rage. His power, a darkness he had thought died with him, stirred below the surface, terrifying him. 
 
    But still not as much as the thought of Danira getting her evil hands on Hazel. 
 
    Hazel was his responsibility, she had been from the moment he first played his piano and caught her attention in the reading room. He could feel her power, her loneliness. It was something that spoke to the dark parts of himself that had been trapped in the spirit realm for almost a century. Despite the spirit realm portraying a happy moment in the dead one’s previous existence, Aiden had been truly shocked when his bedroom was chosen as his prison instead of the wide, open fields where his family had farmed and worked, wishing for a moment when he could go outside and enjoy the warm sun again. 
 
    It was an insight to his life before death, and not one he had wanted to be trapped in. 
 
    Aiden adjusted his tie, eyes scanning the room around him as shapes and shadows from the real room remained intact, like a shimmering room of magic within his own. When those who resided in Hazel’s father’s home moved about, he could see them clearly, as though they were in his room with him. But without Hazel’s power there, he could not travel the home, could not make contact or see if any of them could see him. 
 
    All was hopeless. 
 
    Her power had somehow reached to him during her last encounter with his dearest sister, sending his spirit out of his cage and into the spell of a dream Hazel was enduring. Once again, he had been able to help her and when he returned to his room, the walls had changed once more. He could push them, could feel the weakness in the spirit realm around him. He was growing stronger with each encounter he had with the beautiful, powerful Hazel and his malicious sister’s spells. It was clear she did not heed his warnings from when she was a child, but he could only pray this danger she faced was something she was now running from. Somehow, some way, he was going to escape that realm and go to her. He’d make sure she stayed away from the spirits that sought to destroy and use her for their own gain. Sure, Danira was still alive in a way, master of life and using the strength of others to keep herself on the human plane, but she was a spirit nonetheless. As evil and desperate as the darkest Affinity. 
 
    Affinities. He hated calling himself that, hated the word coined by those who could connect with the spirit realm. But it was what they were and always would be. It was a curse, one that had slowly eaten away at his sanity. 
 
    Dead, but never truly gone. 
 
    Still, he remembered what food tasted like, what a woman’s body felt like as it writhed in passion beneath him. Aiden remembered bee stings, the pain in his hands as he helped his father in the fields, the heat of the sun. It was all a constant taunting that he had been certain would disappear after decades of isolation in his ‘perfect’ world. 
 
    There was a shuffle behind Aiden and he whirled around, another angered growl escaping his lips the moment his eyes fell on the being that had entered his realm. Of course, this particular Affinity was one he was quite familiar with. 
 
    “Nico. To what do I owe this pleasure?” 
 
    “Maven has sent me with a few messages. I see you haven’t rearranged anything in here.” Nico responded, his voice a deep baritone as he slowly walked around the perimeter of Aiden’s room, foot kicking out to touch his piano as he passed, a twisted mass of mist following his every step. 
 
    “It has been a while since she’s sent you to speak to me. I imagine she didn’t like me interfering with her mission? Still calling her Maven, eh? Fucking her still, too?” 
 
    “What is the girl to you, Aiden? This one is just another plane jumper, more powerful maybe, but still just another Affinity. Why did you decide to interfere now?” Nico asked, light brown eyes snapping up to meet his. The gaze was intense, pulling attention away from everything else and trapping Aiden in darkness and the angry energy that poured off Nico. 
 
    Ah, so Danira didn’t know Hazel had lived there while she was growing up, it seemed, although she had hunted Hazel down, she was still struggling with some of the information that would assist with obtaining her. As long as she didn’t have trackers on Hazel already, of course. 
 
    Nico was an odd one, and although Aiden knew there was a long story as to why Nico was working for his sister and what his story was, he didn’t care. Nico was the enemy as far as he was concerned, anyone who worked for and was fooled by his sister would be his enemy. Aiden broke the distance between the two of them, meeting the man eye-to-eye as he straightened up his back and his brows furrowed. 
 
    “Say what you want to say, Nico. Then leave me. I’m having a party later and I must get ready.” His hands opened, gesturing to the room. “Going to be a lot of fancy people joining me, and you are not invited.” 
 
    The smallest of smirks twitched at the edge of Nico’s lips before he shook his head. “Here’s the deal, Aiden. You’re dead, you have no business meddling with your sister’s plans. She assumes you mean to use the girl to escape in some way, which she views as admirable. So she comes with a deal. You stay out of things and my Maven will not only allow Hazel to live for a while longer, but will grant you the freedom gained with her plane jumping power.” 
 
    “If she’s not going to kill her, and Hazel refuses to give up her power…what then? You can’t possibly promise me that Danira won’t drain her until she’s nothing but a shell, or enslave her for her existence like she has done to you. Tell me, Nico, when do you get free from your own contract?” 
 
    There was no emotion in the man’s face, the muscles in his arms strained for a moment as his fists tightened, the only sign that he was remotely affected by the words of Aiden. “My Maven will do as she pleases, but if you interfere again, she promises she will use Hazel and take her life in front of you. She’ll not be allowed any escape or contract, and it will not be slow. It’s clear you want her, whether it’s emotional or for her power, so make this agreement and she doesn’t have to die. You get to roam the world again, the realms will be one.” 
 
    “I don’t want to roam the world,” Aiden lied, his voice cracking. “She knows about my power, she knows I’ll kill anything I touch down there. No amount of isolation assists with training something I’ll never again harness, does she think I’ve been practicing ‘not’ killing everything I touch while I’ve been trapped here? It’s gone, the Affinity is stripped, she knows how this works. I’ll make you no promises. Go back to your bitch and leave me.” 
 
    Nico laughed, the sound rich and deep as it filled the confines of his room. “That is not the answer I was sent here to obtain, Aiden. You know I can travel wherever I need to, between planes, outside, even right to Hazel’s location at this very moment. I have been told that if you refuse to agree to her wishes, I am to harm Hazel this night. Maybe something small.” Nico leaned forward, eyes glimmering. “Maybe I’ll take a finger or two, that won’t impact the Affinity she-” 
 
    But his voice cut off, a strangled noise escaping as he began clawing at the strong hand that squeezed at his throat. Aiden was a mere inch away from his face, eyes glowing bright blue, a hue that slowly began to take over his body. There was a rage inside Aiden, one that had been easily ignited by the intruder before him and his threatening words towards Hazel, one that made the power beneath his skin come to life once again, a power he was no longer supposed to possess. 
 
    A fist launched out, making contact with Aiden’s stomach. He was surprised by Nico’s strength, the breath forced from his body as he loosened his grip for a split second. It was all Nico needed to rip his body away from Aiden, the dark mist starting to creep up his body and consume him. 
 
    Contact, Aiden had made contact. He wasn’t going to lose the opportunity to make some sort of lasting damage before Nico had a chance to escape the spirit realm and harm Hazel. Lunging forward, Aiden felt an energy he had not been prepared for. His entire body was ignited in blue, angry and strong as he made full contact with Nico. The two of them fell to the ground in a heap, Nico’s strong legs kicking out as he tried to wrap an arm around Aiden’s neck. Aiden dodged his arms, using his shoulder to grind Nico against the floor. Each time he pushed downward, the bedroom around them started to flicker, the piano in the middle of the room defying physics as it started to bend and sway towards the ground, no longer solid in the realm as it began to pixelate. 
 
    Something was happening and Aiden could not stop it. Channeling the power and anger within himself, Aiden lifted off Nico, not giving him a chance to escape before he slammed his body back down upon the man over and over again, pinning him as he squirmed. Although Nico was a strong being, he was not as strong as Aiden had been. When alive, he had been a hard worker, a physical man who prided himself in his ability to withstand the most tedious of tasks involving strength, including fighting. 
 
    Nico, on the other hand, was a kept man, strong, but kept. 
 
    It was nothing compared to the insanity brewing beneath the surface just inside Aiden. 
 
    Nico groaned, rolling to his side as he slammed his knee upward into Aiden’s chest, attempting once more to scramble away. But Aiden had his hands on Nico’s shoulders, pushing him back in the trapped position on his back. For a moment, both of them froze, a dark energy stirring in the air around them. It was his power, the calling of death. Somehow, in some way, it was within him as he held Nico below him. 
 
    A cry of pain unlike anything Aiden had heard before tore from Nico’s mouth as he jerked and twitched beneath him. The suede suit he wore frayed and dissolved at the shoulders where Aiden held on, the power surging through his body like acid as it slowly crept along the material and ate it away. He now had direct contact with Nico’s bare skin. The roar of torture from Nico intensified as his dark skin began to crack, a black spiderweb erupting along the exposed skin as it started to creep down his arm and soak through his body like a curse that Aiden could not stop, and did not want to. 
 
    In one last moment of desperation, Nico swung his head forward and smashed it against Aiden’s face. Despite his best attempts, Aiden released Nico’s shoulders and reeled back, seeing stars as a heat spread through his nose and forehead. Pain…he had not truly felt physical pain in so long, it stunned him. 
 
    Before he had a chance to get his hands on Nico again, the man called upon his Affinity, the dark mist swirling over his body and erasing him from view. In a blink the ground in which he had laid was empty, leaving Aiden alone in his room once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Instead of following Caden when he descended to the forest floor, Hazel slowly moved to the front of the van, careful not to step in the wrong areas and offset the precarious nature in which they were trapped. Even as she moved so slowly, the van grunted and groaned, wedged between the side of the hill and the massive tree, but far from danger, and far from firmly wedged as she had previously thought. 
 
    Tucker’s emerald eyes were on her, one marred by blood dripping down his forehead. He blinked, wincing as he wiped it away quickly and grimaced at the sight of blood on his hand. “Careful, I just need you to help me get this seat back, then I think I can climb through.” 
 
    Hazel nodded, observing the situation before her as she assessed her next move as fast as possible. She knew she had to move quickly and they needed to get out of there before they were attacked again. Leaving Caden alone outside to face whatever occurred was not something that settled well with Hazel, and the van was not a safe place to sit tight. 
 
    The windshield was completely destroyed, only jagged glass reaching from the edges remained. Between their sharp shards, Hazel could see the forest floor down below. It was a steep drop, but the side of the mountain appeared to be a slow build behind them. If she could get Tucker back to her and they left through the door Caden escaped from, they would surely have an easy drop and be able to grab the side of the mountain. It wasn’t far to the road and they all had cell phones, the only loss was their van and whatever they had on the computers within. 
 
    And Faye, of course. The most important disappearance. 
 
    Hazel had not known them for long, but she knew what a team was. This was her assigned squad somehow, and she had agreed to work with them. This realization meant that every attack against any of them was now personal. 
 
    “Hang on to the side of the seat, I’m going to bring it back,” she said softly, reaching upward. With a yank, she pulled down the seat lever on the side, the driver’s seat flying backwards quickly as Tucker was allowed more space. His body adjusted, large frame squeezing between the two seats and towards her the moment the space gave him room to get free of the seatbelt. 
 
    Just as he reached the middle of the two chairs, the van made a terrible, deep groan and shifted slightly. They both froze, Hazel’s hand extended towards Tucker and his own towards hers. The van started to lean forward, slowly at first, but they both knew what was about to happen. The van had been wedged before, but with their movement and the struggle, it had clearly shifted, no longer safe against the tree as it started to allow gravity to take over. 
 
    “Don’t…move…” Tucker whispered, frantic emerald eyes searching the area around her before he slowly lowered the outstretched hand to the side of the chair, securing himself. “I am going to get to you and grab you, Hazel. Then we are going to jump out the door. How far is the drop on that end?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Caden isn’t screaming in pain below, so not too far.” Where the hell was he? Was the idiot truly going to run around the forest trying to find Faye while they dangled in the van like the Jeep from Jurassic Park? Or was it Jurassic World? No matter the movie, Hazel was certain she had seen something similar and although it had worked out for those involved, there was too much uncertainty as she stared down at the fall that would surely leave them in a muddled heap. 
 
    “Get ready to push towards the door, Hazel. I’m going to run and grab you, not that you weigh much.” The words were followed by a wink, one that left Hazel stunned and questioning his sanity. Truly, at a time like this? “One…” But before the countdown could continue, the van gave another guttural, mechanic groan and shifted forward once again. Fear filled Tucker’s eyes, quickly replaced with a fire, one so bright his eyes appeared to glow. “Nope. NOW!” 
 
    Hazel pushed her body towards the door at the same time Tucker launched himself forward between the seats. One arm hooked around her waist, the other reaching for the door to the van as it started to fall. There was no possible way they were going to make it in time, no possible way they’d get through the door. 
 
    But Tucker was quicker than anyone she’d ever seen, her body was being yanked through the space between the front of the van and the door until they were both hitting empty air. Above them, the van had started to fall down the hill, smashing into tree after tree as it plummeted to the bottom. Tucker and Hazel fell for less than a second before they hit the side of the mountain, both rolling forward a few feet and sliding before they were able to grab onto undergrowth and hold themselves steady. 
 
    Above them, the van door had been broken off, dangling from the branches precariously before the absence of the van urged it to change direction. It fell suddenly, aimed directly for them as it ate through air and promised contact. 
 
    Just before it hit them, Tucker’s hand punched upwards, smashing into the metal as it made a solid connection. The door was thrown away from them, an emerald trail of power following close behind as Tucker easily was rid of it. 
 
    “Thanks,” Hazel gasped, finding it hard to locate the words she wanted to say as they hung from the side of the mountain pathway. Letting go, Hazel allowed herself to slide down about ten feet, stopping when she reached where the car door had finally ended up. 
 
    There was a small, flat area below that led into the dense trees, a hiking trail that they could reach easily if only they dropped a bit further. A batch of bushes near Hazel had been kicked up and destroyed, she could only assume from a sliding Caden. Good, at least they were heading in the right direction and it was clear by the lack of a body in sight that he had reached the trail. 
 
    Tucker was close behind, his large, muscled body tearing up the dirt and plants as he awkwardly fell near her on the trail below. They both slowly rose to their feet, not bothering to wipe up the blood, dirt, or undergrowth that coated their bodies. After his large body had regained composure, Tucker silently started ahead on the trail, jerking his head forward before looking back at her. She knew what he needed from her and was happy to oblige, her eyes searched for danger or any sign of Caden or Faye as they quietly moved ahead down the pathway. With any luck, anything evil out there would assume they fell with the van, but there was no time to sit around and play God with a dangerous situation. 
 
    After they had walked for a small bit, Hazel finally broke the silence between the two of them, her voice low as she raised a hand to mess with a bloodied strand of her hair in frustration, her head aching from the impact, but the blood had almost dried and that was a relief. Clearly no one was wounded to a point where they needed immediate medical attention, and that was a blessing. 
 
    Cool, calm, collected. “Do you have a way of finding either of them? Some summoning Affinity or something I haven’t been privy to, yet? I think now’s the time seeing as we’re in the middle of buttfuck nowhere.” 
 
    “Shh.” 
 
    “Don’t shh me, Tucker. I’m in this as much as you are and-” 
 
    His hand whipped out and secured on her mouth, pressing down with a soft warning before he shook his head, eyes looking behind her as the soft thudding of feet on the forest floor were heard. Hazel did not fight him and he removed his hand only a second later, the both of them crouching down as they prepared for whatever met them. 
 
    But instead of Nico or some other horror making an appearance, Caden burst around the corner, stopping when he saw them on the inclined trail, bent over as he fought to catch his breath. “Oh thank god, you’re both okay.” Behind him, the small metal device Hazel had seen Caden working on several times before buzzed around in the air. It was riding the wind, swirling around his head, small, coiled arms batting at the sky as though it meant to swim. The metal square on top of its head that she had thought looked like a top hat before, now had a tiny antenna protruding upward. On the face of the metal device, a small screen faced her, like a flying go-pro. 
 
    “No thanks to you, did you catch sight of where she went?” Tucker inquired. 
 
    “No. It’s clear Danira wants us to come straight to her to get her back. Unless Faye was the one she wanted all along?” Caden’s dark blue eyes were wide behind his now cracked glasses, a desperation etched into the deep lines of his worried face and along his strong jawline. 
 
    “Faye isn’t the one she wanted, she let me know that for certain. Probably just some sick plan to get under our skin and get Hazel to play on her own familiar grounds, but I have no idea how Nico knew where to find us, I guess we can only assume Hazel’s dream,” Tucker growled, wiping at a dripping line of blood coming from his upper arm. The three of them really looked horrendous, and it was only a matter of time before Danira sent someone to investigate. 
 
    “Is there anything we need to get back at the van?” Hazel inquired, her eyes searching the two. 
 
    “I can clear it,” Caden mumbled, closing his eyes, when he opened them again, they were met with an angry gaze. “I can’t concentrate, let’s get up this trail and to the main road. We need to see if we can get a taxi or something to pick us up and I can clear our data once we’re there. Is there an option for an Uber way the hell out on the mountain?” One hand rose to his blonde hair, grabbing at the messy strands as he cursed under his breath. 
 
    Tucker’s massive body walked the distance between them in one stride, hands rising to grasp onto Caden’s shoulders as he leaned in close and spoke to him. Tucker’s voice was low and growling, every word reaching Hazel’s ear. 
 
    “We are going to get her back. No matter how much we both don’t want to acknowledge it, Nico doesn’t seem interested in hurting her, never has. We are going to keep going to Hazel’s house, it’s clear Danira did not want us to keep doing whatever we were doing, which also means it will be beneficial to us in some way. Take a breath and focus with me.” 
 
    “Nico works for Danira, he’ll do anything she asks, he’ll kill her if she demands it.” 
 
    “Caden, we both know that isn’t true.” 
 
    Caden took a deep, shaky breath before his dark blue eyes snapped over to Hazel, the desperation and fear was now combined with something else, a wall that slowly slid in place. Tucker seemed shaken as well, but the calm demeanor he wore for Caden’s benefit was admirable. 
 
