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    DEDICATION


     


    For Joseph Young more than just a role model,


    an inspiration, a friend, or a brother.


    You were the best of us.


    You were our hero.


     


     


     

  


  


  
    Chapter One


     


     


     


     


    Plants, vines and bushes scratched at his arms and legs as Connor ran through the jungle. A jungle that seemed so alien when compared to the forests he had grown up with at home. The sun, already at its zenith, beat down harsh rays on his dark hair and did nothing to staunch the fear rising in his chest. He couldn’t imagine this scenario during the night when the jungle would be alive with shadows and strange noises. Mid-day was terrifying enough.


    I’m a Judge, I shouldn’t be afraid, he told himself. But he knew that there was a very high chance he would not live through the day.


    His legs were starting to feel numb. He spotted a large tree to his right, slowed his pace, and threw himself behind it. Chest heaving, he did his best to control his breathing. He had to listen. He needed to know if he was safe. Had he been able to outrun the monster? Gripping the war axe in his hands, he listened—nothing.


    Connor decided to chance a look. Peering around the tree’s smooth grey bark, he braced himself for what he might see—nothing. All that met his eyes was the lush green landscape of the Amazon. It was almost peaceful. The kind of landscaped picture people would save all year for and visit on a vacation.


    Sweat trickled down his neck and muscular chest. The two-handed axe he held was surprisingly light for its size. One side of its grey head was large with a sharp blade, the other side boasted a long point, like the pickaxe he had used to kill his first Elite, what seemed a lifetime ago.


    Could the Catskill incident really have happened just a week back? It didn’t’ seem possible. The past days’ events came at Connor like a flood, drowning him in memories.


    Connor watched Adolpho’s hand disappear into the large iron basin. The container was dark grey and ancient words and symbols were melted along its outer sides.


    “The inscription on the outside of the pot says, Only the strong,” Morrigan whispered into his ear.


    The Council room was so quiet Morrigan’s murmur, although faint, seemed like she was shouting in his ear—or was that his Elite senses again? Regardless, he nodded, the whole time his eyes never leaving the pot. Whatever stone Adolpho pulled would be the first of three tests he was going to face. Connor needed to pass the tests, or trials, as they were more commonly known, to guarantee not only his own safety, but that of his loved ones and the Elite race.


    The room was overflowing with attendees. Everyone had come to witness the beginning of the trials. Morrigan had informed him that the last trials were held over a thousand years ago. To witness this was a once in a lifetime opportunity, even if you were an Elite, who could live for hundreds of years.


    Adolpho withdrew his hand, his bright green eyes examining the smooth black rock he now held, and his brow furrowed. “The first trial.” The room became even more silent, if that were possible, as though everyone in the chamber was leaning forward to catch the first word out of Adolpho’s mouth. “Connor Moore is tasked with bringing the Council the head of an Ignis serpent.”


    The room gasped. Lu took in a big breath of air and puffed out his cheeks as he exhaled, making a small popping sound. Laren tried to hide her cringing. Connor saw it anyway.


    As the room whispered amongst themselves, Connor looked to Morrigan for guidance. “Ignis serpent? What is that?”


    Unlike Laren, Morrigan was better at masking her emotions. “It’s Latin, Connor. Latin for Fire Serpent.”


    Connor smiled and started to laugh but stopped himself when Morrigan’s stoic expression didn’t change. “What? Are you serious? Dragons aren’t real. How could they be? You’re joking, right? This is a joke?”


    Before Morrigan could respond, Adolpho raised his hands for silence. “Our traditions state that the Judge will leave immediately after the first stone is pulled.” The entire room looked at Connor. Bright eyes in varying degrees of blue, green, brown, amber, and violet looked at him with anticipation.


    Unlike the previous sessions in the Council chamber, today Connor was dressed in traveling clothes. Before he was asked to wear suits and expensive ties, now he was decked out in brown boots, cargo pants, and a black shirt. Sitting next to him on the ground was a backpack with more zippers and pockets than Connor could count. Morrigan had reassured him that she had packed it herself and everything he would need for his trip was secured in the bag.


    Connor wasn’t sure if he was supposed to say something to the Council or if he was just supposed to pick up his bag and go. As he reached for his backpack, he felt the twinge of doubt and fear—the emotions he had fought so hard against since he’d found out he was an Elite.


    Swinging his backpack over his shoulder, he looked at Morrigan to say good-bye. He had no idea where he was going, how he was supposed to find the fire serpent, much less how to kill it. Morrigan saw all of this in his eyes before he even opened his mouth.


    “Esteemed Council members,” she addressed the heads of the Five Families. “Will you indulge me for a moment longer?”


    Adolpho looked at the other four Council members in turn; Raban, Thema, Tian, and Arden. They all nodded in approval.


    “Yes, Morrigan,” Adolpho answered, “What is it?”


    “I understand that Connor has to accomplish these tasks himself, however he is at a disadvantage the previous Judges were not.”


    To the left of Connor, Morrigan, Laren, and Lu sat Faust, Randolph, and Christof. All three of the Elites scowled at Morrigan as she continued. “The earlier Judges were aware of our customs. They knew where to find the beasts and how to kill them. I am in no way implying that we should give Connor any type of advantage, only the same opportunity that each Judge was presented with in the past.”


    “Outrage!” Christof jumped from his seat, extravagant as ever, his designer suit quivered as tight muscles underneath shook with anger. “Is it not enough that we have delayed this trial to indulge Morrigan and her so called prophecy? Now we have to babysit this imposter Judge and provide him with an advantage?”


    “We would only be guiding him. He would do the actual trials themselves. In no way does that compromise any of the trial’s rules,” Morrigan said.


    Christof sneered at her. “And who is to go? Do you volunteer, witch? I’m sure you wouldn’t help along his journey.”


    “No, I’ll go.” Lu stood, his wide shoulders and muscular body filling every inch of the black suit he wore. “I’ll take Connor to the Ignis Serpent.”


    For the second time that day, the room was silent. Morrigan gave an approving nod to Lu, while Connor and Laren exchanged shocked expressions.


    Lu and Connor had started off on the wrong foot since they met, and although Lu wasn’t that much of a tool anymore, the two were far from friends. For a split second, Connor almost spoke up to say he’d rather go on this journey himself than with Lu.


    Lu looked over at his sister, Laren, and winked with a mischievous grin, clearly enjoying her shock.


    “The Council cannot seriously be considering this. Lupus and Connor’s fates are intertwined. Who is to say that Lupus Abelardus will not aid Connor? There can be no guide on his journey because there is no way to ensure that Connor Moore is not helped,” Christof shouted, sounding more like a small child than a lawyer.


    “Agreed. Mr. Designer Suits, why don’t you come with me? I mean, to make sure I’m not cheating and helping Connor slay the beast,” Lu said. “I’m sure we can find you a nice camouflage suit you can wear while we run around in the jungle.”


    Christof looked at Lu as though he had just escaped from an insane asylum. “I am not a warrior nor do I pretend to be one. My place is here, not traversing the jungle on a fool’s errand.”


    “Lupus does have a point.” Arden, the youngest member of the Council, pointed out. Arden sat on the Council representing Connor’s own bloodline as well as being Morrigan’s younger brother. “If a member of the opposing side accompanies Connor as well, we can assure that Connor will complete his task and that no cheating will be involved.”


    Christof turned to his two clients, only taking a moment to pass over Faust’s empty eye sockets before landing his gaze on Randolph. His only thought now was how to dodge the bullet of accompanying Connor and Lupus and save his own skin. In his fear, he made a hasty decision. “Randolph will go.”


    Randolph turned his head from side-to-side as though he forgot his own name and was looking for someone else. “Who, me?”


    “Yes,” Christof said, more sure of himself now, glad he had found a way to spare himself. “Randolph, will you answer the call of The Council? Will you follow Connor and Lu through the trial and ensure everything is conducted with utmost fairness?”


    “Well, actually—“


    “Good, it is decided, then,” Christof interrupted with a smile, clearly pleased with himself. “The three shall leave immediately.”


    The room, including Connor, was struggling to grasp the strange turn of events when Adolpho’s gavel pounded on the table. “Order. Lupus and Randolph will be given an hour to prepare, upon which they will meet with Connor at the front of the castle and set off on the first trial.”


    The Council rose to leave and the room took the traditional posture of respect, kneeling, eyes directed to the floor, as the five heads of the Elite families exited the room.


    As soon as the doors closed, the crowd broke silence and began speculating about the meeting’s events. Connor tried to get Lu’s attention and ask why he would be so eager to help, but Laren and Lu were in what looked like a heated debate. Deciding against getting between the brother and sister, he followed Morrigan’s lead and headed for the exit.


    “We’ve been granted an extra hour, let’s not waste it, shall we?” Morrigan walked briskly past well-wishers and supporters.


    “What do you mean?” Connor asked, trying to keep up.


    “I mean that we know what your task is and we have an extra hour to prepare. Hurry, there’s no time to waste.”


    Morrigan headed straight for his room. As soon as they were inside, she gave a curt whistle. Running paws were heard and a moment later Pete and Joe, her bulldog and hound dog, were by her side, all happiness and lolling tongues. They both wore silly grins and looked over at Connor and winked or panted their hellos.


    “Boys, we have under an hour to help our friend Connor. If you would go to my chamber and bring me the Dragonicon, that would help very much.” The words had just left her mouth when the two dogs were off at a sprint, paws hitting the carpeted castle floor like a steady metronome.


    “Come sit down, Connor, and take off your backpack, for goodness sake.”


    “Oh, right.” Connor was so wrapped up in the events of the day that he had forgotten he was still wearing the fifty-pound bag. Placing the backpack on the floor, he took a seat next to Morrigan. “So, dragons, huh?”


    “So, dragons,” Morrigan agreed, raising her eyebrows and smiling.


    “Where are they? I mean, I doubt they’re easy to find.”


    “When the world was young, there were hundreds of dragon species. Many have died off now with the cultivation of the world and the expansion of mankind, but a few still exist in the Amazon basin.”


    Connor’s brown eyes widened as he tried to wrap his mind around his first trial. “I’m going to a deadly place to find a mythical animal, hunt it, and bring back its head to the Council.”


    “Almost, but like we said, dragons aren’t mythical, they are very much alive.”


    The door to the room swung open and Pete and Joe bounded into the room. This time the two awkwardly held a thick brown book between them in their mouths. “Thank you, boys, that was very fast.”


    The dogs wagged their tails and looked at her with big sad eyes. “Okay, you may go say hello, but behave. We have just a few minutes to instruct him on the history of dragons and the species he’s going after.”


    Both dogs ran to Connor and gave him licks on his hands. Connor smiled. Even at a time like this he couldn’t help but remember his long history with the two dogs and the great job they had done looking after him as he grew up. In their human forms, they had been like uncles to him. Disguised as deliverymen, Morrigan had planted them working for his mother so they were able to keep a close eye on him on a daily basis.


    “Here it is.” Morrigan opened the book on the small table between herself and Connor and pointed to a picture.


    “Forget what you know about flying dragons that are the size of mountains.”


    “Oh, you mean those didn’t exist?” Connor asked, trying to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.


    “No, they did. Those just died hundreds of thousands of years ago. This is the only species that remains today, hidden deep in the Amazon.”


    Morrigan pointed a manicured finger to a picture of what appeared to be a dinosaur. It looked like a dragon, but was the size of an elephant with smaller wings folded on its back. “Just like everything else, dragons have evolved to survive. This is what they look like now. This species are what the local tribes call Os Comedores de Man, ‘The Man Eaters.’”


    Connor ruffled Pete’s ears and the back of his neck. “Oh, ‘The Man Eaters.’ That’s great. Well, at least they’re not intimidating or scary at all. How have they stayed hidden for so long?”


    “They live deep in the Amazon where the locals don’t even travel. They’re very smart. They never stray from their hunting grounds and only a handful of locals have ever seen one, and even fewer have lived to tell about their encounter. There’s also a local tribe of Elites that have taken it upon themselves to protect this last remaining dragon species.”


    “A tribe of Elites?”


    “Yes, they have remained content to live out their days as the guardians of the dragon, you should know that they will not take your reason for being there lightly.”


    “Awesome. So once I get past the tribe of Elites who are probably going to try and stop me, how do I kill the dragon?”


    There was a slight rap on the door.


    “Come in, Katie,” Morrigan said.


    Connor hadn’t quite figured out how Morrigan always knew who was on the other side of the door. Was it her gifts with magic or perhaps some other kind of intuition?


    “The door slowly opened and Katie sheepishly stood eyeing them. “I’m sorry, Morrigan. Is this a bad time? Should I come back later?”


    Morrigan was quiet and thought for a moment. “No, it’s all right.” Turning to Connor, she said, “Take the book on the trip with you and rely on Lupus for advice. Watch Randolph, he may not be past the point of saving yet.”


    Without another word and leaving questions in her wake, she rose from her seat and smiled at Katie as she left.


    Connor didn’t have any time to wonder what Morrigan had meant about Randolph being past saving before Katie entered the room.


    “Have you been working out harder? You look bigger, like more muscle.”


    Connor stood up and looked down at himself. It was true, since being turned into an Elite, he felt taller and there was no doubt that his muscles were bigger. “Nope, it’s the Elite gene. Another perk, I guess. We can eat whatever we want now. No more calorie counting or cutting down on the fats and sugars.”