    “Alright, Hazel, as soon as we get in cell service, we’re going to need that address again.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    It took them just short of twenty minutes to get back to the main road, even less than that to get a call out for an Uber. Thankfully, they had been close enough to the highway and civilization that they still had cell service that could easily be amplified by Caden’s technological Affinity. 
 
    Standing on the side of the road was something that left them all in a quiet state of anxiety, staring ahead at the jagged rocks along the side of the mountain as random cars drove by, wondering if one of them would suddenly swerve in their direction and end their lives. Hazel’s body felt on edge and cloudy, like a young kid who drank far too many energy drinks and had forced themselves to pull an all-nighter. Her movements left tracers in the air behind her waving hand, a sure sign that her body and mind were starting to give out on her. Hazel’s app indicated their ride was heading up the mountain pass, the two men next to her mimicked her wave as the black Toyota pulled up. 
 
    “Sampson?” the driver inquired, leaning down to get a peek at them through dark, squinted eyes. 
 
    “That’s us,” Hazel responded, quickly running to the back seat as Caden grabbed the front passenger. The driver kept an eye on all of them, widening when he caught sight of the blood on the three. Before he had a chance to question anything, Hazel flashed him the best smile she could muster from the back. 
 
    “Sorry about the mess, we’ll tip big. We got into a little accident. We’re just looking to get home. I put in the address.” She waved her phone upward, pausing as her eyes caught the slow-motion flashes of energy in the air behind the wave. Tucker nudged her shoulder with his own in the back and she blinked out of the trance. “Please hurry.” 
 
    The driver didn’t ask anymore questions, starting down the hill as he followed the instructions his GPS barked at him. The music’s volume was turned up, to Hazel’s relief, and was a calming, coffeehouse jazz that tried to be comforting, but failed miserably considering what they had just gone through. Taking a deep breath, Hazel allowed her eyes to close for a brief moment, the dizziness that had clung onto her dissipated by the time her eyes opened again. When they did, they met the driver’s in the rearview mirror. He gave her a toothy grin, the rest of his face unseen aside from the crinkle of his wrinkled face as his lips turned upward. 
 
    “Do any of you write? I am an author, you know. My first book of poetry was something I worked on for almost a decade before it was finally published. Held in such high regard, you know, the thing about poetry, it’s all about the dance of words. You’re telling a long story in just a handful of singular words. So, do any of you write?” 
 
    His voice was a gentle lift of octaves, rising ever higher at the end of each sentence he sent in their direction. Tucker had his eyes closed next to Hazel, the two emerald orbs shooting open at the voice of their driver and for a split second, Hazel wondered if he would jump to the front of the car and end the man’s life if he asked another question. Caden’s eyes were staring at the GPS, as if he could will the device to transport them faster if he only glared at it. 
 
    “I don’t write, no. But I hear Tucker is a poet,” Hazel joked, unsure where her feistiness was coming from. Every ounce of her body and mind was exhausted from what had happened, the adrenaline had finally worn off and the pain from the tumble they had taken was making itself apparent. Still, for some reason she felt the need to poke at someone, anything. 
 
    Tucker’s eyes narrowed in on Hazel as he crossed his large, muscled arms against his chest. He took one more long, unamused look at her before glancing up at the driver as they sped along the highway. His voice was slow and concise, each word crisp. 
 
    “When these graven lines you see, 
 
    Traveler, do not pity me; 
 
    Though I be among the dead, 
 
    Let no mournful word be said.” 
 
    The driver let out a sigh and chuckled, Hazel’s mouth fell agape as she stared at him in surprise. For the first time that she could recall, Caden let out a laugh. It was almost like a bark, loud and sharp from the front. “Well. I didn’t know you actually knew any poetry. Did you write that?” 
 
    “Edwin Arlington Robinson. Just remember you don’t know a lot about us just yet, but you will.” 
 
    There was a lingering promise with the words, one that somehow left Hazel in both discomfort and comfort. The driver began droning on about his world, encouraged by the random grunt or response from both Tucker and Caden. As they drove towards her former home, Hazel’s eyes left the front of the car, staring out at the passing trees and world around them. After a while, the trees and mountains made way for houses and shopping centers. 
 
    As they drove through the city and to the outskirts of Portland, familiar roads whizzed past her window and danced along in Hazel’s mind. Memories she had tried to forget for so long, but seemed to always return to her. Going to the farmer’s markets with her adoptive mother before her mental sickness took over, the tulip fields with her father after her mother's passing. Horses ran along their fences and cows in fields, all things Hazel used to love driving by and looking at. Now they filled her with dread, each farm animal was a minute closer to the home she had been trying to avoid. 
 
    What did she actually plan to do? Summon the Guardian from her past and ask him to help them? Faye had told her a bit about the power she had tried to stifle down her entire life, the plane jumping. Could she truly pull Aiden from the spirit realm and into their world to help them? What of the power he had told her he possessed? Would that not be releasing a demon to further harm them all? There were too many things working against them all, yet the two men she traveled with followed in blind faith. 
 
    Still, if anyone could find Faye, it would be her two partners and the brother of the woman who took her. Aiden would know all of Danira’s tricks and surely drag her out of hiding, would he not? It was all a gamble and so against the way Hazel had navigated things before. 
 
    Look at all the good that had done her. No matter how far she ran and how hard, the dead still found a way to drag her back into their world. 
 
    They started down a gravel pathway and Hazel’s breath hitched, the car falling silent as they pulled up in front of the cold, Victorian home of Hazel’s upbringing. There was an energy in the air, one that felt dark and muggy as it settled in on each of their chests. 
 
    “Looks like we’re here! I hope you three have a better rest of the weekend. Thank you for choosing Uber!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Four years prior 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The last time Hazel stood at the door to her childhood home, it had been shortly after the death of her father. He had left her the home and every cent to his name, something that she had not anticipated after moving out and away when she was so young. Hazel had convinced herself for years that the distance in his voice when he spoke to her and the isolation in his large home had meant he hated her in some way before he died. She had been so desperate to leave the isolating life she’d lived there with her father, she had never thought he’d forgive her. 
 
    But her father had not been the only one to be affected by her sudden decision to leave and not return. The companion she had spent every day questioning, learning about, and befriending had not been able to properly display his emotions in regards to her leaving. On one hand, it was clear he missed being able to share in conversation with someone, but on the other hand, he still urged her to run away from the turmoils of her past and the spirits that reached for her. 
 
    Including himself. 
 
    The moment she had turned eighteen, Hazel had left and did not see her father until the day he died, seven years later. They spoke on the phone formally a few times, but he never disclosed the poor health he found himself in until it was far too late and the cancer finally took over. It was not that Hazel hated her adoptive father, she never hated him. It was simply that, no matter how much time they spent together growing up, she never knew him. His fear for her becoming like his late wife heightened each year she lived there until she was no longer allowed to take piano lessons, or engage in anything that wasn’t school or spending time alone in her bedroom. 
 
    She had relied on her Guardian to continue the lessons, her only friend. 
 
    Although he was there for her, there were times the spirit would fight against his own needs, disappearing for weeks on end while he tried to reason with the devil and angel on his shoulder. When he returned, he’d express his apologies, telling her she’d never understand the struggle he faced. 
 
    Every time he spoke with her, it brought her closer to the spirit realm, the very thing he was trying to keep her away from, whether he was fully aware of what his presence was doing, or not. 
 
    Finally, the loneliness won out and Hazel left overnight, not trusting herself to wait until morning. By the first afternoon of her eighteenth birthday, her father had read the note she left behind and she had already settled in a motel twenty miles away, using her own hidden stash of money to supplement herself until she could get a grasp on her next steps and what she needed to do to survive. 
 
    Hazel had worked from that point on, using her extensive schooling to achieve her goals, despite never fully feeling connected with those around her. She had taken lovers, been hired and fired, seen loss, and fought depression by the time she returned to her father’s home. Well aware that her adoptive father would never again see the adult face of his daughter and learn of the things she had experienced. 
 
    The house was empty, but Hazel knew she was being watched the moment her short heels hit the foyer. Shutting the door behind her, Hazel took in the home around her, noting the familiar paintings and wall decor as well as the unfamiliar plants and furniture that had been placed after she had left. The familiar, distinct smell of peppermint wafted through the hallways as Hazel walked, the scent almost masking the dust and musky undertones of the home. 
 
    He had died several months previous, but only now had she found the ability to enter the home. It would be the only time she did so before it was sold. She wasn’t entirely sure why she felt the need to, but she told herself it was to ensure there was nothing left she wanted to take. 
 
    Deep down, Hazel wanted to see her Guardian just one last time. To ensure he was real and her childhood had not just been one of her coping mechanisms. She knew he was though, deep down in her soul, she did. Despite the spirits being few and far between, she still saw them. Still sensed them. 
 
    Just as she sensed Aiden watching her. 
 
    Hazel put her purse down at the end of the hallway, climbing the staircase to get to the bedrooms above. But instead of heading towards her old bedroom, she made her way to the reading room. Adjusting the long black coat wrapped tightly around her body, Hazel’s light brown eyes stopped when they rested on the large wooden door. As her hand extended to reach the knob, an energy swirled around her, pulling at her will and begging that she turn around and leave. An urge that rested deep within her gut. 
 
    Instead of listening to it, Hazel opened the door and entered the reading room. 
 
    Where there had once been bookshelves along the walls, there was now an empty room. Well, empty aside from the grand piano in the center. There were holes in the walls from where the shelves had been torn out and no one had bothered to fill them. Not another piece of furniture within, the large window that looked out into the gardens was covered with slabs of wood, the shine from the sun outside reached through the cracks and exposed the dust in the air above the black piano. 
 
    It looked so different from the other pristine rooms, sticking out painfully. Hazel walked into the room and allowed the door to close behind her. Moving slowly, she approached the piano and took a seat before it. The long keys were exposed, yellowed with age and the bench creaked when she rested her full weight upon it. It was not a piano she had ever seen, far different than the baby grand she had practiced on downstairs when she was growing up and never something she had seen in the possession of her adoptive father. 
 
    The room was silent around her, not a sound to indicate anyone was there with her, still Hazel knew she was not alone. 
 
    Her fingers rested on the keys and she closed her eyes, taking a deep breath in through her nose and out her mouth. Cool, calm, collected. When the breath was released, she allowed her body and mind to succumb to the piano. 
 
    The song that played was softly muted by the energy that filled the room. Hazel felt a presence at her back, a body that surely had to be only a few inches away. Still, she played. She played the song her Guardian had taught her so many years ago, body swaying forward as she poured herself into the melody and escaped from the thoughts that haunted her. Beneath her fingers, the old keys played without need for tuning, a deep and rich melody she had missed so dearly. 
 
    When Hazel’s eyes opened, she saw the flash of bright blue and knew the body behind her was the one she sought. The body moved slowly, settling in on the bench beside her. As his leg touched her own, sparks of his Affinity danced along the fabric of her jeans and warmed through her entire body. She did not look directly at him and he did not look at her. Instead, Aiden’s fingers took space on the piano near hers as it had so many years before. 
 
    When he began playing, the blue of his Affinity spread through the keys, each one glowing beneath their fingers as they created the song together. There was a heat from his body that she had not remembered from before, one that spread throughout her continuously. Hazel took a deep breath and continued playing, her fingers racing along the keys as they approached his. Aiden’s long and eloquent fingers stopped playing as hers continued their dance. For a moment, she thought he’d remove them from the piano altogether and leave, but instead he dropped them slowly upon hers. 
 
    She stopped playing, captured where her hands remained softly trapped beneath his own. Hazel looked over and up, meeting the familiar set of crystal eyes she had remembered. They were nestled beneath thick, long lashes, his angled face inspected hers, both beautiful enough to be sculpturesque, but strong enough to appear masculine. There was a soft shadow of a beard upon his face, one she was not certain she’d remembered when she was younger. But there was surely no way it could have grown, he was dead after all. 
 
    His mere presence took the breath from her, shocking Hazel. She had not been prepared to see him up close once again, had not been prepared for the effect he had over her after so long. But she had been only a child before, just barely able to spread her wings and fly. Now, she had seen quite a bit of things, had experienced so much more. 
 
    “Why did you come back?” His voice did not seem far away, it was not an echo in the room as it had been before. He was right there with her, somehow. As human as she had ever felt him be. 
 
    “I had to come back one last time,” she responded strongly, surprising herself. 
 
    “Did you come back to see me?” This time, Aiden smiled. His bright teeth shone, a laugh falling from his full lips as he shook his head. One stray strand of his dark hair slipped forward, but instead of resting against his forehead, it floated through it. “I’m so flattered you’re still thinking of me. I didn’t know my piano lessons were that good.” 
 
    Perhaps not as ‘here’ as I had thought. 
 
    “I needed to see if you were real.” 
 
    “I doubt that very much. You see, if you were really crazy and saw me, how would that prove you weren’t? I think you missed me. You’ve changed a lot, but I would remember that energy from anywhere. The entire house moved with it when you approached.” His voice cracked slightly, eyes dimming until the glow had dissipated, leaving only the clear blue behind. It was a color that took Hazel’s breath away, her own energy feeding into his like a source. It was a connection that she accepted easily, but did not yet understand. 
 
    “This is the last time I will be here,” she repeated, finding it suddenly necessary that she drive that point home. 
 
    “So you said.” This time his hand left hers, rising until it cupped her cheek. Hazel’s breath caught as she kept her eyes on his. There was a sadness there, one that cloaked a fire she had seen a few times before. “You’ll never cut your connections with the spirits, will you? When I saw you walking here, for a split second I wondered if you had died.” His hand on her skin was soft, but his voice was rough. 
 
    “Aiden, you told me a great many times when you were my Guardian. I have experienced a lot, have worked hard and never once has my life been threatened by the spirits you’ve warned me against. I need to sell the home, another family will live here. I wanted to come and tell you myself. To tell you that I would not be able to return and this place will no longer be owned by the same family.” 
 
    “Not able, but not that you don’t want to.” There was a soft tilt to the side of his lips, one that Hazel found herself fixating on. Everything about Aiden was familiar but new, her body responding in a way it never had before as the fire spread down her body and rested at her core. A grinding need that left her breathless in the piano bench, wanting nothing more but his touch. An adult woman responding to a century-old Guardian spirit, an old friend, and watchful companion. 
 
    He frowned, studying her face before shock briefly registered in his eyes. His eyes lowered to her lips, captured in the same moment she was. He growled, hand dropping from her skin as he tore away from the piano, standing and walking a few feet away. Aiden turned to face her, the emotions still clear as day in his eyes despite his perfect posture. 
 
    “I’m not a little kid, Aiden. I have a few questions for you, and I need you to answer them for me before I leave.” She had planned this for a long time, thought about this moment as soon as her adoptive father had passed. From his reaction, it was clear her Guardian had the same electric reaction to her as she seemed to have for him. Although she could not explain it, Hazel would use it if she had to. 
 
    “I am well aware you are an adult, Hazel,” Aiden hissed, eyes spanning her face before returning to her eyes as he spoke again. “Ask your questions.” 
 
    Hazel stood from the piano, already missing the contact between them both. It was security, it was ensuring her he was not only real, but there with her. She didn’t stop until she stood before him, looking up into his familiar face. Only this time she was painfully aware of how much taller he was than herself, an easy foot. His broad shoulders and lean torso vibrated with his Affinity…power that would not leave him whether he was dead or alive, Hazel was certain. 
 
    “Aiden, if I can walk between the spirit realm and the real realm, is there a way that I can allow the spirits to be free? A way to bridge the two together so you’ll not be confined to this home?” 
 
    “Feeling sorry for the captive spirit, Hazel? Don’t think on it, I’ve known someone with that same vision and only evil can come from that desire. You should not meddle with…” 
 
    “I know. I shouldn’t meddle with the worlds. Answer the question.” Hazel’s voice was firm, strong as she lifted up onto her toes, dangerously close to his lips. It was a bold move, and one that stilled the air around them both. “Answer the question,” she whispered, eyes staring his down. 
 
    She saw him swallow, felt his arms tense as he seemed to struggle for control before speaking. “I think you can.” 
 
    “Tell me how to free you,” Hazel said, feeling the desperation in her own voice. She hated how long she had pined over the answer to the question, had truly wished there was a way she could free him and no longer feel the guilt over abandoning him. 
 
    Over abandoning her father. 
 
    “Hazel, it’s time for you to leave.” 
 
    “Stop protecting me and just answer the question, Aiden. I deserve an answer, I’m trying to give you your freedom, isn’t that what you want?” Hazel knew she was weakening him, could see it in his eyes. He was right there, ready to fall over the edge and spill everything she needed to know about her power and what she was capable of. Her Guardian simply needed a push. 
 
    That was when Hazel leaned forward and pressed her lips against his, still perched on her toes. He was firm and alive beneath her lips, shocked for a mere moment before he moaned a sigh of pleasure against her. Her face was captured with both hands, feet flattened as he leaned down to continue the kiss. Aiden’s warm, powerful lips worked against hers in desperation, his power pouring into her until sparks of blue danced along the walls of the room. 
 
    Things between them ceased far sooner than Hazel wanted them to, Aiden pulling away as he shook his head. There were words on his lips, things she knew he wanted to say. Instead, he frowned and took a step away from her. 
 
    “Get out of here, Hazel. Don’t ever return.” 
 
    Without another word, his body faded away, the glow of his power consuming him and erasing the man who had been there with her. 
 
    She stayed calling his name until she could say no more, but no matter how long Hazel remained, Aiden did not show himself again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Uber pulled away leaving the somewhat bloodied trio standing before the ornate home Hazel had once lived in. Since then, the lawn had been redone, a massive fountain taking precedence in the front of the house where the flowers once grew. There were layered gardens, empty of vines or plants as they prepped for the cold winter, making them look like a graveyard of exposed earth. One colorful ball was half hidden in a planter by the walkway, but there was no sign of a dog, and she didn’t remember Caden or Faye mentioning one. There were no other parked vehicles at the house, hopefully confirming the woman of the house had gone to her sister’s side and given them some time to work with. 
 