    “You’re telling me,” Katie said, turning in a full circle. “I’ve been on a cinnamon roll binge and drinking unearthly amounts of chocolate milk. I think I’ve actually lost weight.”


    Connor took this as an invitation to look Katie up and down. As soon as he did, he wished he hadn’t. Katie was slender and curved in all the right places. Things were still unresolved between the two and Connor didn’t know how to broach the subject of their complicated relationship or if he even wanted to try.


    “You look great,” a sarcastic voice at the door added.


    Katie and Connor turned to see Laren standing in the doorway.


    Connor’s heart raced as he looked into Laren’s green eyes. The two girls in his life knew of each other, of course, but to Connor’s knowledge, had never met or spoken. Now he wished he could be anywhere else besides in this awkward standoff. Anywhere, even fighting dragons and tribes of Elite warriors in the Amazon seemed a better option than his current predicament.


    “Thanks. I’m Katie, by the way. You must be Laren.” Katie walked over to Laren and extended a hand.


    Connor held his breath as they stared at each other like cowgirls in a western standoff.


    “Oh, Katie. Right,” Laren shook Katie’s hand politely. “You used to go out with Connor, didn’t you? Didn’t he break up with you? Or was it you that broke up with him?”

  


  


  
    Chapter Two


     


     


     


     


    Connor’s mouth almost dropped to the floor as Katie struggled to grasp the intention of the woman shaking her hand. Although Laren’s question seemed simple enough, there was definitely a hint of sarcasm added.


    “We went out, and a few months ago I broke up with him when we thought we were going our separate ways to college. But we’re not going away to separate colleges anymore. Are we?”


    The two girls stared at each other and Connor knew he had to do something before their eyes changed colors and fangs took the place of their perfect pearl teeth. “Well, glad you two got to meet each other finally. I have to get to the front of the castle. Apparently I’m supposed to kill a dragon with the help of someone who doesn’t really like me and, oh yeah, Randolph is coming, too.”


    Connor grabbed the book Morrigan left for him on dragons in one hand and his backpack in the other, then awkwardly eased himself between Laren and Katie.


    He took a few steps down the hall and thought the two girls might just stand in the doorway forever until he heard a pair of footsteps behind him and Laren’s voice. “Connor, wait up.”


    Connor slowed his pace and allowed the girls to catch up. Laren walked on his left, Katie on his right.


    “Did Morrigan give you that book? What’s it on? Dragons?” Katie asked.


    “Yeah, she explained where they were and how they managed to exist today, but nothing on how to kill them.”


    “Don’t worry. Lu will help with that. And Connor?” The hesitancy in Laren’s words made Connor slow his pace further and turn his head to look at her. “I know you and Lu aren’t the best of friends, but you can trust him. He can be a sarcastic jerk sometimes, but deep down, way, way, down there somewhere, he’s a good guy.”


    Connor smiled and nodded. He knew he wasn’t among the people Lu would call ‘friends’ however, Lu had offered to help him control his Elite gene over the past few days and now guide him, so that was some improvement. Maybe this was the first step on them becoming allies; unlikely, but maybe.


    Connor, Laren, and Katie soon reached the main hall, where Elites rushed about and a large crowd gathered by the castle’s entrance. The hall was immaculate, thick carpet vacuumed, every tapestry balanced just right, and enough lights in the chandelier overhead to see through the darkest night.


    Just before they reached the crowd of Elites at the castle’s main entrance, Katie grabbed his hand and made him stop. She looked into his brown eyes, her brow knit with worry. “Be careful, Connor Moore. Don’t do anything stupid, or if you do, just don’t get hurt. I’ll be waiting for you when you come back.”


    Connor nodded and smiled as she embraced him. He could practically feel two holes being bored through the back of his head and into Katie’s skull from Laren’s gaze behind him.


    As the two separated, Connor turned to say good-bye to Laren. She gave him a quick yet tender hug just as meaningful as Katie’s warm embrace. “Go get ‘em, Judge.”


    “I will.” Connor smiled.


    He left the two girls standing side-by-side and continued on alone to the huge double doors that led outside to the castle’s courtyard and the beginning of his first trial.


    The gathering crowd cheered and yelled for him as he entered their line of view.  Minus Christof and Faust, everyone else was in attendance. The five Council members smiled and clapped along with the crowd. Morrigan stood talking with Lu at the open door of a limousine. Randolph wore a blank stare, already inside the car.


    Connor did his best to smile and seem happy as he passed the group of well-wishers. It was a stretch of emotion for him. How happy was he expected to be as he left on his mission to kill a dragon or be killed by a dragon?


    The walk seemed to take an eternity as he waved and nodded to the Elites who were in attendance. Finally, he reached the limo door held open by Morrigan.


    “You have the book, right?” Morrigan asked.


    “Yep, in my backpack.”


    She nodded. “Between the knowledge in the book and what Lu can tell you, you should manage well.”


    In a very unlike Morrigan fashion, she opened her arms and grabbed him in a motherly hug. “Remember who you are. Remember the strength that courses through your veins. Don’t doubt yourself, I have never doubted you and you have never let me down.”


    Connor hugged her back, and as the two let go, he nodded. “I won’t let you down.”


    “All right, kiddo, let’s go,” Lu said impatiently. He was dressed in camouflage pants, black boots, and a green cut-off shirt. With his aviator sunglasses, he looked more like an army Ranger than Connor’s guide.


    Connor stooped and entered the dark limousine. Randolph sat at the far end of the dark cab, completely ignoring everything else except the phone in his hands. Connor took a seat and Lu followed, closing the door behind him.


    It was Connor’s first time riding in a limousine, and to be honest, he didn’t know what the hype was all about. As the driver pressed the gas, the ride was like any other he had taken. In fact, he preferred the comfort and familiarity of his own truck back home.


    “Where are we going?” Connor asked.


    “The limo will take us to the airport, and from there we have a long flight to the Amazon.”


    The inside of the limo was quiet after that. It seemed neither Lu nor Randolph were keen on talking at the moment. That was fine with Connor. He stared out the window at the rolling landscape. His mind was wandering to the conversation he had with Morrigan, and then his mother, the day before.


    “Understand I did not change any of her memories or manipulate anything that was already there. All I did was add a new memory for her. She’ll remember the college calling and asking you to come in early, as is customary with all their student athletes on scholarships. She remembers saying good-bye to you and that’s all.”


    “You promise? It didn’t hurt her? I mean, not at all, did it?”


    “No, Connor. I promise all I did was add one memory. I know it might seem like lying, but it’s for the best. She would be in danger if she knew that we existed. I also decided to send Joe and Pete back to help her with the store and look after her. They’ll be leaving the day after tomorrow.”


    “Thank you.”


    “Of course.” Morrigan pushed her cell phone into Connor’s hands and walked out of the room, gently closing the door behind her, providing him with all the privacy he needed.


    Connor stared at the bright silver phone. He knew he couldn’t say anything about being an Elite or a Judge, it just seemed so wrong to lie to her. He decided to be as honest as he could without endangering her with the knowledge of the Elite species’ existence. Taking a moment to remember his mother’s store number, he pressed the phone to his ear.


    “Moore’s Flowers and More. This is Rebecca speaking. How may I help you?”


    “Hi, Mom.”


    “Connor, Oh hey, sweetie. How are you? How’s the new school?”


    “It’s good, I’m, ummm, I’m learning a lot already.”


    “Great, how are your new coaches?”


    “They’re awesome. My new coach’s name is… Morrigan, and she’s been helping me… adjust. How’s the store running without me? Are you all right?”


    “Connor, your mother is capable of running a store without you, you know. Everything is fine. Don’t worry about the shop. You just concentrate on school and sports. Have you made any friends yet?”


    “I think so. There are a few people starting to come around.”


    Connor heard his mother muffle the phone and whisper to someone in her store. “I’m sorry, I’ll be right with you. It’s my son… he just left for college and he’s calling me.”


    “Listen, I know you have to get going. I just wanted to say hi and tell you I’m okay.” Connor hesitated, but couldn’t help but think this could be the last conversation with his mother if he failed the first trial. “And I wanted to tell you how much I love you. More than love you, how much I respect you. I know it couldn’t have been easy to raise me by yourself and how much you’ve had to sacrifice for me. I’m going to make you proud. I won’t let you down.”


    The phone was silent on the other end. Then his mother’s voice came back full of emotion. “Connor, I don’t know what to say. I love you, too, son, and if I had to do it all over again, I wouldn’t change a thing.”


    “I love you, Mom. I’ll call you again as soon as I can.”


    “Love you, too, Connor. Be safe.”


     


     

  


  


  
    Chapter Three


     


     


     


    The limousine continued to glide through rolling hills and open fields on the vast acreage of the Abelardus property. The sun was high overhead and the weather outside contrasted the mood inside the limo perfectly. Outside it was bright and fresh. Clean air seeped through the cracked windows and added an exciting breeze. Inside the limo it was dim, and the moods emitting out of Connor’s two traveling partners were bleak and foreboding.


    Randolph sat with his legs crossed next to an enormous designer suitcase. He tucked his phone away and now sat reading William Golding’s The Lord of the Flies.


    Lu was sitting next to Connor, silver aviator sunglasses facing out the window near Randolph’s seat. Connor soon found himself wondering if Lu’s gaze was pointed at the European scenery or at their traveling partner. If Connor had to guess, Lu was thinking about the Catskill incident and how Randolph had been one of the Elites that ambushed him and his sister. They wouldn’t even be here now if Connor hadn’t interfered.


    “You were really going to kill us, weren’t you? I mean, in the forest a few days ago, you were going to kill me and my sister,” Lu said evenly to Randolph.


    Randolph didn’t even hesitate or lower his book to look at Lu. “Yes, we were. If it’s any consolation, I didn’t want to and it wasn’t my idea, but just like you, I will stand by my family until the end.”


    Lu looked over at Connor. “Well, at least the psychopath’s honest.”


    Connor, Lu, and Randolph sat in silence for the majority of the trip. After the limo exited the Abelardus’ extensive property, they pulled onto a highway, and now found themselves maneuvering through light traffic, old buildings on either side of the road.


    “Anyone hungry?” Lu asked. Not waiting for an answer from either one of them, he pushed a button near the handle of his door and spoke to the driver. “Can you pull over somewhere so we can grab a bite to eat, please?”


    “Yes, sir,” came the simple response from the other end as the car slowed down and exited the highway.


    Connor had only his eyes to tell him their location. Small buildings that looked like they were hundreds of years old were built almost on top of each other, children played in narrow stone streets, and the noise of modern day human life was everywhere. Connor hadn’t realized how much he missed the simple noise of everyday life. Children kicked a soccer ball in the street, tiny cars honked at one another, and the world was normal again.


    The limo finally came to a stop in front of a small café, with large red and white-striped umbrellas and a quaint seating area outside.


    Without hesitation, Lu exited the vehicle, followed by Connor and Randolph with his suitcase in hand. “We’re not staying long, you can leave your bag in the car,” Lu said, eyeing his traveling partner mysteriously.


    Randolph cleared his throat. “I’ll be using the restroom before we eat. Should I explain myself to you as if you were a small child? Would you like me to give you details on what I plan on doing in the restroom?”


    Lu visibly clenched his muscular jaw and instead of answering his nemesis, ignored him completely, choosing a seat at one of the small tables. Randolph smirked as he turned to walk inside the café. Connor raised his eyebrows and sat down as the waiter came and provided them menus. The tension in the air between Lu and Randolph was as thick as fog. Connor felt that at any moment the two would be at each other’s throats, and if he wanted to complete the first trial, it would be up to him to separate them, if he could.


    The menu was in a language Connor couldn’t read, but as the waiter returned, chatting in his native tongue with Lu, it was clear at least one of them would be able to converse. Randolph reappeared, his suitcase firmly in hand, and ordered from the waiter as he took his seat, not even bothering to look at the menu. When it came his turn to order, Connor pointed a hesitant finger at the white and blue menu and what was his best guess at a bacon, lettuce and tomato sandwich.


    Lu, Randolph, and the waiter all shared a laugh as Connor reddened. “What?”


    “The waiter is telling you that you can’t order the location. You’re pointing to the café’s address,” Lu said, grinning.


    “Well, how am I supposed to know what anything is? I can’t even read this.”


    Lu rattled off a few words and the waiter smiled and took off inside the café. “Don’t worry, Judge, I got you covered. You won’t go hungry before you tackle your first trial.”


    Connor gave Lu a dirty look that only made Lu laugh again. “Oh, so tell me, Randolph, now that we’re all good friends, what did you plan on doing after you killed my sister and I? Start a war with the rest of the Council and their families? Were you going to try and turn some humans and create an army?”


    “Let it go, Lupus, I don’t need to explain anything to you.”


    “You don’t need to explain anything to me or you can’t? The more and more I think about it, the more and more I realize you’re just a pawn in this game.”


    Randolph narrowed his bright blue eyes.


    “You are, though, aren’t you? I mean the way your two friends just threw you under the bus, volunteering you to come along to save their own hide? Isn’t it obvious? You being the one to come here puts you on the bottom of the bad guy totem pole, right?”


    Randolph sat silent and shook his head before his eyes wandered off, signaling his loss of interest in their current conversation.


    While they waited for their food to arrive and even when it did, sandwiches for Connor and Lu and a salad for Randolph, Connor tried to forget his current task and enjoy being out of the castle.


    It was his first time out in public since being turned into an Elite and the world felt different. Smells were stronger, he could see further if he chose to, and he was no longer like the many people he now saw bustling about. He was an Elite, a Judge tasked with protecting not only the Elite race, but by doing so, the human species as well.


    “It’s a short ride to the air strip from here,” Lu said over the last bite of his meal. “We should be there before the sunsets.”


    Lu paid the bill with a black credit card and the trio once again entered the dark interior of the limousine and continued their journey. 


    Lu was right. Another hour of silence and passing scenery brought them to a stop at the chain link fence of a security shack that led to the airfield. A sharply dressed guard waved them in when he recognized whose limo it was. The car rolled through the entrance. The airfield consisted of a small landing strip and a few well-maintained buildings. The driver took them straight to the runway and a waiting jet that hummed with anticipation of flight.


    As the limo came to a stop Lu grabbed his backpack and opened the door. Bright light pierced the limo’s dark interior once again. Connor stepped out into the warm sun, his own backpack in hand. Randolph followed, hoisting his large suitcase with one hand. Although Randolph was slimmer than both Lu and Connor, it was clear he did not lack strength. His suitcase was bulging and still he lifted it as though it was no more than a few pounds.


    “You realize we’re going to the Amazon and not a five star hotel, right?” Lu asked over his shoulder as he walked to the jet.


    “I’m surprised you could fit all your hair products into such a small bag,” Randolph returned.


    Lu stroked his ponytail and smiled. “Girls love the long hair.”


    The two were interrupted by a young female pilot and attendant greeting them at the staircase to the jet.


    “Good afternoon, Mr. Abelardus. Where will we be going today? Another trip to Las Vegas? Amsterdam, perhaps?”


    “No, no, not today, Samantha. We’re going to the Amazon basin.”


    The red headed female pilot raised her eyebrows. “Yes, sir. Where exactly in the Amazon? So I can chart the quickest route?”


    “We’ll start in Bolivia and work our way in from there.”


    The pilot nodded and left for the cockpit.


    “Can I help any of you gentlemen with your bags?” The attractive female attendant asked.


    “I think we’ll manage, Holly. Thanks, though,” Lu said.


    She nodded and watched as the men walked up the short flight of folded steps and entered the jet’s cabin. Lu’s easygoing nature and politeness with the pilot and attendant surprised Connor. For as long as he’d known Lu, he had simply written him off as a sarcastic bully. Maybe there was more to him than Connor had given him credit for.


    Connor wasn’t sure what he was most impressed by as they entered the jet, the outside or the inside. The jet was as nice as any room he had ever been in with leather chairs and thick carpet. Randolph, Lu, and Connor found seats a comfortable distance away from each other and soon the jet began its taxi down the runway. Connor’s stomach did a small backflip as the plane’s wheels lifted from the ground.


    The plane gained altitude quickly, and before Connor knew it, they were soaring through the air. Connor had only been on a plane a few times in his life, and never on a jet or anything as remotely smooth as his current ride. He pressed his nose and hands against the small window like a child and searched for the Abelardus castle he knew was somewhere below. He was unable to find the castle, but content to look at the scenery beneath. Soon he was brought back to the harsh reality of his current situation and forced to put himself back into a mindset more suitable for a Judge.


    Connor opened his backpack and pulled out the large, worn Dragonicon. It was more like an encyclopedia than a book. The pages’ tattered and yellowish color held testament to its age and usefulness. The first few pages were a table of contents, listing what Connor guessed was every dragon species that had ever existed.


    It took a few minutes, but he finally found the dragons Morrigan referenced as “the man eaters” and turned to the corresponding page.


    The same picture of a large reptile met him: long snout, short pointy ears, the size of an elephant, although not as fat, with small folded wings on its back. Below the picture was a short description and a brief piece on how this dragon had managed to survive when all the other species had fallen into extinction.


     


    Os Comedores de Man, or “Man Eaters,” are a smaller species of dragon characterized by their small folded wings and exceptional IQ. They have adjusted to life and withstood the test of time. They are generally thought to be the most intelligent species of dragon. Once large creatures that flew the sky in freedom, the spread of human and Elite life has forced them to adjust to survive. These creatures have set up home in the deepest parts of the Amazon jungle. To further hide themselves, they have learned not to fly, somehow correlating flying and traveling long distance with danger and death. As a result, they now fold their wings behind them on their back. Over time, the wings have shrunk and become useless without exercise.


     


    There was a thud next to him as Lu plopped his body in the chair beside him. “Brought a little light reading for the trip?”


    “Something like that. Morrigan gave me this book so I can read about what I’ll be up against once we reach the Amazon.”


    Lu nodded, his ponytail undone now, his shoulder-length brown hair shaking with his head.


    “Lu, why did you come to help me?”


    Lu stretched his large arms, muscles bulging as he took a large breath in and let it out slowly. “Because no matter how much I’d like to deny it, everything happens for a reason. Meeting you, you saving us in the Catskill forest, who you are, the trials, this isn’t just chance or luck.” Lu pointed a thumb towards Randolph, who sat in the row ahead of them. “Even my would-be executioner being here dressed in his designer suit as we head to the jungle, is no mistake.”


    Connor saw Randolph adjust in his seat, but he didn’t turn around or try to participate in the conversation.


    “I’m not sure if I believe in all of that,” Connor said.


    “All of what?”


    “All that talk about fate and destiny.”


    Lu chuckled. “That’s the beauty of it. You don’t have to believe in it. It doesn’t matter, because fate believes in you, and dude, there is nothing you can do about that.”


    Holly brought the most delicious meals of roast duck, mashed potatoes, and vegetables Connor had ever tasted, making him wonder how a jet’s kitchen could create something so delicious.


    When the meal was cleared away, Connor forced himself to try and sleep. There was no knowing what awaited them when they arrived or when the next time he would be able to rest. As he closed his eyes, thoughts of Laren and Katie invaded his mind. What was he going to do? He liked both of them, would say even at one time that he was in love with Katie, but that was before she broke up with him. That was before he met Laren. Katie and Laren’s personalities couldn’t be further apart.


    Katie was free spirited, fun, and loving on the outside, but she was as strong as anyone else if she had to be. Laren was over a hundred years old, sarcastic, but sweet, and she had opened up to Connor. They were polar opposites and yet he found himself attracted to both of them. But there was no time to make a decision. All he knew now was he was a Judge tasked with saving his race and maybe even the world.

  


  


  
    Chapter Four


     


     


     


    They reached Bolivia in the middle of the night. With quick good-byes to the flight crew, the three unlikely traveling companions soon found themselves bartering with a man who spoke broken English. Their topic of conversation was over the price of an old beat up Jeep with three full gas cans in the back.


    “No,” Lu said for what seemed the tenth time, “three hundred American, no more.”


    The little toothless man frowned at Lu with huge eyes and shook his head. “No, five hundred American, you pay.”


    Lu was easily twice the size of the old man, but that didn’t seem to bother their little salesman. “You pay five hundred dolla, big boy.”


    Realizing he wasn’t going to get anywhere with the shrewd Bolivian, Lu reluctantly dug into his wallet and handed over the money. “You’re a swindler, do you know that? You robbed me. Do you know what robbery is? That’s what’s taking place here.”


    The greedy little man counted the money with a toothless grin, dismissing the trio with a wave. “Okay. Okay, big boy deal. Robbery.”


    The Jeep looked like it was on its last leg. Rust blended into the faded red paint until they couldn’t tell which was which, the engine sounded like it was drowning, and the tires were balder than the man they had bought the Jeep from. Still, Lu seemed happy as he threw his bag in the back and assumed the driver’s seat.


    “Well let’s get going, you two, this train isn’t going to wait forever.”


    Randolph and Connor exchanged glances, and for the first time-shared a common thought. The sun was just starting to rise over the city’s buildings and the morning noise of voices and cars was beginning.


    “Well,” Randolph said to Connor, addressing him for the first time. He gently placed his large suitcase in the back of the Jeep. “It beats walking.”


    “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”


    Randolph took the backseat with the luggage while Connor hopped in the front seat. Lu pressed on the gas, willing the Jeep to life.


    Soon, buildings, paved roads, and the noises of everyday life gave way to a much greener, more exotic scene. The sun was warm and the fresh scent of green life was everywhere. Alien noises Connor guessed were birds and other kinds of wildlife met them on either side of the small dirt road.


    It wasn’t long before Connor was reminded once again that he wasn’t in the company of the two most talkative people. Lu remained content to keep his eyes on the road, only averting his eyes now and again to look at his map. Randolph sat in the back, napping for the majority of the day, propped up against his large suitcase.


    Breakfast, lunch, and dinner were all the same: airplane meals. Lu had taken the liberty of cleaning out the jet’s pantry; water, soda, chips, sandwiches, and nuts.


    The good thing is that we have enough nuts and water to last for days. The bad thing is that we have enough nuts and water to last for days, Connor thought as he crumpled yet another empty mixed nut wrapper in his hand.


    They ate on the road and were only passed by a few vehicles throughout the day. Every time they passed another car, unfriendly, suspicious frowns were directed their way.


    Lu stopped once to refill the gas tank with one of the three canisters of fuel in the back. It was near twilight and the sun was disappearing over the jungle’s rich green canopy. Both Connor and Randolph took this opportunity to relieve themselves, heading in opposite directions.


    “Hey, where are you two going?” Lu asked as he topped off the gas.


    Randolph didn’t even turn around as he answered. “To the lavatory, if that’s okay with you, Warden.”


    Connor could hear Lu grumble something about a painful death under his breath. Connor continued a few yards into the jungle and was content to stop when he lost sight of the other two.


    It was behind a line of trees that he first caught sight of it. It was easy to spot because its white shiny exterior stood out amongst the browns and greens of the jungle. When he was done, curiosity got the best of him and he headed toward the strange object. It was a bone of some kind, about five inches long and curved. It felt cold in his hands as he turned the object over and examined it from different directions. Under any other circumstance, Connor would have found the thing cool and even interesting, but here and now, all he felt was a sense of dread.


    “Do you know what that is?”


    Connor jumped as he turned to see Randolph standing a few feet behind him. Still wearing his suit minus the jacket, a line of sweat ran down the front of his shirt.


    “It looks like a bone of some kind.”


    “May I?” Randolph asked, extending a hand.


    Connor nodded and handed the bone over to Randolph. Randolph turned the object in his hand. “Don’t be afraid, but we are being watched right now. This bone is an Elite jaw. I’m going to hand it back to you and you must very carefully put it back.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Five


     


     


     


    It took Connor a second to realize what Randolph said before he grasped the severity of the situation.


    Trying not to seem obvious, he scanned their surroundings as he took the bone back and placed it were he had found it. There was nothing. He couldn’t see more than a few yards into the thick jungle undergrowth.


    “Let’s go, Connor. Nice and easy, like nothing’s wrong, back to the Jeep.”


    He had to fight not to run or ask questions, but he followed Randolph quickly.


    “There you two are,” Lu said as he jumped back into the driver’s seat, winking at Connor. “I thought Randolph had killed you for a second.”


    “Lupus, we are being watched, “Randolph said in a quiet but controlled voice. “Please start the engine and let’s be on our way.”


    The grin disappearing from his tanned face, Lupus ignited the engine and headed down the dirt road.


    “What’s going on?” Connor asked, twisting in his seat to have a better look at Randolph.


    Randolph ignored his question and instead addressed Lu. “Lupus, how far are we from the dragon’s domain?”


    “Still an hour or two out. Close enough now to be in their protected area.”


    “Whose domain?” Connor raised his voice a little louder now, frustrated about being the only one out of the loop, and then he remembered the Elite tribe Morrigan had mentioned, the tribe that was tasked with protecting the dragons.


    “It seems Lupus has refrained from telling you that the dragons have remained safe and undiscovered all these years not due to their own resourcefulness, but because they are protected by a tribe of Elite warriors.”


    “Morrigan said something about them before I left.” Connor looked at Lu for confirmation.


    “Fancy pants is right, Connor. I was going to tell you as we got closer, but I guess this is as good enough a time as any. Randolph, would you care to clue in our friend, since you’re the one dressed to give a lecture, anyway?”


    Randolph ignored the last remark, smoothing down his wrinkled dress pants and instead turned his bright blue eyes on Connor. “There is a tribe of Elites that have taken it upon themselves to guard the existence of the last remaining dragon species from mankind. Not much is known about them except that they come from the same lineage as our esteemed Council member Thema. For the most part, we have remained content to let them be. Those who have chosen to venture into the Amazon seeking to make contact with either the tribe or the dragons are never heard from again.”


    Connor had to make a mental note not to let his mouth drop open as the Jeep bounced down the dirt road, every second bringing them closer to obvious danger. 


    “And you guys just decided to tell me now?”


    Lu shrugged as he turned on the Jeep’s headlights. “Hey, man, at least I’m here with you now. I thought you had enough on your plate, you know, with being the savior Judge and all—oh, and your love triangle with Katie and my sister.”


    Randolph frowned and shook his head. “Sorry, Connor, I’m just along for the ride.”