    The three walked up to the front door, all eyes searching the grounds and the exposed windows at the front of the house. Despite Caden ensuring them the house was empty and security cameras rendered useless, it still felt like something would jump out at them at any second and throw another wrench into their plans. 
 
    Of course, by that point the family that resided there were the least of their problems. 
 
    Hazel’s hand reached out for the same doorknob she’d opened so many times before. Although the front porch had quite a few additional seating arrangements, the door was the exact same as she remembered. It was massive, as though it meant to admit a monster, a lacquered, mixed-color wood. When the knocker was used, a deep rumbling sound would fill the foyer, echoing off the walls. 
 
    Naturally, the home was locked. “Caden, is there a way for you to unlock something? Or should we search for a window to sneak into?” As Hazel spoke, Tucker passed the two of them and replaced Hazel’s hand on the knob. 
 
    There was a crunch as the knob broke in his hands, the wood and screws falling to the ground. With a shove, the heavy door was pushed forward, granting them access to the house within. Without a word, Tucker headed inside, eyes searching every inch of the main rooms as he checked for enemies or anyone who may have still remained inside. 
 
    Caden’s dark eyes met hers from behind cracked glasses, eyebrow raising as they exchanged a moment of understanding before entering. Hazel did not yet know enough about Caden to know if the understanding was in regards to Tucker’s unique methods, or if he was giving her some sort of ‘let’s do this’, but she accepted either. Connections, she was going to make small connections with them to ensure she could really trust them, learn as much as she could about the world she had found herself in, and the players she had chosen to stick herself with. 
 
    Caden walked ahead of her, entering the house. Hazel was not quick to follow, her body not wishing to take a step back into her past, not wanting to reach out to her Guardian again. It was a mental battle that only ended when Caden cleared his throat at the bottom of the old staircase. 
 
    “Hazel, are you coming? We kind of need you to,” he said whilst shrugging, “do your thing here.” 
 
    Hazel entered the home, releasing the breath she didn’t realize she had been holding. Once she was inside, it wasn’t half as bad as she had imagined in her head. The house had red accent walls alongside the staircase, the furniture was new, and the paintings modern. It was nothing like the frigid and meticulous home she had grown up in and something entirely of the owner’s creation and comfortable style, the unfamiliar sight layering her in a calm that had not been there before and was welcomed. 
 
    She wasted no time, starting ahead towards the staircase and passing Caden as she ascended the wooden stairs. Hazel did not feel her Guardian, did not feel anything as she put one foot in front of the other, feet heavy upon the ground as her own body begged her not to complete the quest. She continued on, not stopping until she reached the door outside what had once been the reading room, her mind returning to the last night she had been in that very position. 
 
    This visit was going to end up quite a bit differently. 
 
    Downstairs, Tucker had appeared to accept there was no immediate danger, heading back to the foyer as he began heading up the staircase to join them. Caden was not close to Hazel, keeping his distance as he leaned against the balcony outside the reading room door. “We know you probably aren’t sure how to access the spirit realm. Here’s the thing, we don’t have the expertise to really show you how. But I’m going to give it my best shot.” 
 
    “I’d really appreciate any insight,” Hazel grumbled, not meeting Caden’s eyes as she stood there, hyper focused on the door before her and the task at hand. 
 
    “The spirit realm sits right atop us. If you relax yourself and meditate on your goal, relax into your power, it should start to be seen by you, or the other way around, I’m not sure.” Caden seemed uncomfortable, hand running through his messy blonde hair as he struggled to finish the sentence. Sure, they had all decided this was a good place to get some information and ask for help from a higher being, but none of them were exactly sure how things worked. No matter how long they had been protecting things and working together, their Affinities were far different than hers, at least from what Faye had told her. From the look on Caden’s face, Hazel was certain the woman had been right. 
 
    With a quick and uncertain nod, Hazel opened the door to the reading room and stepped inside, shutting the door behind her. The room was not as it had been many years ago, nor was it as she had last seen it. Instead of bookshelves or a piano, the room was filled with crafting boxes. A sewing machine sat upon a card table in front of the window. There were random yards of fabric draped over the storage boxes, each one far more bright and vibrant than the last. The room was so different Hazel almost believed she had entered the wrong part of the house. 
 
    She pulled out the wooden chair in front of the sewing table, dragging it to where the leather reading chair had been long ago. After moving some of the boxes, she dragged it up alongside the wall and took a seat. Her legs pulled up against her chest as best she could, body leaning towards the wall as she pressed her ear up against it. 
 
    The movements were so familiar to her, a dance of habit she had done so many times before as a young girl living there. Closing her eyes, Hazel focused on the Affinity she had within her; power she did not know how to harness or where her limitations lay. 
 
    Play the music for me Aiden, play it now. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Aiden slowly walked through his room, eyes flashing to the door as he sensed the two men behind it. They had Affinities, too, that much was certain. Their power caressed the edges of the spirit realm; appealing, but not something he could use to access their world. It was nothing like the power Hazel possessed. 
 
    Hers was pulsing through the entire house, dragging him to her despite his best attempts to stay hidden from her sight, a surprise he had been convinced was false, but when he saw her he knew she was truly there with him. The sight of her clothing covered in cuts and dried blood clawed at his chest, the bags at her eyes even more so. It was clear the moment she sat down with ripped, bloodied clothing on the chair and succumbed to the position he had seen her in many times before that Hazel was in danger. 
 
    But he had known that from the moment Danira decided to pursue her, hadn’t he? Since the moment she was born, really. 
 
    Aiden walked around his piano, fingers trailing along the side of it before he stopped in front of her relaxed body. Why had she come back to him? Where was the family that had taken over the house? It was mid afternoon and Mrs. Castro was normally home, trying to drown away her loneliness with a large bottle of wine in her study. Instead, these three had broken in, injured and unarmed. 
 
    Looking, it seemed, for him. 
 
    Aiden leaned down, one hand extending towards her face before it stopped a mere inch away from her pale skin. “I thought I told you not to come back,” he whispered softly, unable to force more anger behind them. It was not anger that he felt, no, it was a deep sadness in knowing he had failed in keeping her away from their world and away from danger. Somehow, some way, Danira had done some damage to her already. 
 
    Hazel’s light eyes snapped open, focused on Aiden and capturing him in place. They were glowing a silver hue along the edges of her iris, a blanketing white mist surrounding the both of them as the room she sat in disappeared around them. She was there in his room, lost in his jail with him, no longer in Mrs. Castro’s craft room like before. 
 
    Which meant, for the first time, she had fully accessed the spirit realm. 
 
    “Aiden, we need to talk,” she growled. 
 
    His own eyes widened, narrowing the next moment as he leaned forward, placing a hand on either side of her chair; a chair that was slowly turning into a translucent mass against the wall. Aiden was so close to Hazel again, pulled to her despite his best efforts to keep as far away as possible. But that time had come to an end, they were face to face on even playing fields and it was finally clear she was never going to heed his warnings or do as he begged of her. 
 
    “Then talk, little girl,” he responded, his voice a deep growl. Being that close to her was a temptation that took hold of his power, mind, and body. A drug that he wanted to sample over and over, one that he could not help wanting to use. 
 
    “Danira took one of my friends. She’s coming for me and she’s not going to stop. We need your help and your power, and I’m here to drag you back to help us. You owe me that much.” 
 
    Aiden balked, shaking his head as his hands dug into the mass of energy where the chair once was. His reaction clearly did not sit well with Hazel, her eyes narrowing and the silver intensifying until he was painfully aware of how much energy was held behind her power. It trickled down the back of his suit, dancing along his skin. A shiver of pleasure cascaded down his spine and arms as Aiden reluctantly stepped away from the chair and woman before him. He had harmed Nico with power he never again thought he’d possess, what would keep him from hurting her, too? 
 
    “I am not going back with you, Hazel. I owe you nothing…” He wanted to hug her, wanted to ask her if she was okay, wanted to touch her in some way. Instead, he redirected those emotions into anger, focusing on the fear and rage he felt over Danira, fighting to keep from admitting what he needed to do. “I told you not to reach out and-” 
 
    “-I didn’t reach out! I did nothing and this happened. She wants my power and there’s no way she’s going to stop until she has it. So if you truly are my Guardian, you need to protect me. The only way to protect me is to follow me out of this fucking hellhole because I am going right to her front door. Either she kills me or drains me of power, or I have a fighting chance because you’re helping, which is it?” 
 
    Aiden felt his jaw tighten and his body tense as he listened to the weight and truth of her words. The only way he could help her stay safe was to join her on the other side. But there were so many repercussions if she decided to seek more power, so many things no one knew about the spirit realm and the secrets of the dead within. Yes, it was something that he had wanted for so long, but if his power was out of control again, he would be the end to them all. 
 
    The selfish need and selfless intent battled within his mind and heart as he looked down into the determined face of hers. She stood, her hands shaking as they balled into fists against the side of her body. Her face had hardened into something he did not recognize, an ability that she had perfected during her time away from him. 
 
    “Actually, you don’t have a choice Aiden, you’re coming with me right now,” Hazel hissed, taking a step towards him as her arm lashed out to grab hold of him. 
 
    Aiden narrowly dodged the grab, jumping backwards as he tried to escape her touch, his own Affinity now so apparent as it surged through his body. Just being around her and the emotions he felt urged them to the surface when they had been dormant for so long. “Don’t touch me, Hazel. I don’t want to hurt you and this power I have is deadly. Do you understand?” 
 
    She didn’t even pause, racing forward until his back was against his prison wall and there was nowhere to run. Without a breath, Hazel grabbed onto his suit jacket with both hands and leaned in close to his face, her eyes wild with a fire that ignited every warning within him. 
 
    And every one of his desires. 
 
    “I said, we are going now.” 
 
    It was all Hazel needed to say, the room around them shifting and grinding like a divine power puppeteered it into another scene. Suddenly, both their bodies hit open air, falling into a tunnel of darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You will remove these restraints, and leave this cell with the door open.” 
 
    “Just because you saw Star Wars doesn’t mean it’s going to happen here. Your powers don’t work on me very well, remember?” Nico hissed from across the room, piercing light chestnut eyes on the small woman tied up in the cell. Previously, she had been gagged as well to ensure her influence didn’t gain some traction, but he had given her some water and her break had left him annoyed and conflicted. 
 
    Besides, he had to dress her wounds and ensure she hadn’t been harmed too badly by his attack on the van. She had been in a sorry state when they arrived at the makeshift prison Danira had concocted, and for a brief moment he had been terrified that she needed further care. Thankfully, when her huge, beautiful light green eyes opened and shot him with a look of utmost hatred, he knew she’d be just fine with some rest and food. 
 
    “So she lets you watch movies? That’s fantastic. Real five-star service around here for eternal servitude,” Faye gushed, the false excitement dripping from her lips as she wiggled down towards the floor of her cell and reached her lips for the water bottle’s attached straw. When she obtained it, she finished the water in one gulp, letting the empty bottle fall to the dirty floor and roll towards the cell door. 
 
    “If you keep talking, I will gag you again,” Nico promised her. 
 
    “I’m done with my water, you’re going to do it, anyway,” Faye retorted with a growl, her large eyes narrowing. 
 
    With her bright eyes and small face, the look was absolutely heart-wrenching, like the stupid cat from Shrek as she tried to look fierce, or begged for something she wanted. Her reaction to him had nothing to do with the promise and everything to do with the interactions that had transpired between the two of them that led to that very moment. Although Danira had not chosen Faye as the one to be taken, Nico could not help himself when the opportunity arose. Naturally, it was the best of the decisions aside from taking Hazel herself, Faye would be a great Affinity for Maven, even if the reason behind taking her was completely different. 
 
    Danira had been so specific about Hazel coming to her freely to get Faye back. It had made more sense to attack, take his prize, and get out of there before Tucker engaged him in a fight or Hazel learned more about her unique abilities and took him down. Caden on the other hand, he was far from threatening in comparison to Nico’s abilities. 
 
    He had butted heads with Faye more in his life than any other Affinity-ridden being aside from Danira. For the years he had pledged himself to Danira he always ran into the small woman just when he was ready to finish a task. Whether it was traveling to locations to entice and hunt for another Affinity, or maintaining the spells and enchantments Danira worked so hard at, enchantments that always took a small part of his power and resolve to work. 
 
    He was royally fucked for the rest of his days, and feeling bad about one of his main distractions and deterrents was not how he was going to spend his time if he wanted to avoid punishment. 
 
    Still, he had spent countless nights thinking of Faye’s innate beauty and courage, her resilience and the power she wielded so well. He had been victim to her compulsions so often over time that thankfully he had found a way to battle it. It wasn’t a surefire way to keep her out of his head, but it made him the number one person Danira allowed to watch her new prisoner. She was a weakness to Nico for some reason, and bringing her there was just another way to destroy her mental grasp on him. 
 
    “You look deep in thought. Why don’t you let me out? I thought what we had was special.” Her voice trailed across the room, there was a red light bouncing off the concrete wall behind her back where her hands were tied, a clear indicator she was flexing her power. It was like a cool caress against his skin, a gentle reminder that it felt so good to just give into her. 
 
    This wasn’t like Danira, it wasn’t a cursed situation, he could just give in to Faye and everything would be okay. What they did have was special and she may be able to free him from Danira’s grasp. 
 
    “Get OUT of my head,” Nico yelled out, crossing the distance to the makeshift cell they had fashioned in this world of Danira’s making. He did not stop, unlocking the cell door and entering. There was enough space for her to roam once she was taken out of the binds, but Nico did not quite trust that yet. 
 
    “Thought my powers didn’t work on you, Freako Nico?” 
 
    Faye did not shrink away, her big eyes staring him down as he walked right up to her. Nico grabbed  the front of her shirt, heaving her to her feet with one strong yank. Even standing, she barely came to the middle of his torso, a small beauty with far too much attitude for his liking. 
 
    At least that’s what he told himself. 
 
    Being that close to Faye, Nico was painfully aware of every movement of her body and every flicker of emotion that crossed her face. Faye may be the manipulator of conscious, but it was very clear she was struggling with a multitude of things while she was that close to his body. Fear, surely over what would happen to her now that she was in Danira’s possession for the first time, which seemed to have been almost too easy for Nico. Anger, surely with his mere presence and the fact that his hands were anywhere near her. Finally, Nico could sense an interest in her eyes as she observed him, one that almost fought out the other two sensations. It was an interest he could not place, but whatever the case, he enjoyed the searching eyes as she fought for an answer to a question she would not ask. 
 
    Pulling the small woman flush to his body, Nico almost had to suppress a moan with the contact, her frame fitting perfectly alongside him. Faye hissed out an angry breath, light green eyes narrowing as they remained unmoving on his own. 
 
     “Do not push me, Faye. I don’t want to hurt you but if my Maven tells me to, I cannot resist her call. Just behave,” Nico’s voice came out in a miserable and cold rumble. 
 
    She just stared up at him, angry and silent, all traces of fondness from before long gone. “Ah, you know my name. Your Maven? That’s really pathetic, Nico. She makes you sign a contract, but you really do worship her, don’t you? Is that why you brought Annie to her? Is that why you killed our friend?” 
 
    Annie, the other Affinity they had run with for quite some time was now long gone from their world. Her body nothing but an empty shell by the time Danira was done with her. There had been no hope for the young woman, none whatsoever. Some had more fight or decided to be used while they were alive, others succumbed and gave her all their power until there was nothing left. 
 
    Nico still remembered her short blonde bob of hair, the warm amethyst eyes nestled within rosy and full cheeks. She had appeared so small and so alone when Nico ran into her, despite the fact that she had her close friends. It was hard to forget what she had been before Danira took full control and instructed Nico bury her body. The woman had been quite a fighter until the end, with the born ability to play music that would leave you in a trance. It was a unique ability, and one that Danira used as often as she could. 
 
    She was nothing but a sponge for the powers she drained, a collector of souls. 
 
    Instead of answering Faye or continuing the conversation, he placed her back on the ground, reaching for the gag nearest her. His large hand grasped onto it, the other on her arm as he brought it towards her face to tie, but her body began wiggling and struggling away from him, her voice growing louder and louder. 
 
    “You don’t want to do this, you don’t want to do this!” Her hands were glowing brightly, desperate to get on him as she tried to get the upper hand. 
 
    “ENOUGH, FAYE!” 
 
    He didn’t, he truly did not want to do these things to her, and there was nothing her power could do to force the thought in his mind anymore than it already was. He already had a hard enough time convincing himself he hadn’t joined up with a side that was too dark to bear. A side that had promised him protection, a place to live and food to eat, a way to get away from the police and what she had claimed would lead him to prison for the rest of his life, away from the pull of the spirit realm. A pull he had been certain would be the end of his life, that had possessed his brother to kill his parents when he was a child. 
 
    At the time, pledging himself to Danira had seemed like the only option. Now, as his body and soul remained her slave to use as she wished, the things he had done for her weighed heavily on his mind. Especially when faced with them so intensely. 
 
    The yells from Faye’s lips were desperate as she tried to get away from him. One strong hand tangled in her long black hair, not hurting her but holding firm as he kept her in place. The other was on Faye’s hip bone, pressing her back against the concrete floor.  He kept her there for a moment, his face a mere few inches away from hers as he struggled with what he wanted to say next. Neither of them spoke and Faye stopped moving, trying to catch her breath against the ground. 
 
    Nico’s hand softened against her hip, reluctantly letting go of her body as his hand released the thick, gorgeous locks of her dark hair. The strands fell over her shoulder and into her face, the need to brush the strands away or hold them in his hand once more almost too much for Nico. The way she affected him was like a disease, a torment that only reminded him more of what side he was on, and how a woman like Faye would never accept him. 
 
    Like that was even an option. 
 
    There was a pain in his shoulder and arm, the darkness Aiden had sent him home with was a slowly creeping infection down his body, the dark spiderwebs taking over his skin inch by inch. The fight he had endured earlier was not one to normally exhaust him, but still he remained there with her, body wanting nothing more than to fall to the cold ground and try to get some sleep. His soul was exhausted, far more tired than he had felt in a long time, a battle of temperature as he danced between hot and cold. 
 
    Faye shifted, Nico preparing to stop her from whatever she sought to do next, but instead he caught her gaze fall to his exposed shoulder. 
 
    “That looks like it hurts,” she said, the words softer than Nico had anticipated. 
 
    “It does.” 
 
    There were footsteps behind them, an echo of flat shoes making their way across the floor until they stopped at the open door to the cell. Nico’s body tensed but he never once looked away from Faye’s eyes, the two of them captured in the moment as they challenged each other to make a move to run or punish. 
 
    “Faye Schree, it’s a pleasure to meet you so formally. Unfortunately, it has only been in passing before,” Danira’s thick accent rang out through the room, her tall frame filling the doorway to the cell as she observed her pet and her prisoner on the ground. “Looks like you two are already getting better acquainted.” 
 
    With her words, Nico slowly rose from the ground, taking a deep and pained breath before his dark brown eyes turned to look at Danira. The dark mist of his power had already started to billow out from his feet, consuming his legs and rising upward. 
 
    “Lock the cell behind you, Nico. I’ve got it from here. I’ll see to the unique wound my brother left you later tonight once I am done dealing with Faye.” 
 
    Nico’s body disappeared from view, dark mist all that remained as it trailed through the air, slamming the cell door shut with the force of its exit, the key dropped in Danira’s outstretched hand before she was left alone with her prisoner. Danira’s hand closed around the key and lowered it to her pocket, movements slow and deliberate as she made her way away from the door and towards the front of the cell where Faye sat. 
 
    “Don’t even try to influence me with your voice, my little fairy, I have more Affinities within me than you could even dream about and if I have to kill you, I will. Besides, I’ve always wanted to bend others to my will with only my voice. Collecting each of your abilities is absolutely necessary, you know. Keeping powers like this in the hands of reckless children will only plunge the world into pain and suffering.” 
 
    “We’ve done a pretty good job to taking care of things so far,” Faye grumbled back, adjusting herself so she was seated upright once again. 
 
    “No, no. You have it wrong. You simply think you are helping those with no connection to the spirit realm. You believe you are keeping the realms separate and that is right for those on this earth, you’re wrong. Affinities are powerful, beautiful things that we have been blessed with from birth. We should never be kept away in a realm, forced to live in our memories while the rest of the humans are allowed to go where their spirits find rest. You and your little group come from a long line of powerful Affinities, a long line of people who thought what they were doing was right and just. In the end, they were keeping the dead trapped. I can promise them freedom, they will do anything for me, dear Faye. The world needs a change and the bringer of life shall be that for them. Hazel is special, her life will be a sacrifice for an even better world being built.” 
 
    “Bringer of life? Are you kidding me?” Faye spat, shaking her head until the thick strands of her onyx hair swayed back and forth. “You’re just searching for power, there’s no bigger picture here, no lesson to be learned. You’ll try to take down each and every one of us until all those with a power, living or dead, are under your control. I know this story. Now, instead of sitting there monologuing, why don’t you leave me the fuck alone.” 
 
    “It’s a pity I have to keep you alive for now, an even bigger pity you are such a nasty girl, little fairy. Perhaps I can help to teach you some manners while you are in my care.” Danira’s hands were extended in front of her, waving in the air as she closed her eyes. With each word she murmured under her breath, the room around them started to change. 
 
    “Going to put me in the spell you threw Hazel into? Too bad I already know it’s fake! There’s no way to keep me in there if I can break it, idiot,” Faye taunted, not daring to use her power against Danira, but unable to stop herself from prodding the evil woman nonetheless. 
 
    “Are you so certain of that? I’ll spend no more energy here. It’s time to collect your friends,” Danira growled, her voice rumbling around the room as if it came from the very walls around them, an echo of many different tones and voices atop each other, all blended to leave behind a powerful promise that chilled Faye to the very bone. 
 
    A darkness took over, spreading over Faye and filling the entire room until nothing could be seen. Danira’s footsteps were heard as she slowly made her way back up the stairs and away from her prisoner. 
 
    In the darkness, Faye’s screams echoed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a thud and groan less than a half second before Hazel hit the bottom of the abyss with Aiden. Her landing was softened by his sprawled body. They both hissed out breaths of pain, Hazel had somehow fallen on Aiden’s elbow, knocking the breath out of her body as she rolled off of him and onto the grass beside her. 
 
    Grass? 
 
    Light erupted around them, so bright after the absence of the pitch black tunnel of nothing they had fallen from. Hazel was blinking back the sunshine as she shielded her eyes, slowly pulling herself to her feet alongside Aiden as they struggled to understand what was happening. Her body tripped backwards, speckles eating at the side of her vision as her stomach lurched. The field she stood in was swaying and fading from view, a spinning collection of colors she wanted to escape. 
 
    Aiden’s strong hand tucked under her arm, forcing it around his neck as he offered her his side to lean against. No matter how much Hazel desired distance to digest the situation at hand, she allowed him to steady her body against his, welcoming the touch and the stability he brought with it. His hand was at an awkward angle on her arm, avoiding touching her skin directly, despite how he tried to help her. 
 
    “Okay, okay. Where are we now?” Hazel inquired, finally feeling human as the scene around her stopped spinning. Reluctantly, she ducked under Aiden’s arm and away from his side to further investigate where the spirit realm had dumped them. 
 
    “We are in the fields of our home, still in the spirit realm. I’ve seen these lands from outside the window, they are all houses and apartments now,” his voice was soft, blinking back the brightness as his crystal blue eyes looked down at her. 
 
    “Okay. I just need to focus or something…” But Hazel was exhausted, the muscles in her arms and legs twitching at random as she fought both the urge to run, and to fall to the ground and take a nap. Clearly whatever she had done had taken quite a bit of her energy but she’d be an idiot to think there wasn’t an expiration date to the amount she’d be able to do. 
 
    “Hazel you need to rest, just for a moment. Unless you’ve been very busy in the years we’ve been apart, that probably was a bit new to you. If you rest, we can focus on sending you back.” 
 
    “Sending us back, if you think I’m letting you stay here while I have a say, you’re as stubborn as I remember and twice the idiot.” The words were venomous, Hazel not looking at her Guardian as she forced her legs to take her a few steps forward and away from him. Looking around, she found all further words escaping her. 
 
    There were only a few homes and buildings she could see, the rest of the land was separated with massive fields of vegetables, and fenced in livestock. There were cows as far as she could see, and just across the field rested her familiar childhood home. There was a grey haze that spread across the field, stealing the bright colors from the land as they were plunged into a world of dusty brown. Behind her, Aiden took a staggered step forward, a curse escaping him. 
 
    “I haven’t felt pain in a long time, I am getting my fair dose. I assume, somehow, you’ve not brought me back to human form but about as close as I can come. So you’re to thank for the fight earlier and the fall.” 
 
    “What fight earlier? Also, I don’t know how we didn’t splatter our brains out all over the grass, and I’m not taking blame for shit,” Hazel murmured back, eyeing a cow that had caught sight of them, head rising above the long grass as it stared in their direction curiously. 
 
    “Hostile,” Aiden said, wiping his hands down the front of his suite as he evened the fabric along his torso, finally looking to the house in the distance. “Your friends are at the house in the human plane. As a plane jumper, we’re going to get you there and see if you can’t merge the two realms temporarily inside and get yourself back to them,” he paused “Get us back to them if you insist. It seems you are giving me very little choice in the matter and I want you out of here just as much as you do.” 
 
    Hazel looked over her shoulder at him, silent as her eyes searched his familiar face. “Okay, let’s get going then,” she said directly, extending a hand towards him. Instead of grabbing for his hand, her fingers beckoning him roughly to follow her before she started making her way through the long grass. The blades clung to her jeans, leaving behind brambles and dandelion seeds. “So somehow you have the Affinity of death back, huh? Seems weird to me your psycho bitch sister is hellbent on killing Affinities but she’s life, and you want to protect others but you’re death. How exactly does that work?” she shot over her shoulder. 
 
    “I - Well I don’t quite know if there’s really a reasoning behind-” 
 
    “So, question,” Hazel interrupted, kicking at a branch in her way, frustration and her own desperate need to get to the house appearing to amplify with each step towards the cows. “Danira is your sister, I figured that much out. She has power over life and the ability to drain power and life from others with Affinities…which, by the way, is the worst cocktail of powers I’ve ever heard of. I’ve just now plunged into this world and I think that’s a badly written ‘evil criminal mastermind’ character that can’t be stopped. How the actual fuck are we going to destroy someone who can do those things? Do you even have any ideas? Can’t you use your newly rediscovered powers to send her to the spirit realm once and for all? Insight here.” 
 
    The only response to her angry words was a barked laugh that warmed her instantly, a laugh that brought her back to a cozy time in her life when things had been simpler and her life had not been on the line. She turned around to face him, stopping when she ran into the brick wall of his chest. His hands moved out to steady her, Aiden’s mouth still turned upward in a sad smile. 
 
    “You are certainly something, Hazel the Plane Jumper,” he murmured, looking to her lips before his eyes trailed back to her light brown eyes. But they did not focus there, instead they flashed to look beyond her shoulder. When his eyes widened in surprise, Hazel whirled around to see what he was gaping at. 
 
    Her family home stood out before them on the hill, the darkening sky behind, carrying storm clouds towards them. But there was something off about the house, something bright, as though a red aura surrounded the windows and doors, red smoke drifting upward towards the sky to meet and be consumed by the storm clouds above. 
 
    That was when it started to click for Hazel and the fear settled in. 
 
    Aiden had begun to run, Hazel following close behind as they stumbled through the field towards her old home, cows disrupted and moving reluctantly as they raced through their home. As they got closer and closer to the house, Hazel knew what she was seeing had been correct, a deep dread sinking into the pit of her stomach. The red aura in the windows, pouring out into the sky looked just like… 
 
    “The house is on fire.” 
 
    Behind them, a terrible groaning filled the air, the dark storm clouds sliding into place and casting a darker shadow down upon them. Hazel looked over her shoulder and a terrified scream bubbled out of her, alerting Aiden immediately as he stopped running to look at what had alarmed her. 
 
    They both knew better than to stick around to find out if what they saw could possibly harm them, and based on his reaction, Hazel was certain the spirit realm did not produce things of that nature often. Which meant it very easily could be a gift from Danira. 
 
    The grass behind them was being consumed by a black mass, everything the mass touched shriveled until it was nothing upon the ground. The evil energy started to pour over the livestock grazing nearby, their agonized sounds filling the air as they became nothing but bones left behind. The substance raced on, biting at the gardens right behind their ankles as they ran. 
 
    Hazel’s chest was heaving, her body being flung forward as fast as she possibly could, but Aiden was faster and the darkness was reaching for her. It was gaining speed and fear gripped her every step as she realized there was no way she’d be able to make it to the house in time, if that was even a safe place for them to escape this evil. 
 
    Suddenly, Aiden turned around and grabbed for her, swinging her forward as he lifted Hazel into the air and over his shoulder. With a grunt of pain, Hazel clung onto him for dear life as her body bounced with each sprinting step he took. Facing the darkness that came for them, her eyes focused on the shimmering black swirls of color as they bubbled over the earth below, entranced by the lava-like eruption of death. In the middle of it all, racing towards them, was the dark being she had seen in Danira’s spell. The thing that had followed the woman in the stroller as she crossed the street in front of her car. 
 
    The black power at its side rose upward into wings, blue eyes watching them as it ran across the field towards the home. 
 
    That was when she realized Aiden’s hand that held her was glowing a soft blue as well, the veins on Aiden’s skin were black and spiderwebbed, the color trailing up the sleeve of his suit jacket. Hazel said nothing, facing the darkness once again as they reached the home and Aiden started up the stairs to the front door, taking them two at a time. 
 
    He didn’t reach for the door, foot rising and kicking at the old wood, wood that looked nothing like the door she had been accustomed to. It bent inward, Aiden throwing his body and hers inside with the red aura of the fire just as his own power, death, consumed the home. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Caden was pacing outside the reading room, looking down at the phone in his hand routinely before glaring at the door. 
 
    “Just go inside, she’s been in there long enough,” Tucker called out from down the hallway where he had been scoping. 
 
    Caden gave him a sharp nod, only moments away from having made that very same decision himself. He opened the door, taking a few steps inside before pausing. Hazel’s body was slumped down in a chair, her head resting against the wall with her long brown hair in her face. It only took Caden a stunned second before he jumped into action, rushing over to her and placing two fingers at her neck, pressing into her carotid. Pleased with her rapidly beating heart, Caden sighed, sitting back on his haunches on the ground as he recovered from the brief wave of panic. 
 
    “We have company,” Tucker's low voice spoke from the hallway. “Grab Hazel, we need to get out of here, and fast.” 
 
    “I can’t just remove her from the house, what if that keeps her trapped in the spirit realm? What do you see?” 
 
    Tucker’s response was a frustrated grunt, his eyes glowing an emerald green with power as he cracked his knuckles and popped his head into the doorway. “Looks like a few of Danira’s goonies, she’s really pulling out the big guns today. Our buddy Nico is out on the lawn, too.” He pointed to the window by Hazel’s head. “Check and see if they’re out that way too. I want to know how many we are dealing with.” 
 
    Caden peered out the window, hauling Hazel from the chair and onto his lap as he did so. “Nothing over on this side. Tell me what I need to do.” 
 
    “Turn the alarms back on this house so it alerts the police there’s been a break in. At this point, they are far more welcome than Freako Nico and the contracted slaves. Try to shake Hazel out of it while you’re at it. I’m going to buy us a bit of time and try to keep them out. As soon as she’s back, we get the hell out of here.” He appeared to want to say more, his eyes on Caden’s as they shared unsaid words. 
 
    They could leave Hazel right there and escape themselves, they owed her no allegiance or promise to keep her safe when their own lives were at risk. 
 
    Instead, Caden nodded once more and kept Hazel close, hunkering down and focusing on calling his Affinity to the surface. His hand reached for his phone, grasping it close as he flowed through the connection, eyes closing. They had a mission at hand and neither of them were willing to leave anyone behind, especially when they needed all hands on deck to save Faye from Danira’s grasp. 
 
    Outside the door, Tucker was running as fast as he could, lumbering down the staircase and towards the front foyer of the house. As he descended, his eyes caught sight of Nico crossing the gardens near a window along the front of the house, another shadow dancing through sunlight as a body approached the broken front door before him. 
 
    On the few occasions Tucker and the group had run into Danira in the past, they had been honored with the presence of one or more of her slaves. Affinities that had pledged their loyalty to her in exchange for something. The life of a loved one, justice, revenge, whatever the case, she had a way of snagging onto the weak before they could be helped. They were only shells of what they once were, zombies under her command as they protected their Maven. That being said, Tucker knew what to expect and had no issue disposing of the Affinities that attacked him. 
 
    Besides, they were already as good as dead. Danira never left alive, no matter what lies she whispered in their ears before they gave her the blood pact ensuring their fates. 
 
    Tucker focused on his Affinity, his power surging through his body as his fists began to glow a soft green. But it didn’t stop there, it spread up through his arms as it consumed him. A long, jagged construction of power began to grow from the end of each of his clenched fists, continuing until they were over two feet in length. 
 
    The first person stepped through the doorway just as the home’s alarms sounded. Her glowing yellow eyes were catlike, focused on him as she took a slinking step forward. “The woman named Hazel, if you please,” she said briskly, eyes manic as they searched the area behind Tucker. 
 
    The windows alongside the house broke, two objects rolling to the floor. Tucker watched them, catching the flamed tails before they registered and he turned to the staircase once again. The young woman was following him even as the flames erupted along the floor of the house behind her, jumping forward when he reached the middle of the staircase. Her hands clung onto Tucker’s back, clawing as she tried to grasp onto his throat. 
 
    In one swift motion, Tucker extended one weaponed hand to the side and tucked his other under his body, turning on his side as her body pushed him against the stairs. Twisting under her, the small woman was now straddling his body, her long blonde hair messy and wild as her yellow eyes focused on him. There was a shimmering essence around them, one that slowly shrank as she struggled to get the upper hand. It pressed down through her, but did not give Tucker the same courtesy. Instead it started pressing him harder against the ground like a force field, grinding his head against the hard, wooden steps as he yelled out in pain. 
 
    Before the power could demolish his body, Tucker struck up with both hands, the sharp edges of his battle-ready Affinity plunging into the sides of the woman trying to kill him. She gasped out and dropped her hands, looking down at the glowing green swords embedded in her sides. Blood spilled along the staircase, as silver and shining as the powerful shackles on her wrists and neck, Danira’s trademark. 
 
    Shoving the dying woman away from him, Tucker was released from the powerful field that pinned him. Regaining his balance, he whipped his hands to the side, her blood splattering free of his weapons before he ascended above, voice tearing out through the house. “Tell her she can fucking wake up now, Caden!” 
 
    Below Tucker, Nico’s voice sounded up the stairs after him, the smoke from the building fire billowing upward around Tucker’s legs as the flames started to become uncontrollable. 
 
    “Better get out fast, Tucker. Faye would be terribly upset if you burned.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Caden was already at the window with Hazel by the time Tucker made it into the reading room once again, the small metal device he normally hid buzzed around outside, searching the area for anyone who had run there to attack them. Through the device, Caden was not only watching what occurred below and to the front of the house, but everywhere the small thing could roam, just in case someone was hiding. The window was open and he was holding Hazel’s head outside as the smoke started to rise to the upper levels of the house. 
 