    Connor sat back, processing all of the newfound information, not about the Elite tribe that guarded the last remaining dragons, but the ‘love triangle’ comment from Lu. He had thrown it out there so casually it made Connor wonder how many other people knew. It made him wonder how much longer it would last before he was forced to make a decision. The situation he was in with Katie and Laren wasn’t fair to any of them, and whether he decided to do something about it now or not, he had a sinking suspicion it would be resolved on its own and there was no doubt someone would end up getting hurt.


    The sun had completely set now and Lu was forced to drive slower on the uneven road. The dirt path was twisting and weaving. The once wide road seemed to be narrowing every mile and soon the jungle was so close around them branches and leaves slapped the Jeep on either side as they passed.


    Noises Connor couldn’t place emitted from the dark jungle in sporadic bursts and Connor had to force his imagination to behave. Behemoths, demons, and trolls of his own creating would be looming out of the night if he allowed them. Soon the path became so narrow they had to stop.


    “Well, I guess this is it,” Lu said, killing the engine. He hopped out of the Jeep. “We’re on foot from here.”


    Randolph and Connor followed, with suitcase and backpack in hand. “So what’s our plan now?” Connor asked Lu.


    “We head deeper into the jungle until the dragons or the Elite tribe guarding them finds us.”


    “Brilliant.”


    Lu led the way into the darkness, flashlight in hand. Connor was in the middle and Randolph brought up the rear, still holding his large suitcase.


    “What’s in that, anyway?” Connor asked.


    “It’s something we may need a-”


    “Shhhhhhhh…” Lu said, halting and assuming a crouching stance. The other two followed suit, and as Lu switched off the flashlight, they sat in silence.


    Connor strained to hear what Lu had picked up. Focusing and remembering the lessons Morrigan and Laren had given him, he strained his ears past all the normal noises and forced himself to hear the unfamiliar. Insects, animal noises, and the rustling of wind was all Connor could hear no matter how hard he tried. Time passed slowly until Connor was ready to give up and ask Lu what had made him stop. Suddenly he heard it. It was a soft patter, like bare feet gently slapping against the hard-packed dirt of the jungle floor.


    “Get ready!” Lupus roared. Turning his head, Connor saw his eyes glimmer in the light of the half moon. Yellow orbs caught the light and Connor had to remind himself not to be terrified; this was his new normal.
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    He concentrated, trying to find that power inside, that power Connor was only beginning to understand as an Elite. He grabbed onto the rage, the will, the raw muscle that told him he could be something more than what he was. His vision turned red and fangs sprouted from his teeth as the first arrow whistled past his head, then another came through the night, then dozens.


    Lu, Randolph, and Connor tried to find cover, but they were surrounded. Arrows flew through the night sky like rain. Connor felt the first one puncture the left side of his chest and another one stick in his right leg, forcing him to the ground. The pain was agonizing. Connor fought to control his fear. He reminded himself that these wounds were not life threatening, that as an Elite, he had nothing to fear from either arrows or bullets except for pain. His chest heaved as he searched the dark jungle for something upon which to release his anger. The beast inside him demanded an outlet. He searched his surroundings. There was nothing but arrows and pain.


    Connor gripped the arrow shaft and pulled the slender piece of wood from his leg. A roar ripped its way from deep inside his chest. His roar was soon answered by another and another as their attackers closed in.


    Connor stood, searching the forest scene for either friend or foe. He couldn’t see anything. Somehow he must have been separated from Lu and Randolph. He heard roars and shouts all around him but he didn’t have time to formulate a plan as figures emerged from the foliage.


    They were large and intimidating. Ebony-skinned, their bright orange eyes squinted with anger and blood rage. Without any signal, they converged on him. Connor sidestepped his first attacker, clubbing him over the head with a vicious right hand. The next attacker tried for a tackle but Connor lifted him up like he was a pillow and threw him into another fast approaching figure. There were too many of them, and with Connor’s limited training, he had no idea how to turn the tide of the fight. The animal inside him strained at its leash, arguing that Connor should stop trying to control his beast within and let it run free.


    Connor consented to the urge and reached for more of the power. His beast within answered gladly, adding rage to his punches and strength to his cause. But still his adversaries came. First one at a time, then in groups, there seemed to be no end to the Elites. Connor was grappling with two large men the size of Lu who were snarling as they dragged him to the ground. The last thing Connor remembered was the end of a spear aimed at his temple, then blinding pain, then nothing at all.


    “I think the little one is awake.”


    Connor blinked, forcing his blood-crusted eyes open. The pain in his head was excruciating. He lifted his throbbing skull and tried to move his arm to wipe the blood off his face. As cobwebs cleared from his thoughts, he realized he was chained to a wall. He slumped, his feet in the dirt. His head and torso were kept in the air only because his arms were secured behind him in a Y shape.


    “Who are you, boy?” The voice was female, strong with a native accent. Connor looked around the small, sparsely decorated room. On either side of him hung Lu and Randolph, both chained like he was and both still unconscious. Their bodies were bloodied and Lu looked like he had lost enough blood to kill any man twice over.


    “She asked you a question!”


    In front of Connor stood two tall women with bright violet eyes. One was older with a tall, slim, yet commanding physique and the other was young, toned, and clearly no stranger to a tough warrior’s life.


    Connor didn’t know what to do. Answer and tell them why he was here? Make up some story about being lost?


    “Don’t give them anything,” Lu said, raising his bloody head and looking at the two women through his long brown hair. “Don’t tell them a word.”


    Closing the gap between them in a few long strides, the younger of the two women struck Lu across the jaw, in the stomach, and the jaw again with hard, quick punches.


    “Enough!” the tall woman said, clearly aggravated.


    Lu looked at her, masking the pain he must be feeling. “You hit like a girl.”


    The younger woman narrowed her eyes and glared at them, but obeyed and took a step back. “I’ll take that as a compliment, coming from someone who has nicer hair than I do.”


    The older woman addressed Connor, “I’m not sure who you think we are, but you were trespassing on our land. If you do not cooperate, I cannot help you and things will go very badly for you and your friends.”


    Connor heard the rattling of chains beside him. Lu’s eyes had transitioned from green to yellow as he clenched his sharp canine-like teeth and struggled against the chains.


    “Ha!” the younger woman laughed. “Save your strength, puppy. Those chains are enchanted to hold our kind, you cannot break them.”


    “Wanna bet, sweetheart?” Lu snapped his teeth. Muscles bulging, he pulled against his restraints and dug his feet in the ground, but despite his best efforts, the chains held. He was soon exhausted.


    “What to do with you three?” the older woman muttered to herself, tapping a sandaled foot against the floor. “Miyanda, bring your grandmother, please.”


    “There is no need, Mother. She is here.”


    Right on cue, the wooden door to the small room opened and a hunched figure supported by a cane entered.
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    The little woman looked ancient, and if she was an Elite and she could look like that, Connor didn’t even know where to begin guessing her age. She smiled at her daughter and granddaughter and adjusted the blanket that covered her stooped back. Her eyes were still as clear as any Connor had ever seen.


    The little woman stepped in front of Randolph’s stooped form. She raised her cane. Connor saw the handle was carved in the shape of a dragon’s head.


    The little woman gently knocked on the crown of Randolph’s head. “This one has been awake for awhile now, you can tell by the way he’s breathing. Wake up, my lost soul, the time for playing possum is over.”


    Randolph didn’t move.


    She assumed the voice of a parent. “Randolph Ulfric, that is enough now. Don’t be rude to your hosts.”


    Randolph slowly lifted his head. His bright blue eyes full of curiosity and wonder.


    “There we are, now. That’s better.”


    “Do—do I know you?”


    “No, dear, you don’t, but I know you. And it’s not too late to change, but you have to make that change soon. Fate waits for no man and the time for choosing a side is fast approaching.”


    She smiled at him and walked towards Lu, passing Connor and only giving him a brief nod. “Lupus Abelardus, so full of anger and rage. You are capable of being so much more. You will lead your family one-day, and what kind of example are you for your little brother? He loves you and looks up to you in a way you don’t understand.”


    Connor expected some kind of quick jab or verbal pun from Lu. To his surprise, the big man stood silent.


    It was Connor’s turn. The elderly woman stood in front of him just a few inches from his face. At this distance, Connor could see every wrinkle, every strand of her short white hair, “And you? I have no recollection of you, but you have your father’s eyes. I did not know Caderyn had a son.”


    Whoever this woman was, Connor didn’t feel threatened by her. Something in his heart told him he could trust her. “My name is Connor Moore. I’ve never met my father but I’m on a journey now. Morrigan’s prophecy has come true and I have risen up as a Judge. My claim has been tested and now I’m on a mission to complete the three trials to prove myself.”


    The old woman didn’t blink an eye, and if Connor thought she would be shocked by his revelation, she didn’t show any sign. “Oh, Morrigan Hayes. I do miss that girl. Come, Connor, if you are what you say, then we have much to talk about.” Turning to her granddaughter and daughter, she said, “Please release our guests, we have wasted too much time already. The wheels of fate are turning and our young friend Connor is running out of time.”


    Miyanda looked stunned and none too happy with the old woman’s request. “But Grandma, they—”


    “Do as your grandmother says. Please, Miyanda,” her mother asked.


    Lu and Miyanda exchanged furrowed brows but she did as she was asked, releasing Lu, Randolph, and Connor from their chains.


    “Please, if you would follow us,” the old woman asked politely.


    Connor looked at Lu first, then Randolph. He nodded, following their odd host.


    It was still dark as they walked through the Elite tribe’s headquarters; torches introduced them to a camp made of small tents and mid-size wooden huts sitting in a clearing, the jungle closing in on all sides. More than one look of anger was directed their way from passersby. Warriors sat in circles, still hyped on the night’s events, chatting and recounting their own personal role in the night raid and more than one nursing a bruise or ache. A few warriors even looked as though they would say something but chose to keep their tongues in check when they saw who led the trio of prisoners.


    The group eventually made their way to a hut near the center of the encampment, and were permitted inside. Torches along the walls showed pictures of intricate paintings, warriors, dragons, and to Connor’s surprise, even pictures of warriors riding dragons.


    The captives were shown to a long table that sat in the middle of the room as the three women conversed silently amongst themselves. Food was soon brought to the party; fruit, dried meat, and vegetables seemed like a feast to Connor after the night’s events. He helped himself to the food as Randolph hesitantly asked the question they were all wondering, “Who are you?”


    The old woman smiled once again. “My name is Zuna, this,” she motioned to the two women, “is my daughter, Tarana, and my granddaughter, Miyanda.”


    Tarana inclined her head with a hello. Miyanda sat stoic, still unwilling to welcome them, instead staring daggers at who she still considered to be the enemy.


    “Who we are is less important than what we know and why we crossed paths. We are the protectors of the last dragon species. A tribe tasked with the responsibility of shielding these animals for the last few centuries.”


    “Tasked by who?” Connor asked.


    “Well, by the dragons, of course—they needed us, and now you need us as well, Connor. Do you have any idea why this is happening to you? Why this is happening now?”


    Connor stopped eating and shook his head.


    “I’m not sure why Morrigan has chosen not to tell you, perhaps she doesn’t know it herself, but whatever the case, I am sure she has her reasons. However, time is short and you must know Vercingetorix is back, free from his prison. The Elite world, and by correlation the human world, are at great risk.”


    Connor had no idea who this was, but by the way Lu sucked in his breath, Connor could tell it wasn’t good.
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    “Vercingetorix is dead. He was banished to his prison after he was overthrown and either died as soon as he was thrown in or perished inside the volcano after centuries of burning. How could he have escaped after the three placed the spell over the volcano?” Lu asked.


    “How indeed?” was the old woman’s response. “How indeed?”


    “I’m sorry, but who is this Vercinterouxicate, or whatever his name is? Why was he banished? What did he do?” Connor asked.


    Tarana cleared her throat. “Vercin, much like you, Connor, was a Judge. Born from a father of your same bloodline and a mother from Randolph’s family. He was easily recognizable and distinguished, with one brown eye and one blue. He was an amazing warrior and a great leader. His name even held testament to this, Vercingetorix means ‘King among warriors.’”


    “The way he spoke inspired people to follow. He rose up when the Elite race needed him and saved our people.


    But that wasn’t enough for Vercin. Vercin became power hungry, and with the support of enough Elites, overthrew the Council and the world was thrown into a time of fear and despair. I think your history books would refer to this time as ‘The Dark Ages.’ Vercin broke the Law and stretched his power past the world of Elites and involved the humans in his plans. Some he killed, some he enslaved, but most he manipulated and controlled.”


    Tarana paused and looked at Zuna. “Go ahead, dear—the entire truth, they need to know.”


    Tarana nodded. “No one was able to stand against Vercin. In combat he was unstoppable and anyone who challenged him was killed. That’s when four sorceresses rose up and combined their magic to create a hold on him, a leash that allowed Vercin to be captured. During this process, Vercin managed to kill one of the sorceresses, but she had already done enough. For his crimes against the Elite race, Vercin was sentenced to death. He was cast into an active volcano and the three remaining sorceresses cast a containment spell, ensuring that even if Vercin somehow managed to survive the fall and the lava below, he would be trapped there for an eternity.”


    “Maybe these sorceresses made a mistake,” Connor thought out loud.


    “No, Connor, they didn’t,” Zuna assured him.


    “How do you know?” Lu asked sarcastically. “Were you there?”


    “Yes, Lupus, I was, and so was a young Morrigan Hayes and my other apprentice.”