    “I take it things went well?” Caden inquired, eyebrows raised as he peered over at the blood adorning the two shining swords Tucker had protruding from the ends of his fists. 
 
    He was breathing heavily when he approached Caden and Hazel, focusing as the two weapons slowly slid back into his body, the glow slowly disappearing until there was none remaining. Aside from the blood splattered across the front of his shirt, it was as though nothing had occurred downstairs. “We are going to jump out the window, hold onto her tightly.” 
 
    “Ah, I see broken legs are in the equation.” 
 
    “Caden, since when have I ever sent you home in a cast or anything more than a two day heal, ever? Can you please throw me a bone before Nico decides he wants to run around the back and make this even more difficult for us? Has Hedwig found anything?” Tucker pleaded, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Its name is not Hedwig, and it looks like no one is coming around to this side.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure just how much fire Nico was pumping into the house down below, but his hand was warm from the bronze doorknob and he was certain the smoke would knock them out in a matter of minutes if it was already heating things up to that degree. 
 
    Tucker raced towards the window, observing the two floor drop to the grass below. It was something he would heal from, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t going to hurt a little bit. Why, oh why had he been teamed with people who didn’t have any idea how to fight as well as he did? Leaning down in front of the unconscious Hazel, he knew they only had a very limited time to get the hell out of the burning house. 
 
    He put his hands on her shoulders and gave her a rough shake in Caden’s arms. When Hazel didn’t move, he swung his hand through the air, making contact with her cheek hard with the slap. Caden’s mouth fell agape, a string of curses thrown at Tucker as he struggled to make sense of the violent outburst. 
 
    Tucker put up a finger, stopping Caden as he focused on Hazel. Her eyes snapped open, narrowing in on him as she grimaced and rose one hand to her cheek. “Did you seriously just hit me?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s time to go, your childhood home is going to burn to the ground and I don’t think we need to go down with the ship.” 
 
    “Good thinking, let’s go,” Hazel agreed, swallowing down the pain from the slap as she observed the smoke billowing into the room from under the door. There was no time to mourn the loss of her memories. 
 
    Tucker propped himself up on the window, sitting with his back to the open air as he extended his hands towards them. “Come with me if you want to live,” he forced out the accent, giving them both a toothy grin. 
 
    Caden murmured something under his breath, keeping Hazel close as he grabbed onto Tucker. Hazel had half a mind to start telling them both to break down the situation for her, but it seemed there was no time for chit chat. For what felt like the hundredth time, Hazel was falling down towards the ground at a rapid rate. But, instead of crumpling into a heap atop Aiden, she was brought to a safe halt right before hitting the grass. 
 
    Tucker grunted, his knees buckling as Caden’s large frame and Hazel’s body spilled onto the grass before him, unable to hold them any longer after the landing. He was like a superhero and Hazel could not wrap her mind around his strength and abilities, all too aware of how much she had to learn about her own, no matter the strides she had made. 
 
    Aiden! 
 
    He was going to cease to exist if his home was no longer, right? Or would he still be trapped to the earth? Hazel was not running toward the street with Tucker and Caden, instead she was dragging herself to her feet and making her way slowly to the house. Peering up at the window like she had as a child, she half expected to see him standing in the window where flames now licked. In the distance, the sound of a fire truck started to echo. 
 
    Caden realized she was not following, he turned and went back to retrieve her before any of them were seen on the premises, Hedwig buzzing in the air as it returned to its owner quickly from the front of the burning home. Thankfully, Hazel had already snapped out of it and turned to run away, unable to look at her old home burning to the ground in front of her. 
 
    There was the sound of feet pounding on the ground following close behind Hazel, when she looked over her shoulder she was met with Nico’s intense glare as he propelled his body across the front of the house to reach her. Caden looked like he was going to turn around and try to fight him off, but Hazel knew his Affinity could not possibly allow for a real chance against Danira’s hunter. 
 
    What about her? If she was powerful enough to unite the two realms and be who Danira hunted above all others, she had to be able to take down the man Danira hid behind. Or at least be able to buy herself some time for Tucker to come back and help, but at the rate Nico was running, there was no way she’d be able to escape before he caught up to her. 
 
    Stopping in her tracks, Hazel turned on her heel and took a deep breath in through her nose, allowing it to drift out her mouth before she repeated her mantra. “Cool, calm, collected,” she whispered, trying not to be affected by the look of triumph on Nico’s face when he saw she had given up their race. 
 
    When the last word left Hazel’s mouth, she extended both her hands towards Nico’s running body, the silver mist of her power surrounded her hands, extending to fill the space between the two of them. Instead of being used to attack Nico, it spread like wildfire and created a storm of motion, spinning in a tight circle. The circle started to shine and reflect a completely different scene before Hazel, like a mirror to the realm she had just escaped from. 
 
    One foot stepped out of the spinning circle of power, stopping Nico in his tracks. When Aiden fully exited the portal it stopped spinning, becoming smaller and smaller until there was no trace of Hazel’s Affinity any longer. 
 
    Aiden dusted off his suit, eyeing Nico’s frozen body just a few feet away. “Are we going to have a fight again, kid? You better run back to my sister before I beat you to a bloody pulp for destroying our home.” 
 
    Nico took one slow step towards Aiden but stopped himself, eyeing Caden and Tucker as they came alongside Hazel to face him. Behind them all, the fire truck had pulled up in front of the house, followed by a police car. They all came to the same conclusion at once, time to run. Nico’s Affinity consumed him as he disappeared from the garden. Tucker, Caden, Hazel, and Aiden were next to get out of there as fast as they could. But where there had been fields and trees in the years past, apartments and houses now surrounded the area around the burning house, the residents spilling out into the streets as they observed the fire and the strangers running from the scene. 
 
    “We are completely fucked,” the words were from Tucker as he led them through back streets and towards the main road. But there did not appear to be anyone following the group, the onlookers completely useless as they tried to make sense of the sudden commotion that had disrupted their otherwise quiet night. It was clear running was hurting Tucker after the jump with each struggled limp, but he still raced on, the only further indication of his pain the subtle twitch of his mouth each time his foot hit the pavement. 
 
    “This way,” Hazel barked out, taking a sharp left as she led them down a dimly lit street, in the distance, she could hear police sirens starting down the back roads in the direction they had come from. The group followed her, all stopping at once when she reached another alleyway. Already the night sky was plunging the town into shadows and it would possibly work in their favor. 
 
    They remained unmoving in the alley, hunched near several large recycling containers. Aiden fell into line behind Hazel, his presence a buzzing energy that prickled along her skin, igniting when he rested his hands on her shoulders and took a step forward. She was enveloped in his warmth and did nothing to move away from it. As they all caught their breath, she was aware of how relaxed he remained behind her, leaning down until he was right near her ear. The deep rumble of his voice urged an arousal she was not proud of, but she no longer cared about pride. 
 
    “Do you hurt, Hazel?” 
 
    His large, hands, hands she remembered dancing along the keys of his old piano, slowly squeezed her shoulders, the tension lifted from her body as she opened her mouth to answer. But before she had a chance to, both Caden and Tucker chose that exact moment to address the elephant in the alley. 
 
    “So is this the brother? Does this make him alive again?” Caden inquired. Their questions were harmless enough, and ones they all deserved answers to, but their body language said much more. Both men were ready for a fight and did not trust the stranger with his hands on their new friend. 
 
    Aiden gave Hazel’s shoulders one last squeeze before he ceased the massaging, his large body quickly moving around her until he stood in front of her. Yet again, he was placing himself in front of the potential of danger to keep her safe, a common theme she was questioning more and more with each passing moment. Still, looking up at the back of his neck, she found herself wanting to raise a hand and run it through the back of his hair, to feel his talented hands on her body as they trailed up to her neck. 
 
    What the hell was wrong with her? They were on the run from both an evil woman who burned down her home and stole their friend, and the police who were surely being given their descriptions after racing from the scene, and there she was thinking of having sex with her Guardian. 
 
    “I am Aiden Lacko, Affinity for death. I was brought back by Hazel and I am in her debt, I will do whatever I can to find my sister and return your friend, but above all, I will ensure Danira does not get her hands on Hazel or her Affinity. This does not stop at Danira, it includes anyone who tries to stand in the way of what I have promised.” 
 
    Caden and Tucker looked at each other, both straightening as they both observed him. Tuckers arms raised, crossing at his chest as he abandoned the fight, the movement enough for Caden to follow behind. Neither said a word as they turned away from Aiden, not deeming him a threat to the situation at hand. 
 
    On the other side of the alley they smelled cigarette smoke and heard the deep base of music. What was once an empty town now had a small stretch of night life, and they were in the middle of it. Caden took a step towards the recycling container, hand stretching out to touch the wall that separated them from the Holiday Inn. The white glow of his Affinity spread down his arms and into the wall while he stood still. 
 
    While they waited for his power to return with a plan, Aiden slowly turned to face Hazel in the dim alley, his crystal eyes illuminated by the dusty, golden glow of a street light at the end of the line of buildings. “I asked if you were hurt,” he repeated. 
 
    “I need some sleep, food, and to wash off the blood, but I’m not beyond repair, no,” Hazel responded, the words feeling so far away from her body as she looked into the face of the real, and very much alive Aiden. “So your power is death?” 
 
    “It comes back in waves, and I am able to feel it when it’s here. For now, that’s all I know. But I have not been outside in a century.” He looked up to the night sky, face unreadable as she took in the sight of him silently enjoying the soft gust of wind, unable to imagine what it would be like if she was stripped of her freedom like that. 
 
    He was looking at her again, taking a step closer to her until his suit jacket brushed against the front of her shirt and the beating of her heart started drowning out her logic and reason. “I have you to thank for this, Hazel, and although I would have done anything to keep you from releasing me and engaging further in the spirit realm, I now know it’s too late. I’ll not waste a moment not showing you just how thankful I am.” 
 
    Hazel was not certain if it was in her exhausted and fuzzy mind, but she could have sworn there was a dangerous glint in his eyes, a promise of a great many things to come. Thankfully, Caden’s voice broke through their discussion and drew their attention away from each other. 
 
    “There’s several empty rooms just around the corner, I can get them to unlock for us. We have been checked in and paid for under different names. We’ll have to do without clean clothing for the night, but after some rest we should be able to tackle what we need to take care of in the morning.” 
 
    Tucker spoke next, his voice menacing as it echoed down the cold and empty alleyway around them. 
 
    “Then, we bring Faye home.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They quickly made their way into the rooms, the key card port flashed green as soon as they approached, Caden granting them entrance into their rooms without any further effort. None of them wanted to chance the security cameras picking up on their appearance just in case the police were taking extra measures to find the arsonists. 
 
    It was clear Tucker wanted to speak with Aiden more before watching Hazel disappear into one of the rooms with him, but there was no way the four of them would fit in the queen bed offered in each of the two empty rooms. The moment the bedroom door closed, the phone in Hazel and Aiden’s room started to ring. 
 
    When she answered it, Caden was on the other end of the line. “I’ll be checking in throughout the night, if there’s any disturbance, we will get you out of there. Set the alarm on the burner phone I gave you to six a.m., we will see you both in the morning.” 
 
    After saying goodbye, Hazel placed the phone back on the stand, staring at the device briefly before turning to face Aiden behind her. The realization that she was in a room alone with her Guardian hit her, and despite racing the clock with Danira, there was a slower energy to the world around her that had not been there before. 
 
    He stuck out like a sore thumb in the room, his suit far too pristine for the basic, white walls around him. Granted, it wouldn’t have been an outfit he worked the fields in. It was only the timing of his death and the events that had led up to it that trapped him in the attire, a story he had only told her once but she’d always remember. 
 
    Aiden was looking around the room, eyes stopping when they reached the bathroom before flashing back to her. The look in his eyes was so intense, so direct, it took the very breath from Hazel’s lungs. She could not imagine feeling the outside world for the first time in a hundred years, to engage with others and get thrown into something you thought was forever unobtainable, only to end up in a room with her. Did he even process the things in the room around him that were beyond his time? No…she was being silly. Of course Aiden was still privy to technology and the comings and goings of the world. She had ensured that when she was young, and he was still able to observe the home and the children that had lived there when she sold the house years ago. 
 
    “I know you’re angry with me for bringing you back, Aiden, but we need your help. If anyone is going to destroy Danira, it’s you.” 
 
    Hazel’s words raised his eyebrows, Aiden slowly and deliberately pulling his jacket over his broad shoulders. When it was off, he folded it over his arm and laid it down on the edge of the bed. A bed she had not had the time to worry about until he brought attention to it being the only one. God, where were they going to sleep? None of this was well planned and it left a rooted anxiety in Hazel’s mind despite the fact that they were alive, they were safe. 
 
    It rested alongside the sorrow of watching their home burn to the ground, but knew it was nothing compared to what Aiden must have felt. He did not speak at first, merely took a few steps forward before propping a foot up on a chair in front of a small desk near the TV. He took off his shoes and placed them near the door, turning once more to face Hazel. 
 
    “I am not mad. I suppose I should have accepted this long ago. There was no possible way my sister would let you go once she had you in her grasp, I should have spent time training you, preparing you to fight her instead of telling you to hide away. I just didn’t want to see someone so innocent and powerful fall into the hands of evil.” 
 
    Hazel let out a breath of air she had no idea she was holding, surprised by his words. “Thank you.” It was all she could manage to say, still stunned by the acceptance of his position with her and what she had done to him. “I want some food, and you’re getting introduced to pizza before we all surely die, but first, a shower.” She had turned to take off her jacket and place it on the other side of the bed, but when Hazel returned to face Aiden, he was right in front of her. 
 
    His hand extended to touch her arm, raising it as he observed the red hand print still on the surface, the shine from the healing skin bright in the hotel room. So close to Aiden, Hazel observed the lines in his face that had otherwise been flooded out by his power, the soft scent of peppermint, much like her home had smelled. It was a scent of comfort, something she wanted to cozy up to, a smell she wanted to take in while her face was buried in his strong neck. 
 
    Instead of asking her about the pain the mark from Danira gave her, Aiden slowly lifted her forearm, leaning down to press his lips against the handprint on her skin. His lips were warm, leaving behind a tingling sensation that slowly spread throughout her arm and up through her body. For a brief second, she wondered if he secretly had the power to heal, but when he pulled away, her skin remained the same. She was embarrassed to find the reaction had been at his touch alone. 
 
    “Shower,” he said, breaking the trance. 
 
    “Right.” She turned to leave him behind, but Aiden followed. Hazel didn’t pause, entering the bathroom as she kept the door open for him to trail inside, assuming he simply wanted to get the lay of the land. She prayed somewhere in her twisted mind that he wanted to be close to her. 
 
    Which was absolutely unorthodox, right? The mere idea that a spirit, her Guardian, a friend she had manipulated with a kiss only once before, wanted to be with her sexually. She may have known him well when she was a girl, but there was only so much information divulged to children. The truth of the matter was Aiden remained a stranger to her. 
 
    So why did her body react to his far more than it ever had to Darren’s? Or any of the other irrelevant men she had been with in the past? It was electric, the energy that rolled from his body into hers, an addiction she wanted more of, a curiosity that her body wanted to escape the horrors of the previous days with. 
 
    She made her way over to the mirror while Aiden peered behind the shower curtain. When Hazel caught sight of her appearance in the reflection, she could hardly suppress a gasp. She looked like shit. Blood had dried along her forehead and in her long brown hair and embedded in her ripped shirt along with the dirt and debris from sliding down the side of the mountain just that morning. There was the chalky remains of smoke and ash that had blown from the fire while they stood outside scattered through her hair and along her arms. Taking off her clothing would be a feat alone with how caked on the grime had become. Forget the struggle of taking off a workout bra after sweating. This was going to be a task. Why, oh why did she abandon the uncomfortable underwire for something thicker? It would have been a godsend. 
 
    “Listen, I need you to help me with something,” Hazel murmured. She had just gotten done playing out a sensual moment with the two of them, now she was about to ruin it. Taking a deep breath, she looked at Aiden in the mirror, not turning to face him. “I need to shower and get this blood off me. Help me get my shirt off, be a gentleman about it.” 
 
    No matter what Hazel tried to busy her mind with, the heat in Aiden’s gaze was not something she could deny, invoking an immediate and strong arousal that left her squirming under the bright, obnoxious light of the bathroom. Aiden made his way from the shower to Hazel, coming up behind her in the mirror as he watched her reflection carefully. His hands moved down to the bottom of her shirt, slowly pulling it up her body. Hazel hissed out a pained breath as it snagged against her skin, dried blood from a scratch slowed down the process. Instead of moving with even more care, Aiden quickly whipped her shirt over the cut, ripping off the bandage of pain before continuing until her head was being ducked through the hole of her shirt and the fabric fell to the ground at her feet. 
 
    “Where did this come from?” Aiden asked, his voice husky as his fingers lowered to touch the bare skin at her side, and the scars of the scratch the dead girl at the orphanage had left behind during the attack against her life. 
 
    “Danira, I imagine. The spirits have been angry with me lately.” 
 
    “Danira will be stopped,” Aiden said, this time the words were soft as his eyes tore away from her exposed torso and focused instead on hers. 
 
    “Is that a promise, Aiden?” Hazel questioned, taking a step backwards until her back was against the front of his body, producing a low, guttural sound she did not think possible, one that she wanted to drive from him over and over again. 
 
    “It is. Be careful. You’re playing with fire, little one.” 
 
    Fire was exactly what she was playing with, and for the first time since she was relieved of her duties at work, Hazel felt like she served a purpose. She was going to take control and destroy Danira, and despite missing Faye, they were becoming stronger and stronger. She had a lot of faith in Aiden, faith she wasn’t sure was well placed, but she had no choice except to jump into things and trust they would survive. 
 