    The table sat silent again as they all tried to grasp the severity of the situation and the next step that should be taken. Connor was reminded of his dream where he saw the Council dead and the man with two different colored eyes offering him a place by his side. “I think I’ve seen Vercin,” Connor said out loud. “I didn’t say anything to anyone because I thought it was just a dream, but—but the man in my dream had two different colored eyes, and in my dream he had killed the Council.”


    Everyone aside from Zuna looked surprised. She comforted him with a smile and a nod. “It is possible that with the help of a sorceress he was able to contact you in a dream, but dreams are only a brief look into a possible reality. The Council may yet be saved, Connor.”


    Randolph had so far managed to stay out of the conversation, slowly nibbling on a piece of fruit.


    “Why don’t you ask your friend what he knows?” Miyanda suggested with a shrug. “I mean, with what he’s been lugging around in that suitcase, I’m sure he knows something.”


    Lu and Connor turned and studied their traveling partner. Randolph sat straight in his chair, his white shirt was torn and smeared with blood and dirt, the tie he’d worn was nowhere to be seen, and only one expensive dress shoe had survived the night’s attack.


    “What’s in the suitcase, Randolph?” Lu asked, his muscles tense.


    Randolph cleaned his hands slowly on a large leaf. “It was a looking glass, Lupus. A way to communicate with Christof and Faust on what was going on, but…”


    Lupus shot from his chair with the speed of a bullet leaving a gun and in a second had both hands around Randolph’s throat, pinning him to the far wall. “You were spying on us? What else did you use the looking glass for, Randolph? Did you know all of this? Did you know about Vercin?”


    Randolph struggled to breathe, clawing at Lu’s vise-like grip on his throat. His words came out in short, ragged gasps. “I swear, Lupus—I did not know—”


    “Lupus, let him go, he’s telling the truth,” Zuna said, still sitting at the table.


    Lu’s arms quivered with rage as he dropped Randolph, who immediately fell to all fours, gulping big breaths of air.


    “He’s telling the truth about not knowing about Vercin,” Zuna continued. “But there is more that you do know—isn’t there, Randolph?”


    Randolph struggled to his feet, keeping a wary eye on Lupus. “Yes, there is more I know. Please believe me I had no idea a creature like Vercin was behind it all, but I did know that my cousins Faust and Christof were communicating with someone. I knew someone else was calling the shots.” Randolph straightened out his crumpled collar and looked at Lu. “As you said, I am merely a pawn. As a loyal member of my family, I didn’t ask any questions, but I realize now the error of my ways and the possible consequences of my actions.”


    In that moment, Connor felt sorry for Randolph. He didn’t know why, but he wanted to change the subject and give him a chance to recover. “What’s a looking glass?” It was the first question that popped into Connor’s mind since the violent outbreak between Lu and Randolph. Everyone seemed to know but him.


    “It’s a mirror-like object that allows two people to communicate, with no chance of being tracked. It also inhibits the ability for anyone to hear what the other person is saying on the opposite end. It’s enchanted with a spell that tunes out even our hearing,” Zuna explained.


    “I think I saw Faust using it to communicate with someone while I was at the Abelardus castle.”


    “You had a dream about Vercin and saw Faust using a Looking Glass?” Lu asked, surprised. “What else do you know?”


    Connor focused on Lu, ready for another violent outburst. “Nothing, that’s it. I thought Vercin was just a dream and with Faust, I didn’t know what I saw.”


    “Lupus, Connor,” Zuna interrupted, “None of this matters now. I know you must be exhausted, but there is not time to rest. You must move forward on your journey. This, however, will be difficult since you are in the presence of a warrior tribe that has taken oaths to protect the dragons with our lives.”


    Miyanda interjected, her violet eyes narrowed. “How can he move ahead, Grandmother? His very mission is a spit in our faces. We cannot let him kill one we protect.”


    “Kill? No, Miyanda. But if I am correct, the rules of the trial require Connor to bring back ‘the head,’ of a dragon, not to kill one.”


    The room sat quiet. The flames danced off the wooden walls and onto the faces of the room’s occupants as each one grasped the old woman’s meaning. They all did a double take.


    “Mother,” Tarana began, “to even try and capture one would be madness—you know the temperament of the beasts.”


    “If Connor is the Judge, I have faith that he will be able to either capture or tame one of the animals.”


    Connor sat at the table, rubbing the sore spot on his chest where the arrow had hit him. The wound had already closed and very soon not even a scab would remain. “Capture a dragon, huh?” Connor weighed his options. He was technically a captive surrounded by an entire tribe of Elite warriors. A tribe who had spared him once and may not be so eager to spare him again if given the chance. Escape was not an option. Connor slowly started to nod. “I can do that.”


    “Connor, this is crazy!” Lu yelled. “Are you going to listen to the queen bee and her drones? Killing a dragon was going to be hard enough, but capturing one? You don’t even know where to start.”


    “Then I will show him.” The voice belonged to Miyanda. “If he is the Judge, then I would like to see for myself how the dragons respond to him.”


    “This is madness, Connor.” Randolph stood next to Lu. “I’m loath to agree with anything Lupus has to say, but this? This is folly.”


    Connor stood up from the table smiled at his friend. Were they his friends? Randolph had tried to attack Lu and Laren under the direction of his family and Lu was more of a guide than a friend. “I’ve made up my mind.” Connor looked into Miyanda’s violet eyes. “Let’s get going.”


    “Follow me,” Miyanda said as she rose to her feet.


    Lupus just shook his head as Connor and Miyanda left the building. Randolph was silent. “Be careful, you two,” Tarana warned.


    “They will be fine, dear,” Zuna said, patting her daughter’s hand. “Besides, if a dragon were dull enough to try and digest Miyanda, I’m sure they would spit her right back out.”


    Connor looked back, stunned Zuna would say anything like that about her granddaughter, but she had a deep smile on her face and a twinkle in her eye.


    Miyanda made a beeline for the jungle. Connor could feel eyes staring at him from every direction as they exited the small hut. Warriors of the tribe, no doubt, wishing they could get their hands on him one more time. But he didn’t have to endure this for long, in a few minutes the two were through the camp and had entered the jungle.


    Connor was exhausted but he forced himself to keep the pace Miyanda set. Barely any sleep the night before and the exertion the last twenty-four hours had taken on his body weighed on him heavily. The sun was just beginning to rise and the jungle was cool with dew.


    “So who is she?” Miyanda asked, not bothering to turn her head.


    “Who’s who?”


    “The reason you’re doing all of this. There has to be a girl involved.”


    Connor hesitated as images of both Laren and Katie filled his mind. He felt like choosing one would be to betray the other. Laren was strong and secure, an Elite for years, she was perfect in every way. Katie was lighthearted and optimistic, just being turned into an Elite, she was taking it all in stride. “It’s—it’s complicated.”


    “It always is, isn’t it?”


    “I guess so. How about you?”


    “What about me?”


    “Why are you doing this? It can’t be just because you want to see if I’m a Judge or not.”


    “Actually, that’s exactly why. Leave you to trample alone in the jungle and you could get yourself killed before you even reach the dragons. If you are who you say you are, then I need to know.”


    “You need to know what?”


    Miyanda turned her head and parted her full lips in a smile. “You’re not the only one that has dreams, Connor.”


    The two came to a rest a few miles into the jungle. “Here.” Miyanda handed Connor a water skin that hung from her shoulder. She was wearing a loose-fitting deep purple top that came down just above her knees. A leather belt with a knife and leather sandals rounded out her simple yet effective attire.


    “Thanks.” Connor drank gratefully. The water was the sweetest he had ever tasted. He wasn’t sure if it was due to his thirst or the water was really that good, or maybe a combination of both. He wondered to himself once again how much further. He didn’t know how much longer his body would keep the pace. His chest and leg still throbbed with the dull pain the arrows had left and his head was numb from who knew how many blows during his fight the night before.


    As if reading his thoughts, Miyanda looked into the jungle and answered his question. “Not much further now, Judge. Their den is a shallow crater a few more miles in the thickest part of the jungle. We’ll have to be quiet from here on in.”


    Connor nodded and the two continued into the jungle’s open maw. The trees grew closer together here and vines and bushes made it almost impossible to navigate, but Miyanda led them through like a true trailblazer. Each step she took was chosen and deliberate. Connor found himself grateful for her help and weighed in his mind if it wasn’t such a bad thing that they had been captured. Maybe fate was at work. They kept up a steady pace and it seemed like another hour passed before Miyanda finally stopped. Raising a hand, she motioned him forward.


    Connor crawled on his stomach using his elbows and knees until he reached her side.


    “On the other side of this outcrop is the crater where they nest,” she whispered.


    Connor nodded. He was filthy from head to toe. Sweat dripped from every pore and dirt clung to his body in smeared clumps. His black shirt and green pants were both torn where the arrows had punctured his body. Ignoring his current state, Connor crawled forward, flat on his belly. The last couple feet felt like a mile as he slithered forward and forced a few leaves of a large bush aside.


    The landscape changed drastically. There was a huge portion of land that had been cleared of any tree or shrub. The dirt looked like it had been churned or trampled. In the middle of this pocket was a large hole about a quarter mile long and four or five feet deep. But none of this shocked Connor more than what he found in the crater-like hole.

  


  


  
    Chapter Nine


     


     


     


    Dozens of dark green-scaled creatures lounged, slept, and wandered about the area. They ranged from the size of a baby horse to the size of a building. The noise they made came in short grunts or staccato teeth snaps. Just like in the book Morrigan had lent him, they had long tails, short necks, and a small pair of wings that lay prone on their muscular backs.


    For a second, Connor was an eighteen-year-old boy again. He lay mouth open, soaking in the scene. Anyone who grew up imagining that dragons did exist or that dinosaurs still existed would kill to be in his position. The child inside of him had to fight to be heard, but the Judge reminded him why he was here.


    Connor was mesmerized and would have probably spent longer observing the animals had he not felt a light tug at his leg and crawled backward, once again beside Miyanda. “What did you see?”


    “There are so many of them. How are we going to capture one?”


    Miyanda’s dark eyebrows shot up. “We? Listen, Connor, I don’t want to seem like I’m not a team player, but you’re the Judge. I was just supposed to take you here. I wanted to see how YOU were going to do it.”


    “Great.” Connor’s brow furrowed in concentration. Connor’s mind ran through a dozen possibilities before he turned to his companion in a whisper, “Miyanda, you and your people have been protecting these creatures your entire life, you must know something. Do they have any weaknesses, anything I can use to my advantage?”


    Miyanda bit her lip. “There is one thing. There’s no way you could outmatch the dragon for strength, but if you can escape their initial burst of speed, they’re not built for long distance running. I know it’s not much, but maybe that will help.”


    A plan started to form in Connor’s mind. “Yes”, he smiled. “That does help.”


    His mind turned to his mother, to Laren, Katie, Morrigan, and the race he was now charged with protecting. This was just one step he needed to take in the journey to insure the safety of those he loved and those he was destined to protect. Now weaponless and about to try and capture a creature the size of a trailer with nothing more than his wits, he turned on his will, his inner strength, hoping it would be enough. His vision turned red.


    Bursting through the foliage that had acted as cover against the behemoths of the Amazon, Connor jumped into the shallow crater and crouched, every muscle tense and screaming at him to move. But he couldn’t yet. He needed to find his target. He needed to find the biggest dragon he could.


    A multitude of piercing yellowish brown eyes swung in his direction, first surprised, then angered. Roars erupted from deep throats as the dragons shifted from their comfortable arrangements. The noise was ear shattering as the host of monsters yelled defiance at their would-be attacker.


    Connor still stood, tensed, searching the crowd, and then he saw him. Over to his right was the largest dragon in the herd. Its dark green scaled body contrasted the brown earth beautifully and his large claws pawed the ground as he approached. The creature was roughly the size of an eighteen wheeler. The dragon was built like one, too. Long and stout, it stood, king of the herd.


    Half shaking and not taking his red eyes off the target, Connor reached to the ground and found a rock the size of a football. Launching the missile at his chosen target, it struck the dragon between the eyes. The animal looked stunned. Connor hadn’t done any serious harm, but the animal looked surprised something so small would stand up to him.


    The dragon shook its large head and let out a roar, as if to say, “This one is mine.” As he approached, the noise sounded like a thousand furnaces heating up and an army shouting in one voice. The beast was at a run now, murder in his eyes. Less than thirty yards away and closing quickly, Connor reached down to the dirt floor for another rock, but his hand met something long and smooth instead. It was a bone, an arm of some forgotten warrior long dead, no doubt killed by the dragons, but it wasn’t the remains of the skeleton that caught Connor’s eye, it was the shiny metal that was hidden by the dirt next to the body. Gripping the metallic object, he pulled it free from its grave. It was an axe.


    Before Connor could examine it further, he checked on the progress of the dragon. It was bearing down on him, just a few feet away. The ground shook with its weight. One thought and one thought only crossed Connor’s mind… run.


    Reaching for that drive inside, he let it consume him and he ran. During every track or sporting event Connor had ever participated in, every coach had told him never to worry about his opponents or look behind him. All he was supposed to do was look ahead and concentrate on how fast he could go and the finish line. Today, aided by the Elite gene, he did just that. Axe still in hand, he raced across the dragon’s dark brown crater of a den, bounded up the side of the shallow hole in one jump, and reached the jungle within seconds.


    Green bushes and vines slapped at him with violent speed as he willed his legs to run faster. The scenery around him was a blur of bright greens and dark browns. He passed by more trees and a small cliff to his left. He could still hear his pursuer behind him. The dragon snorted his rage and roared as he crashed through the forest behind him, obliterating trees and turning the vegetation into mulch under its strong legs.


    Chest heaving, Connor zigzagged through the forest, zoning out everything now and letting his mind be consumed by only one thought, the thought of escape.


    Just like Miyanda had counseled, after a mile or two the dragon seemed to tire. The sound of pursuit behind him grew fainter and fainter until it was almost non-existent. Lungs crying for air, Connor decide to stop. Picking a resting spot behind a large dark brown tree, he took this opportunity to examine the axe.


    The two-handed axe he held was surprisingly light for its size. One side of its grey head was large with a sharp blade, the other side boasted a long point, like the pickaxe he had used to kill his first Elite, what seemed a lifetime ago.


    Could the Catskill incident really have happened just a week ago? It didn’t seem possible. The past days’ events came at Connor like a flood, drowning him in memories.


    Connor shook his head and made himself focus on the task at hand. There would be time to reminisce about the last few days’ events later, now he had a dragon to catch.


    It was time for phase two of his insane plan. A plan so crazy Connor thought it just might work. Connor steeled himself and forced his legs to walk back in the direction of the dragon and the small cliff. Every muscle and fiber in his body was protesting, urging him to turn and run in the opposite direction. Connor wasn’t sure if he was sweating due to his sprint, the sun over head, or his own nervousness. Regardless, the perspiration trickled down his strong neck and onto his muscular back.


    Step by step, Connor closed the distance between himself and the creature. Loud shallow breaths could soon be heard—the dragon was close, and tired. Peering through the trees, Connor could make out the cliff. If this was going to work, his timing would have to be perfect and fate would have to be in his favor.


    The breathing became louder and louder until Connor could see the dark scaled skin of his prey glistening with sweat. The large reptile’s body heaved in and out, catching its breath from the run.


    If I am the Judge, if I was destined to save my people, then this has to work, it has to. With a silent prayer that all of Lu’s and Zuna’s talk about fate was true, Connor let the intensity wrap and consume him again. His vision red, fangs protruding, his chest heaved with excitement and power. Axe in hand, Connor sprinted the last few yards to the lone dragon, and with the broad flat side of his axe, hit the giant behind its left front leg near the knee joint with as much power as he could muster. The blow made a large SLAP sound and sent reverberations down Connor’s hands and arms.


    The dragon, still shocked, howled with pain and anger. Narrowing its reptilian eyes, it charged at Connor, who was now making his way to the bottom of the cliff. Connor had seen the cliff from a distance as he traveled to the dragon’s nesting spot with Miyanda and had gotten a closer, although much briefer look, at it as he ran away from the dragon.


    The cliff was a nearly straight wall of hard-packed earth and solid rock. From top to bottom, the cliff rose forty feet from the ground. Approaching the pile, Connor knew he had one chance, one go at this before the dragon would catch him. Bringing the axe in a wide swing pointed end first, Connor struck the hard rock surface with so much force his arms tingled again. The axe bounced off the rock face, leaving a deep gash in its surface, but no more.


    Frantically, Connor swung the weapon over and over again, hoping to dislodge even a few rocks, weakening the base enough for the side of the cliff and the large boulders that rested on top to avalanche down, but it wasn’t happening. Turning to find the freight train of muscle and anger bearing down on him, Connor was out of ideas and out of time. The dragon hit Connor at blinding speed, sending them both into the rock surface. The dragon’s bulk, along with the already weakened rock face from Connor’s axe blows, couldn’t take the added ton of weight and crumbled under the pressure, burying both hunter and hunted.

  


  


  
    Chapter Ten


     


     


     


    Miyanda had followed Connor and the dragon at a safe pace and arrived at the scene just in time to see the creature tackle Connor and the two buried by the buckling cliff and the avalanche of rocks that now covered their bodies.


    Dirt and dust filled the air around Miyanda, making her hold a hand to her mouth and nose as she waded into the fog-like air. The scene in front of her was almost beyond belief. More than half of the rock cliff had come down on both hunter and prey, although now who was hunter and who was prey was a blurry realm of grey. Connor was nowhere to be seen and only half of the dragon’s body was visible under the aftermath of the rockslide. From mid-section to tail, the dragon was pinned under the avalanche. His large reptilian body twitched and eyes lolled stunned.


    Keeping her distance from the dragon, Miyanda began moving large slabs of rock in vain. “Connor! Connor, can you hear me?”


    Nothing. Then a rock the size of a Volkswagen Beetle budged ever so slightly. Miyanda ran to the rock, and tapped into her own Elite strength, eyes shifting from a subtle violet to shocking orange. She braced her knees and put her shoulder into the rock. It slid free, revealing the left arm and grinning head of Connor Moore.


    “Did it work? It worked, didn’t it?” Most of his body was still buried under rock, and blood was running from a deep gash in the left side of his head.


    “Connor, forget the dragon. Are you all right?”


    “Uhhhh… I think so. Did we get him?”


    “Yes, you crazy American, we did. Now come on, let’s get you out of there before the rest of this cliff comes down on you.”


    Miyanda and Connor worked like coal miners, tossing boulders and rocks to the side until Connor was able to stand and escape his stone tomb.


    He was filthy, covered with rock dust from head to toe. He was hiding more pain than he let on, though the blood on his head and extremities told another story.


    “I’m fine,” Connor insisted with a grimace.


    “You must be the Judge, Connor Moore, to survive that. Even for Elites this is a rare feat.”


    Connor shrugged his shoulders with another wince. “Come on, let’s see how our friend is doing.”


    The two approached the trapped beast. Eyes open now, the dragon glared at them and clawed the air, trying to free himself from his pinned position. A few minutes passed with roars and teeth snaps before the dragon realized he wasn’t going to be able to get out. He whimpered and whined in agony and frustration.


    Connor saw fear and pain in the dragon’s eyes for the first time and knew this was his opportunity to act.


    “Listen,” Connor said to the dragon, lowering his axe and approaching the beast slowly. “I’m not sure if you can understand me, but I’m not here to hurt you. I can help free you, but you have to let me help you. I’m not going to be able to free you if you’re going to fight me.”


    To some extent the dragon must have understood because it just looked at him as he approached.


    “Can it understand me?” Connor asked over his shoulder to a wide-eyed Miyanda. Miyanda stood a safe distance away observing.


    “It doesn’t speak English, if that’s what you mean. It may be able to sense your tone and body language. My people have protected the creatures but we do not interact with them much.”


    Remembering what was written in the book Morrigan had lent him about these dragons being the smartest of their kind, Connor decided to continue to speak to the creature whether it could understand him or not. “Listen, big guy, I can get you out of here. I can help you. Are you going to let me help you?”


    Now almost within reach of the creature, he paused to see if it would lunge for him again. It didn’t. Instead there was a shift in the rock pile as another boulder fell from high on the cliff and slammed into the pile of rocks already on the beast. The dragon whimpered again. Its large yellow eyes, once filled with hate and rage were now filled with panic and fear.


    Connor took the beast’s pitiful eyes as an invitation to help. Edging forward, he made his way beside the dragon to assess the damage. The Dragon’s dark green skin was visible till about halfway down his torso before it was lost under the dark grey stones and slabs of rock. One large boulder in particular seemed to be pinning the beast. If he could get that boulder off, Connor thought the dragon might be able to shake free. The only problem was the rock was the size of a small boat.


    Wiping the mixture of blood, sweat, and dirt from his face, Connor approached the rock. His eyes where back to his normal dark brown and his teeth were as straight as a line of synchronized dancers, but they wouldn’t stay like that for long. They couldn’t if he was going to free the dragon. He searched for the power once more. For what seemed like the umpteenth time in this trip, he searched for the rage. He was tired and so was his drive.


    One more time, he said, talking to himself in a whisper. One more push, don’t let me down now.


    And his Elite gene, that one strand of DNA that made him different, kicked into gear. It bounded toward him like a lion and wrapped him once again in its raw ferocity. Eyes red once more, Connor’s bloody hands searched for any type of handhold, any type of grip on the huge rock. Squatting, his hands found room for a grip just under the rock and he bent his body, his will, his beast toward the task.


    His legs quivered, his arms shook with the exertion. Connor’s black hair seemed to vibrate on his head as he felt the blood rush to his face. A roar started to form deep within his chest, a rage that wasn’t his own. The dragon must have sensed Connor’s plan, because it too planted its front paws firmly on the ground and began to push its back toward the sky. As one, both dragon and Elite grunted under the weight, and the rock moved. It wasn’t much, but the rock shifted a few inches, enough for the dragon to squirm free.


    Connor released his grip on the boulder and collapsed on the pile of rocks, heaving for breath, his body felt as though it would break, but he—they had done it.


    Eyes shifting from blood red back to his dark brown, he looked for what he hoped would be his new friend and ally.


    As uncharacteristic as it seemed, the dragon was jumping around and shaking his tail like a dog. He seemed to have forgotten Connor as he ran in circles.


    For the second time that day, Miyanda reached a helping hand to Connor, lifting him from the ground. “So that went well, what are the odds he still tries to kill us?”


    “Well, we’re about to find out.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Eleven


     


     


     


    The dragon was over his initial bout of joy and now cautiously lumbered towards Connor and Miyanda. Connor stood his ground as the animal approached, and Miyanda, although she would deny it later, took a step back.


    The dragon stood so close to Connor now, he could touch it if he wanted. Yellow eyes searched him, and razor sharp teeth separated to make room for a sloppy tongue that licked not only Connor’s face but his entire body.


    Startled, Connor put out his hands, and out of instinct, scratched the dragon’s snout, laughing. “Oh dude, that’s gross! Okay, okay you’re welcome.”


    The dragon seemed to like the sensation of being scratched because his eyes nearly closed as he lowered his head into the strokes.


    “I wouldn’t believe it if I weren’t seeing it—I still don’t believe it,” Miyanda said.


    Connor looked over his shoulder with a boyish grin and pointed a thumb at the dragon. “What do you think your mom and grandma are going to say when they see us coming back with this guy?”


    The trip back to Miyanda’s camp went without a hitch. Miyanda led once again, stealing looks over her shoulder whenever she could at the large reptile that walked next to Connor. It sniffed Connor now and again and seemed to welcome the rub or pet whenever Connor extended a hand. The dragon was a different animal all together than the one that had charged him in the crater. Connor wasn’t sure if it was because he had saved the animal or perhaps the dragon knew somehow who he was, that he was a Judge. Whatever the reason, the most important thing was that Connor had managed to complete the first trial without provoking an all-out war with Miyanda’s Elite tribe or being eaten by a dragon.


    Like most return trips, it seemed like they reached the tribe camp faster than it had taken them to reach the dragons. First the members of the Elite tribe ran scared, then they panicked and grabbed their weapons, and finally they stood staring in disbelief. Connor, Miyanda, and the dragon walked into the tribe’s camp like they were arriving for afternoon tea. Seasoned warriors both young and old gripped spears, bows, and clubs, terrified as Connor, Miyanda, and the dragon walked just a few feet from them toward Zuna’s hut. They didn’t have to go far as the old woman, her daughter, Lu, and Randolph approached to meet the returning heroes.


    Tarana smiled at her daughter. Randolph rubbed his eyes and Lu slapped Connor on the back. “Ha, wait till my father sees this!”


    Zuna smiled. “Connor Moore, you have not only fulfilled the first trial, but you have done so in a way that did not require killing a creature my tribe has sworn to protect. You have our thanks and alliance. When the tribe is called, we will answer.”


    “Thank you, Zuna.”


    As Randolph, Lu, and the rest of the village hesitantly approached the dragon, curiosity just barely overcoming fear, Zuna took Connor aside.


    “Connor, you must go soon. Two more trials still await you and you need the Elite race to recognize you before Vercin makes his move. Many will flock to Vercin’s call, but fewer will be so eager to run to him if there is another Judge, one that has completed the trials and proven himself. You have to give our people hope, give them a leader. Tell the Council all you have learned here. I know he’s not high in your list of friends, but you can trust Randolph. His heart is not as dark as you may think, just loyal to his family.”


    Connor raised an eyebrow.


    Zuna smiled. “You’ll see. He is misguided and loyal to a fault, but he has a good heart. Also tell Morrigan I said hello and—”


    The two were interrupted by a loud exchange coming from Tarana and Miyanda. The latter had her dark muscular arms crossed in an act of defiance as they conversed in their native tongue. Tarana caught Connor’s eye. “Connor, please tell my daughter that she is not welcome with you. That she will only get in the way.”


    Miyanda turned to Connor, not saying a word, but her violet eyes spoke a message of their own. Her eyes reminded him of Laren’s, not in color but in strength and determination. And because of this, he made a split-second decision to do whatever he could to help her. “Actually, Tarana, it was because of Miyanda I was able to find the dragon. Without her help, I’m not sure I could have done it, and with your blessing, I would like her to come back with us to the Abelardus castle.”


    Tarana looked stunned as a huge pearl white grin spread across Miyanda’s face. “Mother?” Tarana asked, looking at Zuna.