    If they didn’t she sure as hell wasn’t going to be used and drained of power until she died without living a little bit. 
 
    In a moment of impulse, Hazel turned around and lifted her arms until they linked behind Aiden’s neck. “I need your help taking off my bra so I can get in the shower,” she said, locked in his intense and dominating stare, one that quickly melted into surprise. 
 
    This was not something she was going to think too deeply on, knowing if she waited a moment longer she’d talk herself out of everything. The doubt would creep up on her mind and she’d send Aiden into the main room to leave her be. But Hazel did not want to be alone, and she did not want him to go. Aiden was the one person in the entire world she had ever trusted, and she needed a distraction far more powerful than a shower. 
 
    “You need to be very, very clear about what you are asking,” Aiden challenged. 
 
    “I didn’t think what I was implying was very confusing, Guardian,” Hazel responded softly. “I am asking you to fuck me.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Hazel was the most beautiful woman Aiden had ever laid eyes on. He had been certain of this when she returned home years ago, but it was nothing compared to the feel or her skin beneath his fingertips. It had been over a hundred years since he felt the body of a woman and Hazel wasn’t just a random body from a lifetime past. She was everything, always had been. Not just to Aiden, no, to the spirit realm altogether. He still remembered how her lips felt against his own. 
 
    His hands trailed up the smooth skin of her side, stopping to slide under her…bra? Torture device was more accurate. She assisted him with removing it from her body, the fabric rolling up and off her, leaving Hazel exposed from the waist up for Aiden’s hands, eyes, and lips. 
 
    Leaning down, his lips captured Hazel’s, demanding and urgent as he longed to be reminded of her. She moaned against his lips and it was the most delightful candy he had ever tasted. One hand cupped her cheek, the other moved down to explore her breasts for the first time, massaging the fullness before his fingertips softly pinched her hard nipples. Hazel’s mouth parted from his own, head falling back in ecstasy as he explored. Taking the opportunity to enjoy her further, Aiden’s lips trailed down her neck, resting at her collarbone as he nipped softly at her skin. 
 
    One of her hands rose, resting at his chest. Surely this meant she was rethinking sex and, although it tore at his control and the walls of Aiden’s reason, he’d honor anything she asked of him. Instead of stopping things, however, Hazel shocked him. 
 
    “I want you, I need you, but I need to get this blood and dirt off me. Come into the shower with me.” She leaned forward, her hand reaching to turn on the shower behind the curtain. “Hit the lights behind you,” she murmured. Aiden reached out, turning off one of the bathroom lights within reach. Her hand quickly returned to his chest, grasping onto the fabric of his white undershirt. 
 
    “Remove your pants,” Aiden growled out, but coincidentally it echoed from her own lips in the form of ‘take off your clothes’. With a chuckle, Aiden was happy to accommodate, clearly both of them just as eager as the other. He rid himself of his shirt, hands lowering to his pants as he removed them and what he wore beneath. 
 
    When his eyes looked to Hazel, they darkened instantly. Her body was strong and small, naked and exposed to him for the first time. Although he was bare as well, it didn’t mean a thing in Aiden’s mind. This was all about the goddess in front of him, and worshipping every inch of her before he tangled his hands in her long locks, yanked her head back and… 
 
    Twisted, he was twisted and had to remain under control, had to keep his power and his thoughts beneath the surface. Hazel was worth more than that, she always had been. More than the dirty thoughts in his mind and the lack of control over the darkness that threatened to take over. 
 
    The bathroom was now dimly lit, relaxing and welcoming as Hazel’s body slipped behind the curtain, hidden from his sight and under the wash of water. Her sigh of happiness against the warm pour of water was a jerk straight down to his hard cock, intensifying his need even further as he joined her in the shower. Being in the shower was an overwhelmingly different experience from the cleaning he was used to, but being in the shower with Hazel distracted him from the shock of being alive in a new world. 
 
    Aiden’s lips were on Hazel’s again, their mouths working together as he pushed her back against the wall of the shower. He wanted so desperately to be inside her, but needed to live in the moment for just a bit longer. His hands lowered to her hips, one lowering further to slide along her thigh, her legs shifting and giving him better access. His fingers moved inward until they reached the sweet heat of her need. Dipping one inside her wetness, Hazel moaned against his lips, her body moving towards his finger as he added another. The two beckoned her towards him, curling slowly within her as they caressed her and built her arousal with each curl. 
 
    She was gasping against his lips, moving with him as her body tightened against his fingers. Lowering his head, Aiden left her lips and moved downward to her full breasts, tongue swirling around her taut nipple as her body shattered around his fingers, her orgasm a sweet and delicious release he needed to feel her have. 
 
    “Oh God…” Hazel moaned, eyes half lidded as she peered down at his lips on her breasts, legs shaking. His fingers were removed from her body, lifting to his lips slowly as he licked off every honeyed drop of her orgasm from each finger. 
 
    When Hazel kissed him, Aiden boldly lowered his hands to her hips and around the firm of her ass, lifting her easily upward. Instinctually, her strong legs cupped his body, his hard cock resting right at the sweet heat between her legs. A heat he wanted to taste, explore, and ravage before he took her for the first time. But slow and steady was beyond the two of them, the need taking over as Aiden fought to stay in control. She still had her mouth fused with his, her lower body grinding against him slowly and methodically, rubbing against his hardness like a torturous tease. 
 
     He wanted to bury himself inside her in one strong stroke. No…he wanted to slowly spread her and feel her squeeze around him inch-by-inch. The conflicting emotions and desire surging through Aiden left him breathless against her lips, pulling away briefly to look into her beautiful, light chestnut eyes. 
 
    Before he had a chance to say anything, he felt her adjust in his arms, the tip of his aroused cock finding her entrance instead of sliding against it as it had been before. All control left him completely, pulling down on her body as he pushed himself deep inside Hazel’s warmth. Her gasping, feminine moan and the tightness of her drove Aiden on, thrusting hard and fast inside her, urged on by the soft yes she repeated in pleasure. He knew there was no way he’d be able to hold on for long, her body gripping so tightly onto him as he filled her. He was vaguely aware of a glow in the shower with them, unable to focus on the presence of the Affinity as they moved together under the warm water. 
 
    But soon, it was hard to ignore. Hazel was glowing a soft white, as though a light shone just beneath her wet skin. As she moaned and her head fell back to rest against the wall of the shower, he adjusted to place his hand against the wall to steady himself, body still working in and out of her. 
 
    He felt Hazel tighten around him further, her body straining as her orgasm took over, feeling every single pulse of her pleasure around his thickness. As Aiden’s body was driven over the edge with her, he buried himself deep, allowing his own release to come, yelling out in pleasure as he did so. 
 
    For several moments after, they stayed under the spray of water with each other, body’s intertwined as they caught their breath and registered the overwhelming ravaging they had just succumbed to, Aiden’s eyes caught on a black etching on his hand. The palm pressed against the side of the shower had spiderwebs of his Affinity spreading along the skin and up his arm. In a frenzy, he threw his body away from Hazel. She grabbed onto the wall and the side of the tub, eyes wide as she kept herself steady, but the movement was too fast for Aiden to regain his composure. 
 
    Falling over the tub and onto the bathroom floor, he took the shower curtain with him as he tried to get away from her. Staring down at his hands, his eyes were wide with terror, looking up to Hazel, he prayed he’d not see the same markings anywhere on her body. 
 
    When she peered down at him with confusion and concern etched on her face, he could not help but notice the black spider web of veins trailing up her neck. 
 
    What had he done? 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Tucker’s face was buried in chips from the vending machine as he sat in the queen sized bed next to Caden. Shark Tank blared on the TV as the two relaxed in solace, not bothering to converse about the day or any further plans. They were both exhausted, starving, and worried about their closest friend, not wanting to concern themselves more by playing over things over and over again. 
 
    A muffled sound was heard from the other side of the wall where Aiden and Hazel were sharing a room. Looking over to Caden, Tucker gestured towards the phone. With a grumble, Caden rolled over to his side and reached for it, his fingers already glowing white as it bled into the phone, connecting the moment he touched the device. His eyes closed, focusing as he listened in, his Affinity pulling him through the room until it gave him audio into their room. It wouldn’t give him too much intel, but just enough to know if they needed to go break down a door and ensure she was okay or not. 
 
    What he heard, however, forced him back into his own room, hand snapping away from the phone quickly. 
 
    “Everything okay, Cae?” Tucker inquired, chips spewing from his mouth as he stopped another chip right before it reached his lips. “Do we need to go in there and check on her?” 
 
    “Nope,” Caden said quickly, suddenly focused on the TV, face unblinking as he tried everything in his power to erase what he had just heard. 
 
    “Are you su-” 
 
    “Trust me, Tucker. You’re going to want to drop this one, they are having quite a fun time.” 
 
    “Ah,” came Tucker’s grumbled response, just in time for both their heads to snap towards the wall keeping the rooms apart. There was a crashing sound and a loud thud, voices softly speaking from their room. “Still the case?” he asked, a chuckle erupting from between his lips as he imagined the security deposit Aiden and Hazel were testing out in the other hotel room next to them. 
 
    Caden shook his head in response, the movement quick and abrupt as he reached and stole one of the small bags of chips from Tucker’s lap. 
 
    “I don’t know what they’re into, but you can’t pay me enough to check.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Faye had been released from the ties that once held her, no longer deemed strong enough to use her Affinity to escape. Every time she attempted to use it against Danira, she was struck down twice as hard and left far weaker. It had only been twenty-four hours since she had been captured by Danira, and already she found herself wondering what the sweet release of death would feel like. 
 
    Danira would call on her powers the moment she approached Faye in the cell, the power dancing through the air as it entangled around Faye’s body, pulling her Affinity from her mouth and into her essence. It reminded Faye of the scene from The Little Mermaid when the sea witch takes her voice. When she commented on such during the first visit with Danira, she was left in the pitch black with only the whispers of her doubts to keep her company. The next time Danira came, Faye still had enough energy to joke. By the third time, she could barely acknowledge the woman enough to poke the bear, her body felt as though she had not had good sleep in weeks, her muscles sore and tight, lips chapped and stomach turning. 
 
    Faye could not imagine what it was like having the lengthy torture of Danira’s agreed upon contracts the others had, being slowly drained as opposed to the quick ‘hits’ of power the evil witch had imposed on her. How had Nico been able to stay so strong after being under her control for so long? In the end, no matter how curious he made her, Faye could not sympathize fully for what could only be Danira’s most pampered pet. 
 
    Already she had come to Faye, using her Affinity to pull the power from Faye’s body, testing it on some of her minions. Although the power of allure went away after only a few hours for Danira, it felt like she had taken a bit of Faye that she would never get back each time she came to her. 
 
    Thankfully, there had been several uninterrupted hours of deep sleep in between her meetings with the evil Danira brought to her. Unfortunately, it was all over far too soon when the sound of approaching footsteps woke the resting Faye. She half expected to see Nico with food and water once again, but dread filled her body when her eyes rested on the lean shape of Danira. 
 
    “Back so soon? I think you’ve got a crush on my Affinity, Danira,” Faye said softly, her voice unable to rise much further with the effort she was already exerting. 
 
    “If you signed a contract with me, my dear, I could promise you enhancements to your power, safety, and your life,” Danira’s thick accent wafted through the air, the softest hint of Faye’s allure at the very edges of each word, producing a sigh of abandon from the hurt woman upon the ground. “Unfortunately, it appears you have no interest.” 
 
    “I thought you were using me to dangle in front of Hazel?” Faye spat, groaning as she slowly rose to a sitting position with her back against the cold concrete of the cell she was being kept in. she had tried to find out where she was being kept, but there was no way to get an idea from the very little she had been told and lack of items in the room altogether. 
 
    “There is no need for that. I have Hazel in my possession thanks to Nico. Your little friends, along with my brother, are dead,” Danira said matter-of-factly, looking down at her long nails as she absentmindedly picked at the corner of one. 
 
    The words snaked across the cell, settling deep in Faye’s chest as the allure solidified the fears. She had been too slow, too late, and put her friends in danger by getting captured in the first place. In some ways, this was all her fault. Had she not talked Tucker and Caden into searching for Hazel in the first place, even after Annie’s death had left them hesitant to ever go near Danira again, she had done everything in her power to assure her two best friends were well trained, well educated, and with Hazel they would be unstoppable. She had never banked on Hazel not knowing anything about how to fully harness her power, or in Danira ever truly winning. 
 
    “Bitch.” Don’t cry Faye, do not. Wait until she is gone. Maybe she will take enough to just kill you and it will all be over and the guilt won’t hurt so bad. 
 
    “I’ll be back tomorrow morning to finish you off and harvest my new Affinity. In the meantime, get some sleep sweets,” Danira purred, turning on her heel and starting back up the stairs on the other side of the room, leaving Faye alone in the cell. But that was her plan all along, right? To instill immense fear in Faye and leave her to tear at her own hair and sob until she gave up completely. So did that mean her friends were truly dead? Danira had not flaunted any of their Affinities towards Faye, but that didn’t mean she did not possess them. 
 
    Faye stared at the staircase for several minutes after Danira disappeared, not fully convinced the witch was gone for real. Once she had decided she was alone, Faye curled up in a small ball, bringing her legs to her chest as she cradled them close. She cried until she could not possibly muster up another tear, then forced herself to get up and start thinking of a plan. 
 
    Besides, crying never fixed anything, did it? 
 
    She paced her cell like a wildcat, trying to rid herself of some of the heartbreak and rage boiling up in her chest. Faye may have been small, but even through the weakness Davina had invoked, she was ready to lunge at the next person to walk inside her cell. Stopping suddenly, a bright flash of sapphire caught her eye in the far left of her cell. When she had first observed the corner, it appeared to be just several old crates and an old suitcase. Now, she could very clearly see a large book atop one of the crates nearest her. The book was old, the pages appearing thick and yellowed. There was a wide leather strap keeping the book shut, the strap locking on the side. The top of the book had a bulging chalcedony stone that continued to catch the light of the lamp hanging above. 
 
    That had not been there before. Was it placed there while Faye had slept? 
 
    The door at the top of the stairs opened and Faye took several steps away from the bars, trying her hardest to prepare for whatever would come next. When she saw Nico, she grimaced. He looked just as exhausted as ever, the baggy black shirt he wore made him appear ten pounds lighter than the last time she had seen him. Had he really lost that much weight in such a short amount of time? In his hands, Nico had a plate of food and water. Apparently they were not going to finish her off just yet, although she wished they would. 
 
    When he approached and unlocked her cell, she noticed the black veins on his hand. “So Danira hasn’t fixed you yet? That’s not very nice.” Her voice was shaking more than she desired, but the emotions that gripped her were not something she could control. 
 
    Faye was still gambling with attacking Nico, despite knowing there was nothing she could do to harm him, and losing terribly. When he came close to her and leaned down to put the plate of food on the ground, she knew it was her chance to do something as soon as he entered her cell. Now or never. 
 
    “Do not test me tonight. I…ARH!” 
 
    Nico had been taken by surprise when Faye lunged at him, her nails scratching at his face and arms. He both tried to keep her away from his skin and fend her off, the struggle between both desires causing him to fail miserably at keeping her off him. Nico was on the ground, Faye atop him as her scratches turned to fists. He finally regained his wits and grabbed for her wrists, holding her small arms in his hands as he kept her from beating down. 
 
    Once restrained, Faye’s rage turned into sadness, tears pouring down her cheeks as she yelled wordlessly into Nico’s face. He never bothered asking what was wrong, it was clear as day what great many things that had contributed to Faye’s outburst against him. She stopped yelling, her breath coming out in heaving chokes that shook her entire torso. 
 
    “Are they dead, Nico? Are they?” she moaned miserably, ceasing to fight him. 
 
    Nico had been instructed to answer a certain way and finish his task, was instructed to not let on that they had failed. That he had failed. The punishment for what had happened would surely be something long term, something he did not want to think about. But the look on Faye’s face tore deep into Nico, destroying the walls he tried so hard to keep control over. 
 
    “Nico…Nico are they dead? Please,” she begged, and he could feel his entire chest twist and break apart at her tone. She wasn’t even attempting to use her allure against him, not even trying to trick him, he’d feel it. He did not know what possessed him to break his command and speak, but he knew he’d do anything to tell her the truth and make some of the pain go away. 
 
    “No,” he whispered. “No, they are not dead.” 
 
    He moved her body off his own without much effort, looking down at the food that had not been spilled across the floor. He’d have to ensure some more was snuck down, what was left behind would not supplement her if Maven returned to take from her again anytime soon. Something she surely would do. Faye was limp in his hands, sitting numbly on the floor of the cell as he released her arms and rose to his feet. 
 
    They weren’t dead, her friends were still alive. Why would he lie and tell her otherwise? She had seen it in his face, the simplest truth in a moment where he did not need to answer her. No matter the motives or direction behind Nico’s honesty, Faye felt her heart start to fill with joy. Jaded and suspect joy, but joy nonetheless. 
 
    “Eat this food, drink the water. I will be back to ensure you do in the next few hours,” he said, walking towards the door to her cell and opening it, slipping outside before locking it behind him. Instead of heading to the stairs, he looked over to the book upon the crates that Faye had observed earlier. 
 
    His eyes widened with what could only be recognition and he shook his head slowly, taking one step towards the book before appearing to think better about it and walking towards the stairs, instead. 
 
    “Nico,” Faye spoke out, stopping him in his tracks. He turned to face her, confusion on his tired face. “Thank you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Tucker and Caden were up long before their alarms were set, ready to make sure the rest of the team was good to go. Tucker had raided the vending machine again and quickly made some coffee back in the room while Caden did some last minute work on his little machine and most recent obsession, Hedwig. He gathered Caden out of his mechanical and technical stupor, stopping outside Hazel and Aiden’s room just before six. 
 