    Zuna nodded in agreement. “It was not by chance Connor’s journey led him to stumble across our path. Miyanda may have a part to play in this story yet.”


    The four were interrupted by a large growl and crash as the dragon’s thick tail obliterated a nearby tent and locals fled in every direction.


    “Now, Connor Moore,” Zuna said, smiling. “Your next task is getting the dragon back to the Council.”


    “How are we going to do that?” Connor asked. “We’d need a boat or some kind of military aircraft at the very least. How are we going to hide him?”


    “Oh, ye of little faith,” Lu said, grinning. “Why don’t you leave this to the big boys? You’d be surprised what a few hundred thousand dollars can convince people to do. If only we had a phone or some way to communicate with the outside world I could have a cargo plane waiting for us at the airstrip and a diesel truck with a flat bed to haul this guy,” Lu said as he threw a thumb in the dragon’s direction.


    Lu looked over to Zuna and Tarana. “No chance you ladies could magic up a satellite phone or something like that, is there?”


    “Unfortunately not, Lupus. Magic doesn’t exactly work like that,” Zuna answered.


    “Hypothetically, I may have brought said satellite phone with me to report in as a back up to the Looking Glass,” Randolph spoke hesitantly.


    “Hypothetically, huh?” Lu asked.


    “Hypothetically.”


    Lu may not have been a wizard, but he wielded that cell phone like a wand. After a few calls and a king’s ransom, he had arranged transportation for the entire group.


    “Great news, I arranged for the biggest diesel truck in the country to be brought with a hitch and left for us where we left the jeep. There’s a cargo plane at the hanger waiting as well,” Lu said as he threw the phone to Randolph. “Thanks, fancy pants. I almost regret trying to strangle you.”


    “Just almost?” Randolph asked as he tucked the phone away in his pocket.


    “Almost.”


    “We should leave now, the sun is just beginning to set and the fewer people that see our cargo, the better.”


    “Agreed, Judge,” Lu said with a wink. “Let’s get this dinosaur on the move.”


    “Miyanda knows the way back through the jungle. You all be safe, you will need each other for what is to come,” Zuna said as she hugged her granddaughter and waved good-bye to the group.


    The trek through the jungle was longer than any of them save Miyanda had anticipated. The air was humid. Mosquitoes, flies, and other insects buzzed around them insistently. When they finally did reach the spot where they’d begun their walk into the jungle, the jeep was gone and in its place was a giant eighteen wheeler. It was wider with thick wheels to compensate for the extra support, and unlike the jeep, looked as though it were capable of traveling for more than a few miles.


    “I’m driving,” Lu said, walking to the cab and throwing his backpack inside.


    Connor tried to coax the dragon inside but the space that seemed huge to him was little more than a cramped and confined pen for the dragon.


    “Oh, come on, dude. It’s only for a few hours until we get you to the airstrip.”


    The dragon took a few steps back and huffed, eyeing the small cage-like area with fear and loathing.


    “Come on, dragon whisperer,” Lu said. “We got to get going sometime in the next century.”


    Connor crossed his arms in thought then boarded the back of the large truck himself. “Here, look. I’ll stay back here with you. Come on, where’s that tough guy that was chasing me into a rock wall? Come on.”


    The dragon took a few steps forward apprehensively, and with Connor’s coaxing, finally entered the small container.


    “Let’s get going before he changes his mind, guys. I’ll stay back here with him.”


    Randolph shook his head in disbelief as he shut the doors to the container. “Let’s hope we don’t get pulled over and get searched.”


    With Lu, Randolph, and Miyanda in front, and Connor and the dragon in the back, the unlikely group traveled straight through the night and made great time on the return trip to the airfield. They pulled through the entrance as the wee hours of the morning approached.


    “You still alive back there?” Miyanda asked as she and Randolph opened the back hatch.


    “We’re fine. He settled down after the first few hours,” Connor said, jumping down out of the container. They were on the smoothly paved airfield, no one in sight. Lu had pulled up right next to the biggest plane Connor had ever seen. The large cargo plane was painted black and green and held enough space to carry a whale or a dragon.


    The air was still warm and the sky dark as they switched means of transportation.


    Connor was still unsure how much the dragon could understand, but it seemed as though the book Morrigan had lent him was vastly underestimating the intelligence of the dragon species. It seemed like the dragon could not only understand what Connor was saying but also read his emotions. When it came time to leave and enter the cargo plane, Connor had approached the animal, talking in a soothing tone and explaining to the creature that he had to get in the plane. The dragon looked into his eyes the entire time, his small folded wings only fluttering the slightest bit. As the animal walked up the gangway to enter the plane, he gave Connor a look that said, “I get it and I trust you.”


    “Who’s our pilot?” Connor asked as they got ready for take off. “And more importantly, how do we know he’s going to keep his mouth shut about our special passenger?”


    Lu said, “Our pilot is me, and no one would believe I was flying a dragon even if I told them.”


    Brown, blue, and now violet eyes looked at Lu in shock as they boarded the plane.


    “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, Lupus?” Randolph asked from the back.


    “Randolph, please, I’ve done this…” Lu’s voice trailed off in thought from his seat in the captain’s chair. “I’ve done this one and a half times before.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Twelve


     


     


     


    “One and a half?” Miyanda practically screamed from her seat beside Connor. “How do you fly a plane one and a half times?”


    Lu’s head and long, wild brown hair popped out of the cockpit door and looked back at his passengers. “Relax, the half time I just had a rough landing. I forgot to put the landing gear down, so I count that time as a half.”


    Miyanda closed her eyes and shook her head.


    “It’s going to be okay, Miyanda,” Connor said, trying to convince them both. “We’ll be there in no time.”


    “I know, it’s just my first time flying. You can imagine my people don’t get away much. Thank you, by the way, for convincing my mother that I could come with you. It means a lot, more than you know.”


    “Of course, you earned it. Without you I’m not sure what would have happened to me.”


    “If you need anything, with the next trial or whatever, I’m here.”


    “I know you are, Miyanda. Thank you.”


    The plane taxied down the runway, and between the silent prayers of the three Elite passengers and maybe even the dragon, lifted off the ground safely, although it wasn’t until they were high in the sky that Miyanda opened her eyes and stared out the window with a mixture of fear and amazement. Connor took this opportunity to rest and fell asleep.


    With a huge sigh, he came out of his coma-like sleep and looked around the interior of the plane. It was nothing like the jet they had taken there but it was solid and felt safe. Safe minus the identity of their pilot. Connor was trying not to think about Lu in the cockpit, but he’d done a good job so far.


    So far, Connor thought to himself. They still had to land in one piece.


    “Connor?” Randolph said, standing up on wobbly legs. “May I have a word with you?”


    “Sure,” Connor said, arching his back in a stretch and rubbing the weariness from his eyes. He followed Randolph deeper into the interior of the plane.


    “I thought I might take this opportunity to speak with you before we land.”


    “Sure, what’s up?”


    “I know you don’t trust me yet and I don’t blame you, but I want you to understand that I had no idea the plan Faust was unfolding was for Vercin. If it’s true, if he has somehow managed to escape and is gaining power, then we are all in very real danger. All of our families.”


    Connor nodded, remembering what Zuna had said about Randolph.


    “Connor, I want you to know that when we land at the castle, my plan is to act as though I don’t know a thing. Faust and Christof still think I’m loyal to them. I can use that to gain more information about Vercin and what he’s planning.”


    Connor looked at Randolph in a new light. If he was telling the truth, then Randolph would be an invaluable asset and he was offering to help Connor at risk to his own life. “Thank you, Randolph, and I don’t say that lightly. I know what kind of position this puts you in.”


    Randolph gave him a small smile. “It seems like I have much to atone for. Hopefully by the time this is all over I’ve done enough to make up for my past actions.”


    “Lady and Gentlemen and dragon, this is your captain speaking,” Lu’s voice came over the speaker. “Please place your trays and seats in their proper and upright positions. Also insure that you are strapped in as tight as possible. We are approaching the castle, and with no landing strip, this could get—interesting.”


    Connor and Randolph ran for their seats, buckling in as fast as they could. Connor pulled the seatbelt strap as tight as he dared without cutting off circulation to the rest of his body. Then he pulled it tighter, risking the loss of feeling in his limbs if it meant his overall survival.


    The small window he sat next to showed a green landscape quickly approaching. Miyanda’s face was a picture of terror as the plane made its descent. The quick decline in altitude made all their stomachs do somersaults. Randolph grabbed the seat arms until his knuckles were white.


    The dragon even seemed scared as the plane’s wheels made the initial impact with the ground. Jarring forward, the aircraft bounced on the uneven surface. Connor closed his eyes, happy he couldn’t see out of the plane as they slowly lost speed and taxied to a stop.


    Hatch doors opened as the group exited the plane on shaky legs. They found themselves mere feet from the castle’s walls and already surrounded by an army of the castle’s black suited guards.


    “Yes!” Lu screamed to no one in particular, throwing his large arms straight up in the air. “Make that TWO and a half plane trips!”


    “Move!” a familiar voice shouted as Laren appeared, classy as ever. She wore high heels and a dark skirt and jacket. “Connor, you’re all right!” Passing right by Lu, she ignored Randolph and Miyanda and threw herself into Connor’s arms. “I knew you would make it back. I knew you would be okay.”


    The two separated, faces beaming. The entire trip, Connor had forced himself to focus on the task at hand but his mind had still wandered to Laren. Now he realized how much he had missed her and it felt amazing to have her back in his arms.


    “Oh, great to have you back, too, big brother,” Lu interrupted the two, mimicking Laren’s voice.


    Laren separated herself from Connor and hugged her brother. “Oh, I’m glad to see you, too, Mr. Sensitive.”


    Laren’s gaze passed behind Lu and she noticed Miyanda for the first time. “Oh, I’m Laren,” she said, offering a hand to Miyanda.


    “Miyanda. It’s very nice to meet you.”


    A crowd was beginning to gather now, first to see what would bring a plane to a near collision with the castle, and then to see the conquering hero return from his first trial.


    “I thought you were tasked with bringing back the head of a fire serpent, not the head of some gangly-looking tribeswoman.” Faust’s familiar voice emerged from the crowd. Led by Christof, the two approached the group, smug smiles on their faces.


    Miyanda shot daggers at the two men as they approached.


    “I know what I was tasked with bringing back, I’m awaiting the Council,” Connor said.


    Randolph had so far remained quiet, now he took a place next to Faust and Christof and they whispered amongst each other, no doubt talking about the trip and the success of the first trial.


    “Wait no longer, Mr. Moore.” Adolpho and the other four members of the Council stepped forward. “Were you successful?”


    Connor smiled as he walked to the rear of the plane and reached for the release lever. “Don’t be alarmed—he’s not going to hurt you.” The confused crowd, along with the Council, looked on. Connor flipped the lever and the cargo hatch to the plane slowly opened. There was a rumble and the plane shifted ever so slightly. The Elite crowd gasped as the dragon’s large head peered out of the open doors, eyes blinking, and still very much alive.


    “Come on, come on, big guy. I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” Connor coaxed.


    Out of his element, the dragon was still an impressive figure, but to Connor, who had seen the wrath the animal was capable of, it was a shocking difference. His large yellow eyes shifted around the crowd uncertainly as he gingerly stepped from the plane and onto the soft grass that surrounded the castle.


    There were screams and gasps as the crowd realized that Connor had brought back the animal alive. The dragon sniffed the air and let out a roar. Not a roar of anger but more of a nervous hello.


    There was silence as the Elite crowd tried to believe the impossible. Most of them had heard rumors that a species still existed but had either passed it off as fairy tale or chose to ignore it altogether.


    “Does this mean I passed?” Connor asked the five members of the Council.


    Adolpho tore his eyes from the magnificent creature and nodded half heartedly, more befitting a shy young man than the head of the Council. “Yes, Connor, yes. You certainly did pass.”


    There was a cheer and applause from the crowd, started by Laren. Connor smiled as he placed a hand on the dragon’s large muscular shoulder.


    The moment of joy was short lived and soon turned once again to duty and responsibility. The dragon couldn’t very well fit inside the castle, and with this many Elites around, it wouldn’t be a wise choice even if he could.


    “Is there somewhere on the grounds the dragon can stay?” Connor asked Laren and Lu. “Until we can arrange for his transportation back home?”


    “We can just kick Laren out and he can have her room,” Lu suggested.


    “Or,” Laren said, shooting a dirty look at her brother, “Or he can stay in one of the large storage sheds on our property.”


    “I like my idea better,” Lu said, ignoring his sister’s playful glare. “But I guess Laren is right. I’ll make sure he has a nice place to stay and get him something to eat. I bet he’s hungry.”


    “I’ll go with you,” Miyanda volunteered, in an awkward kind of way as she broke eye contact with Lu. “I mean, you might need help.”


    “Sure,” Lu shrugged, missing the obvious signs of affection in Miyanda’s eyes.


    The crowd began to break up, most of the Elites following the dragon, Lu and Miyanda. They were eager to see as much of the dragon as possible. Randolph and his two cousins left in another direction, shooting dark looks over their shoulders and speaking in even darker whispers.


    “May I have a word in private with the Council?” Connor asked Adolpho as the remaining crowed of Elites engulfed him and a wave of well-wishers patted him on the back in congratulations.


    “Yes, of course. Meet us in the Council chamber.”