    The door opened before Tucker had a chance to knock, Hazel peeking out at them from the other side. Her hair was pulled back into a tight ponytail, her ripped and torn shirt long forgotten and replaced with a clean, long sleeved white dress shirt. The shirt was tucked into her dirty jeans, shoes already on and ready to go. Behind her, Aiden was sans undershirt, his suit neatly in place over his clean pants. 
 
    “Hazel, what’s on your neck?” Caden inquired, adjusting his glasses as he leaned forward and peered at the faded, black vein on her neck. Aiden made an unhappy noise as the two entered their room. The door closed behind them and the investigating began. This time, Hazel did not let Caden get into her personal space, folding up the top of the dress shirt until it perfectly hid the one black vein. 
 
    “Let’s talk really quick. Tucker, Caden, I know we are desperate to get your friend, our friend, back. But Danira has the upper hand. At this point, we don’t have a safe place to go to that she isn’t aware of, and she could be tracking us here at this very minute. But she’s not. She wants us to come to her, which means our attempts to get Faye back will be walking into a trap. So if we’re going to walk right into one, we should have a backup plan.” 
 
    As Hazel talked, Tucker walked over to the bed to take a seat and listen, stopped himself, remembering what Caden had heard them doing the night before and, with a glare in the bed and sinful sheet’s direction, he made his way over to the side table to sit on the chair there instead while Hazel continued. 
 
    “I don’t think she knew where I was staying with my adoptive parents, otherwise she would have taken me when I was really young, right? Which means she has limited places she has ever actually interacted with me. I think… I think she may be waiting at one of those places, and I have a pretty good idea which one. I was attacked and relieved of my job just before she found a way to put me into the spell. Where did you all find me when she captured me? My body, that is.” 
 
    “Faye tracked it to some demolished building. You took off there one day while we were watching you, laid down, and we saw the spell take over. Do you remember going there, or why?” When Hazel shook her head, Caden continued. “She led you there and probably hoped she’d get a chance to pick you up and keep you in her care while the spell worked to get into your head and slowly drain you. That’s her calling card. The Affinity for life does not necessarily mean you can save lives and bring life. In Danira’s case, it means she’s like a succubus, slowly draining the Affinities around her to keep herself alive through the years. Fast drains she can use for a limited time, but if she drains you for years? She gets to keep that little Affinity after everything. We’ve seen the ones she has collected so far.” 
 
    “Like Pokemon, but for powers,” Tucker murmured, folding the blank pages of the notepad on the table absentmindedly. 
 
    Aiden was over by the window, cracking the blinds as he peered out into the sunlight, keeping an eye out for them as they spoke. 
 
    “I don’t remember what brought me there…or anything else, truly. I just woke up and I was in the building with you all. Like Faye said when she found me, Danira must not have been banking on you all breaking into her spell. So here’s what I am thinking. Aiden is going to be close by, but not close enough she can sense him…just to see wherever she takes us or for when things inevitably go wrong. If she sees him with us, that’s our last element of surprise. Nico probably told her he ran into her brother, I don’t see why he wouldn’t, which means she will be planning for him. I want her to think his appearance was only temporary like it has been in the past.” 
 
    Aiden appeared less than pleased at being asked to keep out of the action until necessary, but it was clear it had been a discussion previous to the one they were currently having, for he said nothing to fight Hazel on the subject. Tucker, however, spoke up quickly. 
 
    “So we’re just going to go to one of these places she tried to attack you and hope she shows up? Nico can sense Affinities, I’m sure he can get an idea of where Aiden is hiding, unless all of us being so close by somehow confuses that. Also, Caden isn’t exactly the best fighter and I’m not looking forward to starting a losing battle, especially when he,” he jerked his head towards Aiden, “isn’t going to be around to help out.” 
 
    “Tucker, I know we don’t know each other well, but I’m not saying my words are law. We just need to get something planned before we run there. I was thinking Caden could look ahead, see if there’s any there maybe phone signals close by. He’ll be able to reach out and get help as long as we have a phone or device hidden among us. It’s either we run in, try our best to get Faye and get away, or we let Danira kill her. At this point, we don’t have much strong points to work off of. As for Aiden, all we can do is try to hide him I can put him back in the spirit realm for now, if necessary.” This received a grunt from Aiden, but no actual words. 
 
    Tucker looked like he was about to open his mouth and speak further, but closed it, shaking his head before standing from the seat, leaving the ripped notepad behind. Caden took a sip of his coffee and nodded towards the door. “Well, I suppose we are going to head to the place we found you, first. Something tells me that’s close to wherever she’s hiding.” 
 
    “I doubt she’d be setting up her tent in the middle of the city for this,” Hazel murmured, ignoring the confused gazes from her team as she grabbed for one of the bags of pretzels Caden and Tucker had brought with them. 
 
    “Going to tell us about the mark on your neck yet, Hazel?” Caden reminded her. 
 
    She and Aiden exchanged looks and Hazel shook her head, looking at the two of them. “Nothing good, but is it possible to tackle one thing at a time and destroy Danira? After we get Faye back, if we get Faye back, we can figure it out.” 
 
    “Alright,” Aiden said, turning from the window to look at the three of them as they swallowed down further questions. “Hazel’s right. It is time.” 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    “This is where you all found me?” Hazel said softly, vaguely aware of her voice coming out in a squeak as she stared at the leveled land in front of her. The area in which her community home, the orphanage she was attacked in, once stood. 
 
    “Yeah, this is the place,” Caden responded, walking over to the fence that surrounded the demolished area. The fence had different signs hanging from it describing the business building that would soon replace it, along with the contact information for a company that was building there in the future. 
 
    Of course it had all been torn down after her incident, they had been there to clear it out for that very reason. Where was Danira keeping Faye and her Affinity army at this location? “Why did we start here? It’s clearly empty.” 
 
    “Is it?” Caden inquired, eyebrows raised as his dark, cerulean eyes left hers and looked over the earth before them. “Tucker, want to help me with the lock?” 
 
    He walked up behind them, breaking the lock in his hand before pushing the gate open so they were all able to access the earth. Although it was downtown, there was a severe lack of homes and apartments in the nearby area. It was a business district and would only continue to become a larger one as time went on, the new community center twice as big as the old, and in a better location. The three of them walked inside, darting over to a portable bathroom left over at the building site. Although nothing had been set in ‘dirt’ just yet, the materials had started to arrive. It was just a blessing they weren’t accompanied by workers, but Hazel imagined that had something to do with Danira and their arrival. 
 
    “Tucker, can Danira go into the spirit realm? Or just Nico because he’s drawn to those with Affinities when he’s on the hunt? I meant to ask, do you think she’s waiting in the realm for us?” 
 
    “From what I understand, she has no way of going into the spirit realm, no, just illusions,” Tucker responded, his low voice ending in a growl as the ground around them started to shake. “Right on cue.” 
 
    Hazel gasped, hunkering close to the dirt as walls appeared to break through the ground beneath them and rise towards the sky. The brick walls of the orphanage were being rebuilt around them, rooms replaced and the outside scene changing until all they could see was the walls, the outside world blocked from their access. Immediately, Hazel ran towards the door, praying it wasn’t locked, thankfully, it opened into an unfamiliar hallway. It may have appeared like the old orphanage that had stood there before, but the inside had changed with Danira’s influence. Behind Hazel, Caden and Tucker slowly followed. 
 
    “Cute illusion, want to chat?” Hazel inquired down the hallway, still walking as they all kept their wits about them. In the back, Tucker was watching behind, his green power pulsing along his arms until two long, emerald swords erupted from the end of his fists. He wielded them close, prepared to attack at just a moment’s notice if needed. 
 
    Familiar, childlike laughter echoed down the hallway, a tiny shape darted in front of them suddenly before the small, shadowed child took a sharp left. Her little, bloodied footprints trailed along behind her, soaking into the carpeted floor of the community center. 
 
    “Fuck. This,” Caden’s voice released in a hiss of breath, head shaking wildly as they continued forward, Hazel not ceasing walking along the trail. 
 
    “I’ve seen the little girl before, she was the one that hurt me when I was here with my team. It was the first time a spirit ever attacked me, she lifted my own gun to my head and I really thought she’d kill me,” Hazel murmured, stopping when they reached the end of the hallway where the little girl had turned. Her bloodied footprints carried on for a few more feet, stopping outside a closed, metal door. 
 
    “Comforting,” Tucker murmured, looking forward to the two of them. “Caden, any connection around here? Anyone else we need to worry about running into that might not already be dead?” 
 
    “Yeah. There’s at least six Affinities right beyond the door,” Caden said softly. He reached into his pocket and pulled out Hedwig, the metal box. It whirred to life, a small light on its screen blinking green as it flew into the air, hovering right in front of his face. On the screen, two terribly placed googly eyes stared back at him, bobbing as the metal box shook in the air. 
 
    “Hedwig, you look adorable,” Tucker cooed from behind Hazel. 
 
    “Not Hedwig, and these are a stupid addition, they hinder the device’s ability-” 
 
    “Doo-dad’s ability,” Tucker corrected. 
 
    “Device’s ability to see everything.” He reached a hand out and scraped one of them off, gasping when the eye left behind a slimy, sticky residue on the screen. Placing the eye back on the sticky circle, Caden sighed and shooed Hedwig off. Leaning down, he reached for the bottom of his shoe, sliding off a small, black device from where it was hidden. Caden walked towards the metal door slowly, leaning down as he pressed the device against the wall next to the door. “Illusion or not, this should help.” 
 
    “Do I want to know what that is?” Hazel inquired, eyes darting back over to Hedwig, who was now traveling down the hallway away from them. 
 
    “I have my own way of fighting, let’s just hope we don’t need to use it,” Caden responded slowly, looking back to Tucker. The warrior had approached the door, leaving their backs exposed to the elements as he reached for the handle and swung it towards them. He was the first to disappear inside to face danger once again. 
 
    Caden and Hazel followed close behind, keeping the door open in case they needed to make a run for it. Not that there was very far they could go knowing they stood in a building Danira herself had compiled and had the power to manipulate. 
 
    The room was pitch black, no sound other than their own breathing greeting them. Without warning, the door behind them slammed shut and Hazel heard the click of the lock sliding into place. A light above them flashed on, illuminating the area around them. It was an otherwise empty room, no furniture or desks anywhere in sight, of course, Danira didn’t care about the details now that they were right in her grasp. 
 
     The small, bloody footprints from the dead girl they followed stopped abruptly on the other side of the room. Where they ended, Danira stood. 
 
    “You are home, sweets.” 
 
    Hazel took a step forward, rage bubbling deep in the pit of her stomach as she observed the woman who had made her life a living hell. Caden had said there were more Affinities on the other side of the door, but where were they hiding? “We’re here, Danira. Why don’t you let us know what it’s going to take for you to give Faye back to us and leave us alone.” 
 
    “Faye is dead. I killed her myself. I knew you’d come, and there was no need to keep her around,” Danira shrugged, her narrowed, light green eyes watching every move the group made. 
 
    Tucker lost it, before Hazel had a chance to stop him, he had lunged across the room towards Danira, the powerful swords at his side swinging wildly towards her body. Caden jumped forward to stop him, but Danira had disappeared just as the swords cut through where she stood. 
 
    Behind them, the door unlocked and cracked. Hazel sprinted towards it, flinging it open as she entered the hallway, but before the other two could get through with her, it shut between them. Dread filled Hazel as she turned to grab the door handle, yanking and pulling as she tried everything in her power to open it again. From the other side, she could hear Tucker and Caden yelling her name. 
 
    “I’m here! I’m okay!” Hazel yelled back, banging on the door before footsteps grabbed her attention and she spun around to face Danira. 
 
    She stood at the end of the hallway, a glint in her eyes as she observed her plan falling perfectly into place. 
 
    “Come with me. It’s time we talk further, don’t you think?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hazel followed Danira towards the end of the hallway, each step felt like one of her last. As though she were an inmate on death row being led to the injection room. As she passed different rooms along the way, shadows of small children watched her from behind the windows on the doors. 
 
    “Are the kids necessary?” Hazel murmured under her breath when Danira stopped walking and opened a door, holding it ajar for her to follow. She looked over to Hazel, a questioning gaze carved into the wrinkles on her face. Without a word, the two entered the room Hazel was certain she’d die in. 
 
    Inside, a large black desk took up most of the space, a set of black leather chairs sat before the desk, welcoming the two of them. It was clear Danira had used the most effort in creating the illusion of the office. Paintings were hung on the burnt orange walls. The standing lamps cast a yellow hue against them, giving the appearance of warmth. There was even a small candle lit upon the desk, the scent of peppermint, just like Hazel’s home, drifted through the air. 
 
    Danira walked around Hazel and the closeness sent a shiver of displeasure down Hazel’s spine, the hairs on her arms standing straight as the healing handprint began to warm. Danira took a seat on one of the chairs, the purple dress she wore brushed the ground below the chair, elbows on the table as she leaned forward and peered at Hazel. 
 
    “I have been looking forward to seeing you in person. Up close, the power radiating off you is undeniable. Now, let’s get to business. Clearly, I did not kill your friend, Faye, I only used that to anger the big one, which wasn’t difficult whatsoever.” 
 
    Hazel blinked, relief washing through her at the same time as a new dose of dread. She was happy Faye was still alive, but now that she was split up from the others, Faye wasn’t the only one that could be leveraged against her. 
 
    Aiden, where are you? 
 
    “You are such a blessed young woman, did you know that? Wherever did you put my brother? Did he return back to his cage?” Danira purred, patting the seat next to her for Hazel to sit. Hazel did not move from her position by the door, arms crossed at her chest as she tried to warm up, the icy cold from Danira’s presence chilling her very soul. 
 
    “I haven’t felt very blessed since you plagued my life, and I don’t know where he is,” she retorted. 
 
    “I doubt that. You are the one who will bring the realms together. Your cooperation will give enough power to free the dead Affinities from their entrapments. Each one that agrees to pledge their loyalty to me with a soul contract will be allowed access to the world once more. The humans have always been the weaker race. In a world that I rule, we will all be able to be free. Free from death, from hiding, from what lies beyond in the spirit realm. You are the one that will make this happen. Now, I offer you one last soul contract. Work for me until the end of your days, let your power assist with the new world, or I will kill each one of your friends in front of you. I will take you, anyway… but if you agree it makes things so much easier.” 
 
    There was something about this situation and deal Hazel was missing, she knew it, but no matter how much her mind wracked for a way to understand, she could not find an answer. If she was going to be forced to give Danira power, wouldn’t it be easier to do so while her friends were allowed to live and she was free of a cage? It would save her friends’ lives. 
 
    But signing the contract would keep her obedient to Danira, her soul only a vessel for the Affinity of life to use. As a Goddess over the world, Danira could decide to do whatever she wished to her friends no matter what she promised, and there would be nothing Hazel could do about it. A minion like her pet, Nico. 
 
    How could you trust the corrupt? 
 
    As if he knew Hazel had been thinking about him, a dark mist soaked through the walls, Nico forming from it slowly as he took a step into the office, standing wordlessly by the desk. His tall body loomed over Danira, guarding her as she patted the seat next to her one more time. 
 
    “You must decide now,” she hissed, losing patience. 
 
    Hazel had one shot to do something about her situation. Closing her eyes, she tried to focus on the spirit realm that lay atop them, tried to bring forth some power, to call out to Aiden to assist her. Outside the door, she could hear many sets of small, running footsteps, giggling that started to intensify the more she focused on… 
 
    Hazel doubled over, eyes opening just in time to darken. She saw stars as she fell to her knees on the floor of the office, hand crossing her stomach to protect it from any further harm. In front of her, Nico stood, his fist tight at his side. 
 
    “You think to fight me, even now? Idiot girl. Go get me Faye, I don’t believe she thinks I’m serious and I want to ensure our new friend gets the point,” Danira spat. Standing from the chair, she flattened her hands out on her thigh, smoothing the purple dress into place as her wild eyes stared down at Hazel. 
 
    “Perhaps one of the others, she seems to be closer to them-” 
 
    “Faye. Bring her here now.” 
 
    Nico paused for a brief second before his body disappeared, nothing left behind where he once stood, leaving Hazel alone with Danira in the office. 
 
    “While he’s gathering the first victim, I should mourn the loss of her Affinity by using it one last time,” Danira spoke quietly, approaching Hazel’s doubled-over body on the floor of the office. Leaning down onto her knees, her voice was a soft, accented whisper in her ear, her body going rigid with the demand. 
 
    “You will not move until I say so. You want nothing more than to stay right where you are, isn’t that right, sweets?” 
 
    Hazel could not respond verbally, but against her control, she gave Danira a slow nod of her head. Pleased with the response, Danira’s wrinkled hand extended to stroke Hazel’s cheek, the skin softening with regained youth right before Hazel’s eyes. She felt a pull from her chest, the white of her power crawling up to her throat and erupting from her open mouth. 
 
    Hazel tried to scream, but could only achieve silence. 
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    Nico stood outside the door to the basement, unsure of what he was going to do. 
 
    No, he wasn’t unsure, he was hesitant and afraid. Feelings he was ashamed to harness but nonetheless they filled every inch of his ailing body. As punishment, Danira had allowed the slow illness from Aiden’s touch to take from him with each passing hour, assuring him she’d have no further need for him unless he succeeded, weakened or not. 
 
    He knew his time was coming to an end, had accepted he’d be killed when he decided to end his position with her, as per his contract with Maven. But death was not something Nico wanted. Even the idea of his life being lessened by jail had plunged him into this world in the first place. He was always a fighter, always a scavenger that would do everything possible to keep himself out of harm’s way and ahead of the rest. He was terrified that he’d become his brother and succumb to the evils in his mind. 
 
    In the end, he had become worse than his brother. 
 
    He had killed countless innocent people at the whim of his Maven, had imprisoned Faye, the only Affinity he had grown fond for aside from his twisted hate for Danira, and was now going to be responsible for her death. Was he really going to follow her instructions and bring Faye to her death? 
 
    Nico’s eyes glanced over to two other contracted Affinities standing watch, their voices low as they talked amongst themselves and paid him no mind. 
 
    “Go away, I have been sent to get Faye. You will go home for the day, Maven’s orders,” the words left his mouth slowly and for a brief moment, he wished he could take them back. But the damage had been done and his decision had been made. 
 
    They exchanged glances but left Nico at the door. There was no need to question him, Nico was Danira’s right hand man and hunter, to question his word would be to question hers. Once they had rounded the corner and started their descent through the illusion and away from the makeshift location, Nico took a deep breath and put his hand on the door, only to freeze before he opened it. 
 
    There were voices coming through the door, soft voices. One of them was without a doubt Faye, her gentle and powerful tone one he could place anywhere. But the other was a voice Nico had never heard before, lower yet feminine, not one of the Affinities that worked for Danira. But there was no possible way another could get through the illusion without Nico sensing them. 
 
    Breathing in deep, his power searching, poking and prodding through the door as it soaked down below. It crept down the stairs and snuck around the edges of the cell, looking for any energy or magic it could use to tell Nico who this intruder was. When it returned to him, Nico growled out a breath. 
 
    Ah, the Wordsmith. 
 
    Nico remembered sensing her before and hearing Danira’s words about the woman. At one point, Danira had wanted to take her and harvest her powers, but the powers were too tricky to master, too useless in battle. Although they were unique and desirable, they were not powers Danira needed to finally end her plight. 
 
    She had once been a leader in the Organization of Guardians, but something had sent her over the edge and away from them all. Last he heard, she was hidden in her book, not speaking to anyone, no matter what side they aligned with. 
 
    No matter the case, Danira had planned to go for the Wordsmith’s powers as soon as her plan had been completed and she had her full army at her back. It made him sick, disgusted that he had been tricked so easily and chosen to align with a woman who desired nothing but power. The one thing that had ripped his family apart in the very first place. 
 
    If the Wordsmith was here, that meant others were aware of what was going on and surely on their way to assist. Now was the moment he decided if he’d end his contract and die by Danira’s hands while the others went free and safe, or did as she demanded and chance the outcome. 
 
    Nico opened the door and began his descent. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Faye knew something was wrong as soon as her eyes opened. 
 
    No one had come to check on her all morning and Danira had not drained any power from her recently. In fact, Nico had been the last person she’d seen. That was not exactly a memory she wanted to keep at the forefront of her mind, either. 
 
    She adjusted from her napping position and slowly rose, stretching out as she weakly got to her feet. Every muscle ached, her stomach empty and about ready to accept eating the food that had spilled onto the floor the previous night. 
 
    “About time you woke up,” a dry voice spoke from her left. 
 
    Whipping her head in that direction, Faye’s eyes zeroed in on a woman standing near the crates and suitcase in the corner. She had waist length, thick black hair, wavy and free. Her eyes were fully blacked out, but only briefly before they bled to an ambered hazel against thick lashes. She extended her heavily tattooed arms in front of her body, cracking her knuckles before rolling her shoulders. 
 
    “Who are you?” Faye demanded. 
 
    Instead of answering her question, the woman rubbed her shoulder, grimacing before reaching behind her to grab the book perched atop one of the crates. “Stretching is important, you know. I can’t believe the Organization of Guardians allowed you all to go against the biggest baddie we’ve ever known without any sort of backup. Don’t fear, I’m going to get you and your friends out of here before you all die, that way we can give Danira a proper funeral when you are all actually fucking prepared.” With the words, the stranger gave Faye a mock bow and tucked the book close to her body as she approached the cell. 
 
    “Who. Are. You?” Faye repeated. 
 
    The woman leaned down in front of the cell, placing the book in her hands upon the cement ground. Opening the pages and laying it out before her, a dark, sapphire blue shine erupted from the center of the words, filling the room with light. 
 
    “The name’s Jodie, but you can call me your savior.” 
 
    Suddenly, Jodie froze, slowly turning to face the stairs as they both heard the door open and someone begin to come down the stairs. 
 
    “Hide!” Faye whisper-yelled, the words desperate as she urged her only chance at escape to get away from the middle of the room with her shining book. But Jodie did not move an inch, turning slowly to look at the stairs, and the man who had just joined them. 
 
    “This was written,” she said with a shrug, putting a hand up just as Nico caught sight of her and stopped walking. “Nico, is it? I think I have a pretty good idea of what you’re struggling with internally. So how about you go with your gut and help me with this cell.” 
 
    Faye’s big eyes were even larger as she stared between the two of them. There was no possible way Nico was going to free her and this newcomer was absolutely nuts. Still, there was a flash of hope when Nico’s light, chestnut eyes looked away from Jodie and fell on her. The intensity was unreadable, only broken when he approached the cell and pulled the keys from his pocket, looking down to unlock the cell. 
 
    He opened the door, glancing at Faye, a struggle on his features she would never be able to place. When he spoke, she thought her legs would buckle. 
 
    “Your friends are kept three doors to the left, better hurry.” 
 
    Faye slowly passed Nico, pausing when she was free of the cell. Without a word, she extended a hand and rested it on his shoulder for a mere second before making her way over to Jodie and the glowing book. Jodie was watching the two of them, eyes amused as she observed the interaction. 
 
    “Now what?” Faye inquired, eyes still darted over to Nico, not trusting him still. 
 
    “Climb,” Jodie offered, her finger pointing towards the book upon the ground. 
 
    “I am not touching that thing,” Faye retorted as Jodie walked away from the book and over to her side. 
 
    A yell tore from her mouth as Jodie’s hands pushed her from behind, just as she had done to Hazel the first time she met her. Her body was a bit smaller, however, and this newcomer was strong. Without a chance, Faye was launched towards the book, falling to the ground atop it. But instead of covering the book, the bright light emitted from within clung onto her skin, static racing up her arms as her body was pulled forward with immense force. 
 
    A mere moment later, Faye was nowhere to be seen, the book shutting behind her. 
 
    Jodie lazily walked over to it, bending down to grab it and pull it close to her chest as she turned to face Nico. “Third door to the left, you say?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, eyes wide as he stared at the book in her hands. Neither of them exchanged any further words, Jodie making her way up the stairs and out of the room. There were no guards to stop her along her journey and even though Nico was relieved to know Faye was in the right hands and away from death… 
 
    He knew he had secured his own. 
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    Aiden felt Hazel’s distress instantly, her need for him pulled his body through the spirit realm she had temporarily sent him to, breaking through the barriers of death. When he was flung back into the world of the living and the floor of a dark hallway, he had no idea which direction to run.  
 
    All he knew was that he had to move fast. 
 
    While he was wandering in the spirit realm, he could not see Danira’s tricks of the mind, his body wandering around the landscape that resembled where he stood a hundred years prior. His mind was unable to replay his old memories, so far from his old home, but instead placed him in the same time as that of his death. 
 
    When he saw the maze of hallways around him, Aiden started his desperate race to reach Hazel, listening with all his might for her voice or her Affinity to call for him and give him a direction. But there was nothing, no sign of her anywhere and nothing to go off of. 
 
    A buzzing caught his attention, the smallest of metal things soared through the air towards his face at an alarming rate. The googly eyes on its screen stared at him tauntingly as it narrowly missed his face. Cursing and jumping away, Aiden tried to grab for it but was unable to catch it fast enough. 
 
    The little being circled his head, dodging his hands before heading down towards the hallway. When he didn’t follow, it turned around and started towards his face again, this time clipping the side of Aiden’s head. 
 
    “Fucking thing!” Aiden growled, taking the hint and following the metal fairy as it floated back down the hallway and started around the corner. 
 
    He didn’t have to follow it for long, sensing Hazel’s familiar power more and more with each sprinting step after it. The small floating device stopped outside a door, the screen and googly eyes turning to face Aiden once before buzzing away quickly. Aiden didn’t waste any time, grabbing the door and throwing it open to the scene within. 
 
    Hazel was on her knees, eyes closed as her Affinity’s energy floated out of her body and into Danira’s. The old woman was transforming in front of his eyes, her skin no longer wrinkled but smooth and filled. Her lips were plump and red, pursed in rage as her eyes fell upon the familiar face of her brother. Danira’s hair was no longer white, but thick, dark, and luscious as it fell around her shoulders and along her youthful body. 
 
    Tearing away from Hazel, she allowed the girl to fall to the ground as she faced Aiden. “Brother. I figured you would show up sooner or later.” She extended her hand, a shining mirage of power swirling around her fingertips as she summoned the Affinities she had harnessed. The energy in the room built around her, both hands throwing out towards him as she prepared to release. 
 
    The buzzing metal box came soaring through the air, hitting Danira’s face with as much impact as the thing possibly could, her hands dropping as she screamed out in pain and reached for her eye, blood immediately pouring from the gaping wound and onto the floor. 
 
    Aiden did not waste a moment. Running to Hazel’s side, he bent down and scooped her up, racing to the door as fast as his legs could carry him. But Danira had recovered quickly, her body lunging forward once more as she screamed out in rage, both hands extended once more towards Aiden. A blast of energy erupted from her fingertips, the multicolored swirl of color knocked him to the ground, Hazel falling with him. 
 
    Aiden reached out for her but his hand was stopped by Danira’s foot, his sister looking down at his weakened body below him. She was cradling her wounded eye, the other wide and crazed as she stared down at him in hatred. 
 
    Just as she had looked at him the day he died. The day she ended him. 
 
    There was silence between them for a mere second before she dropped her hand from her eye and extended them both towards Aiden once again, the power a heat that made his face erupt in sweat instantly. At the same time, his hands extended and he called upon every ounce of power he could muster, every bit of his own Affinity he had ever been able to use against her. 
 
    When their powers met, it erupted into an explosion that knocked them both across the room and into the walls of her illusion, the building shaking around them. Aiden groaned, his body slowly rising from the ground, only to fall back onto his knees in pain with the impact. With a groan, he tried not to pay attention to the way his leg was bent after hitting the wall, the pain that came with the impact. All he had to do was grab Hazel and drag them both out of there, run as fast as he could. There was no time to see if Danira was dead or not. 
 
    Dragging himself towards Hazel’s body, he leaned over her, hands on her shoulder as he shook her. “Wake up. Hazel…I need you to wake up,” he growled, trying his hardest to get her to wake. There was no way he’d be able to get them far enough away before Nico came to his sister’s aide. 
 
    Hazel’s eyes snapped open, glowing white as her body went rigid. She appeared awake, but there was no recognition in her pale eyes as she stared ahead at the wall. All around them the world shifted and flickered, pixelating as Danira’s illusion was replaced with Hazel’s power. The spirit realm and their own were merging, the woman before him making it happen. 
 
    Her hand reached out and grabbed him, eyes wide as they slowly faded back to her normal light brown. “Aiden…” 
 
    “I’m right here,” he responded, reaching for her. But she was shaking her head, eyes widening as the room around them started to dim, her body flickering and fading along with the confines of the illusion. Aiden reached for her, his hands going through her body as he tried to pull her back into the room and the world they both resided in. When he looked down at his hands, they too were fading from view. 
 
    Aiden heard one last word escape Hazel’s lips before they were both thrown into the spirit realm and away from Danira’s trap, the word repeated over and over in his mind as they plummeted into a world of the dead, a world neither of them could control. 
 
    “Help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What does Hedwig see now?” Tucker asked, grabbing onto Caden’s shoulders as the man channeled his little gremlin from inside the room they were locked in. 
 
    “She didn’t hit him, but I had to tell it to get out of there before she regained her composure. We showed Aiden where to find her, but now I need it to activate our release. Illusion or not, that door is going to open when I blow it up.” When his eyes opened, the cerulean blue was bright, glowing and lighting up the room around them. “He should be here any second, actually…” 
 
    Just on cue, the whirring of Hedwig was heard outside the door. There was a bang against the metal before a beeping filled the room. Tucker knew enough about the aggravating and repetitive noise to act quickly, knowing just what they were going to be enduring in less than ten seconds. 
 
    Sure enough, as soon as they were huddled against the corner and safely away from the door it exploded, the metal shooting inward and hitting the wall across from them with a bang. Smoke billowed out along the floor as Hedwig burst into the room, spinning in triumphant circles in the air. 
 
    “Well done, Hedwig!” Tucker yelled, jumping up from his position on the ground as he slow clapped in the bot’s direction. 
 
    “Return,” Caden said, extending his hand as the metal hunk soared through the air and into his hand. He tucked it away, standing to dust off his jeans. 
 
    “Well, that was easy, I was just trying to figure out how I was going to take that down,” a voice came from the doorway, an unfamiliar woman stepped into the room. She took a look at the two, a large book in her hands. One of the hands holding the book wiggled a hello at them before she leaned down and placed it on the ground, kicking it open. The bright light from within lit up the ceiling like a beam, energy flooding the room. 
 
    Tucker stood in front of Caden, eyes on the stranger as his fists extended to either side of his body, the green swords sliding free of his skin and glinting in the light that escaped her book. “Get out of this room and out of our way. We’re getting our friends.” 
 
    “Put away your thick, girthy swords, big guy. I’ve got your friend Faye right here, and Hazel will be quick to follow,” She pointed to the book on the ground. “So jump right in and don’t waste anymore time. I’m here to save your ass.” 
 
    Caden coughed at her words behind him, stifling laughter that was, in no way appropriate given the circumstances and lack of time they had at their disposal. He walked across the floor, passing Tucker as he approached the book. 
 
    “Cae, get back here,” Tucker growled, taking a step forward to cease his friend from going any further, but stopped himself. Caden was not slowing down, eyes on the book as he spoke to the strange woman who had entered the room. 
 
    “You are the Wordsmith,” he said simply, finally looking up at her. He’d recognize the book she held in her hands from anywhere. 
 
    “And you’re the Inventor. It’s good to finally meet the guy who once made my work a little bit easier. Now, are you going to jump in first, or are you going to help me drag this big guy in so I can get moving?” 
 
    “Tucker, just trust me and listen to what she says,” Caden called over his shoulder, turning to face Tucker with a smile before he jumped backwards, the beam of light erasing him from view as he was ripped down towards the book and out of the room. 
 
    Tucker slowly approached the book, eyeing the woman before stopping in front of it and beside her. She was at least five-foot-six-inches, coming to the middle of his chest, beautiful, but her clothing indicated nothing special, a hoodie and dark wash jeans. This was the Wordsmith he had heard Caden and others talk about? 
 
    “I don’t trust you, Wordsmith,” he said under his breath, leaning close to her as he spoke. 
 
    “Likewise,” she spat back, her strange, mix-colored eyes flashed between an amber and green, brows furrowing as she fixed him with one hell of a pissed-off stare. 
 
    He said nothing more to her, turning away as he faced the book upon the ground and weighed out his choices. 
 
    Nope, it was a no-brainer, he trusted Caden with his life. Jumping forward, his body was consumed by the ray of light, sucked downward into the book and away from the horrors of Danira’s grasp. Staring above him, he watched as he fell through the sky, a hole above him reflecting the Wordsmith’s peering face and the room they had been in. 
 
    Her small hand gave him a dramatic wave, the last thing he saw before his body made contact with the ground. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Jodie closed the book, picking the heavy thing up from the ground and cradling it close to her. Running from the room, she froze in the hallway just in time to watch the room behind her crumble to pieces. Something was happening to the illusion and there was no way she was going to be in the building when it finally came falling down. 
 
    But where was the girl, Hazel? 
 
    Nico passed her without a second glance and Jodie kicked up heel to follow him. If he was going anywhere in a hurry, it was surely to his Maven. Despite freeing Faye and allowing them to go and get the others, he was still contracted to be with her. At least until she realized what he had done and finished him off once and for all. 
 
    He was faster than she anticipated, escaping behind a door and into an office. Once she got to the doorway, Jodie peered inside. He was at a young Danira’s side, the woman’s eyes were closed as she lay in a heap upon the ground, surrounded by broken chairs and debris from where her body had made impact with the wall. Nico reached for her neck, searching for a pulse while his head rested against her chest. He looked conflicted when he moved away, looking over to Jodie as he pulled Danira up into his arms. 
 
    “You know we’re going to kill her, right? If she isn’t dead already,” Jodie spat out to Nico. 
 
    “For both our sakes, I hope you do,” he said back. 
 
    All around them, the building was shaking and breaking down, the ceiling starting to cave inward as the ground groaned. Jodie left the room, book clutched tightly as she started down to the right and caught sight of the hallway. If Danira was hurt and there was no dead body or merge with the spirit world, it meant that Hazel must have somehow escaped. 
 
    There was no need to spend extra time searching when everything was about to be destroyed. Stopping where she was, Jodie laid down the book for the final time and opened the pages, looking into the beam that erupted. As much as she loved a good fight and wanted nothing more than to stop Nico and ensure Danira was as good as dead, she knew it was important to wait. 
 
    Besides, it was not what she had seen written, despite how impatient she was. They would all see Danira again, but until that point they needed to train, hide, and be safe before the world was punished for their rash decisions. 
 
    Jumping forward into the beam, the book closed behind her, quickly engulfed by the falling walls of the illusion that finally crumbled to the ground, sucked up into the dirt like quicksand. 
 
    Leaving nothing behind in its wake. 
 
      
 
    The end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thank you so much readers. 
 
    If you enjoyed the story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon or Goodreads. Reviews from readers truly help in so many ways, and are greatly appreciated. 
 
      
 
    Hazel and the others will return in Affirmation, coming December, 2019. 
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