    Connor nodded. “Where is Morrigan? It’s important that she is there as well.”


    “She’s training her new apprentice. I’ll send for her.”


    “New apprentice?”


    “You’ll see.”


    “Okay, thank you.”


    Adolpho nodded and disappeared into the crowd with the rest of the Elite Council.


    Arden, Morrigan’s brother and the Council member representing Connor’s own bloodline, remained a few steps behind the Council. “Way to go, Connor, we never doubted you. Well, a little bit.” He winked. “But not much.”


    “Thanks—I think,” Connor said, smiling.


    “You should stay for a while, Connor, it would be good to be seen with the rest of the Elite race. Connor nodded. He knew what he meant, no matter what happened, the Elites needed to like, even love him if he was going to lead them against Vercin one day.


    It was exhausting; handshake after handshake, and even a few hugs were only the beginning of the crowd’s congratulatory reaction. Connor retold the story twice just so everyone was sure to hear. Wide-eyed, the crowd clung to every word as Connor retold the encounter with Miyanda’s tribe and the capture of the dragon. Mouths were covered as he related his capture in the jungle. They gasped as he told them of hunting and then being hunted by the dragon that ended in a rockslide. Finally, laughter erupted from the crowd on Lu’s piloting skills and the rough landing.


    He was an easy person to like. Even dirty and sleep-deprived,     Connor’s   strong   frame    and handsome  features  made him a pleasant figure. After he had told the story the second time and the sun began to s et at his back, he knew he had to go. There was too much that the Council didn’t know, too much that they needed to know if they were all going to survive Vercin’s return.

  


  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


     


     


     


    “Thank you so much for all your support, and I will continue to do my best for you during the second trial, but I must get going. I have to meet with the Council.”


    Grins and nods met him and the crowd cheered for him as he left. Laren following alongside, he made his way into the castle and toward the Council chamber. “I knew you’d bring back the head, but still attached to the body, Mr. Moore? Impressive.” Laren winked.


    Connor grinned, and thought for the hundredth time how beautiful she was. Tall and slender with strong, attractive features, she would catch the eye of anyone, but he knew her so much better than just a pretty face. Fate had brought them together for a reason, it wasn’t a mistake or by chance, and as time went on, Connor believed that more and more.


    “It feels like I’m running a political race more than performing an ancient set of trials.”


    “In a way you’re doing both. You need the support of our race if they’re going to follow you through whatever darkness Morrigan’s prophecy is talking about.”


    Connor nodded in agreement as they approached the Council room doors. He was content for now just to look at Laren and think about what he felt for her and what it could mean.


    “Why are you looking at me like that?”


    “Oh, sorry, I—I just missed you. I missed you more than I thought I would.”


    Laren lowered her eyes, her brown hair falling in place perfectly beside her cheek to hide her own expression. “I missed you, too, Connor.”


    The two stood in front of the entrance to the Council chamber. Connor and Laren reached for the handle to the large wooden door at the same time, his hand landing on hers. They stood still for a moment, looking at each other and enjoying the simple joy a touch could bring.


    Connor and Laren didn’t need to say anything. He closed his palm around hers.


    “Time is forever our enemy, Connor, please enter the room.” It was Morrigan’s familiar voice from the other side of the door.


    “How does she always know?” Connor wondered out loud.


    “You got me, must be a sorceress thing,” Laren laughed as they reluctantly broke their grip and opened the door, but the laugh abruptly ended as her eyes found Katie’s, who was sitting next to Morrigan.


    “Connor, you did it!” Katie jumped up, ignoring everyone in the room and threw herself into Connor’s familiar arms. “I knew you would. I wanted to go see you and the dragon but Morrigan said we had to keep training. I thought this sorceress thing would be cool but its worse then cheer practice. There’s not an end in sight and so much to learn!”


    Laren made no attempt to hide rolling her green eyes and took a seat in front of the Council. Connor wished that things didn’t have to be so tense when Laren and Katie were in the same room, but he knew there was no other choice. He needed to make a decision, but even then, there was no guarantee they’d all be friends.


    But he couldn’t think about this now, too much was happening. “What, you’re a sorceress?” Connor asked.


    “Yeah, crazy, huh?” Katie answered.


    “It seems as though Katie has the same gift for magic as her mother,” Morrigan said, smiling at Connor. “It’s good to see you again.”


    Connor didn’t have time to grasp what Morrigan had said about Katie’s mother as he smiled and he and Katie walked toward Morrigan. “It’s good to see you, too. Zuna says hello.


    Morrigan smiled. “I knew you would be safe under her care.”


    “If we could save the catching up and congratulations for a bit later?” Morrigan’s brother, Arden Hayes, suggested. “If I am correct, Connor has some vital news for the Council.”


    “Oh, of course, excuse me,” Morrigan said, sitting down between Katie and Laren.


    Connor approached the high table where the five ruling members of the Council sat, each representing one of the Five Families. From left to right sat Raban, Thema, Adolpho, Arden, and Tien.


    “It’s good to have you back, Connor. And with a dragon. I bet you have a story or two to tell about that, but there seems to be something more pressing on your mind.”


    Connor nodded at Raban, the blue-eyed older Elite and leader of the Ulfric family. He decided to leave the part about Faust and Christof out, because if the Council went after the two, Randolph would more than likely be caught in the crossfire. Also, if Randolph was serious about gathering information, exposing Faust and Christof as conspirators might blow his cover and kill any chance of gaining information about their enemy with it. “Vercingetorix is alive. Somehow he’s escaped from his prison and he’s gathering strength to take back control of the Elite race.”


    Silence. The five most respected members of the Elite species sat quiet, stunned by the mention of one man’s name. Connor had never witnessed such a thing. In his mind, the Council were the highest, most powerful figures in the human and Elite world, how could one name worry them so much? It was Morrigan who finally broke the silence. “How do you know this, Connor? Did Zuna tell you?”


    Connor turned around and nodded.


    “Then it must be true,” Thema spoke for the first time. “Zuna was the one to imprison him with Morrigan and her other two apprentices. She would know if her spell was broken.”


    “But how?” Arden asked, furrowing his brow and shaking his head. “He was thrown into a volcano and a containment spell cast over the entire entrance in 1000 A.D. How did he escape now? Not under his own power—he has no access to the art of magic.”


    “Vercin was a hard man. A warrior from the inside out—that’s why he made such a great Judge. It is possible with the Elite gene, if he was not killed by another, and lived through the fall, that he survived,” Raban said.


    Hands steepled and eyes dark with worry, Adolpho looked to his close friend and fellow Council member. “I agree, Raban.” He turned to address the rest of them. “Many of you were not yet born or were too young to remember, but a young Morrigan, Raban, and I saw the result of Vercin’s willpower and lust for control. He was a god on the battlefield, untouchable. It was only due to the power of the four sorceresses that he was weakened enough for our best warriors to defeat him in battle. It is possible that he has survived these long years.”


    “That would explain his survival, but how did he escape with the containment spell in place?” Tien asked quietly.


    “Morrigan?” Arden asked, “Do you know how a spell that strong could be broken?”


    “I do.” Morrigan stood, dressed in a light jacket with a knitted scarf around her neck. “It would take the power of one of the sorceresses who cast the spell in the first place to be able to undo it.”


    “One of the four who cast it?” asked Thema. “Well, that’s impossible. Zuna would never do such a thing. She’s the one that put him there in the first place. You’re here, Deborah Ulfric was killed in the attempt by Vercin himself, and…” her voice trailed off.


    All eyes in the room save Connor’s turned to Katie. She squirmed uncomfortably in her seat. “What? I didn’t do it. I just found out about this whole Elite weird eye thing last week!”


    “Not you, Katie,” Thema spoke softly. “Your mother.”
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    “My mother?” Katie asked, incredulous. “My mother isn’t a sorceress. I haven’t even seen her since the night Faust and Randolph killed my father and awakened my Elite gene.”


    “No one has seen her since that night,” Adolpho said gently, guiding Katie to the harsh truth. “Your mother broke the Law by marrying and conceiving with a human and hid her sin with magic, veiling herself and disappearing from the Elite world.”


    Katie look confused. She looked first at Connor, then Morrigan for help.


    “It is possible,” Morrigan said finally. “I’ll contact Zuna and see if there’s anyway we can locate Julie.”


    Adolpho nodded and addressed the other members of the Council. “In the meantime, the rest of us will use all the recourses we possess to find Vercin and stop him.” Adolpho turned to Connor. “There’s no doubt with anyone of us that you are the Judge. We now know what evil you must protect our people from, but the trials must be passed, not only to hold to our Law and traditions, but to prove to the rest of the Elite race that our side is the one worth fighting for.”


    “I’m ready.” Connor hadn’t had a shower in three days, he was exhausted and famished, but like Morrigan had said, “time was never on their side.”


    “It is customary for the Judge taking the trials to be given a period of three days to rest in between the choosing of the stones,” Adolpho explained. “With the new information provided and Vercin on the loose, it is important that you finish these trials as soon as possible. Connor, do you think you would be up to the task of departing again as soon as possible on your next trial?”


    “I’ll be ready to go in a few hours.”


    The Council smiled and nodded. “Morrigan’s prophecy couldn’t be of a better Judge, or a tougher one,” Raban said with a proud smile.


    “Go, Connor, you need a shower and food, no doubt. I can hear your stomach from my seat,” Arden said.


    Connor grinned and wondered how closely they were related as he turned to go. Katie and Laren both stood up but were dismissed with a firm look from Morrigan, who fell in step with Connor. “It’s time to rest and recover before your next trial,” she said, “other things can wait.”


    Connor knew exactly what she meant by “other things” as the two headed to his room. He even felt a bit guilty for being grateful she had saved him from another Laren/Katie standoff.


    “You’re doing a wonderful job as Judge. I would have been with the crowd to welcome our conquering hero back but Katie needs as much training as she can handle about being an Elite as well as a sorceress.”


    “I still can’t believe she’s capable of magic or that her mother was the one that freed Vercin,” Connor said.


    They mounted the castle stairs together. “Although it appears that way, let’s try and give her mother the benefit of the doubt when it comes to freeing the darkest figure in Elite history. I knew her well and would like to think her incapable of such a thing, but who knows.”


     


    ***


     


    Connor smiled to himself as he soaped his hair in the shower. It was an amazing feeling to scrub the dirt and grime off his tired body. He had taken so much for granted and his trip to the jungle had made him appreciate all the little things in life like hot water and soap.


    He knew he couldn’t stay in the shower longer, no matter how hard he tried to convince himself. Reluctantly he shut off the water, grabbed a thick towel, and dried himself as Morrigan began talking from the other side of the door, a tradition that had been forced upon them with their chronic lack of time. It was, however, a tradition Connor had come to look forward to.


    “Under the drawers to the sink, you’ll find clothes. And if you hurry, I had the cooking staff whip you up something quick to eat. You need to—”


    Before she could finish, Connor had opened the shower door, releasing a wall of steam. Connor quickly pulled on a pair of dark jeans and a grey shirt. “Did you say you had food?”


    Morrigan let out a laugh. “Yes.” She pointed to a desk that stood by the door with a large silver tray on top.


    “Sometimes it’s easy for me to forget how young you are.”


    “I’m not that young, I’m eighteen.” Connor opened the tray and picked up a large sandwich, studying it contents. I don’t even know what I’m doing looking at this, I’m going to eat it anyway. He took a large bite.


    “Eighteen to someone who has lived centuries is young, Connor. I think we need to do something with your hair soon, you’re going to look like Lu.”


    Connor ran a free hand through his black hair, it was long enough now to reach his eyebrows. “How’s Katie doing with training? She’s your apprentice now?”


    “That’s right, very few Elites have the gift of sorcery. When one shows promise, we try to encourage and nurture the gift. She only just started, but she’s talented.”


    “I guess that makes sense, considering who her mother is.”


    Morrigan nodded and took a seat. “Connor, I don’t want to alarm you, but I always want to be honest with you. With Vercin released from his prison, there’s a very high chance that he will try and interfere with your journey, either by tempting you to join him, or by trying to kill you.”


    Connor paused, French fry halfway to his open mouth. “I had a dream about him. I didn’t know who it was at the time, but he did try and convince me to join him and then he threatened me. In my dream, he killed all of the Council members.”


    Morrigan didn’t sound surprised. “Then Julie is certainly with him. Vercin is no magician and wouldn’t know the first thing about entering someone’s dreams. He needed the help of a sorceress to do that.”


    “I’m not going to give in to him, Morrigan. I promise.”


    “I know you won’t, Connor. Let’s get going. We have an appearance to make.”


    Throwing on some socks and shoes, Connor left the room, one hand clutching the second half of his sandwich like a treasure, and the other hand trying to smooth down his still damp hair.


    Elites were still entering the Council chamber when Connor and Morrigan arrived. With the short notice the Council had provided for the choosing of the next trial, Connor was surprised to have another full audience. Elites from all over had been gathering at the castle once the news of a Judge had surfaced. Everyone wanted to get a look at him and witness history.


    All his supporters were present, as well as those who wished him to fail. Lu, Miyanda, Laren, Katie, Randolph, Faust, and Christof were all there. Christof glared at him, Randolph nodded, and Faust, who sat at the edge of the row closest to Connor as he passed, sniffed the air, smelling his presence. He bent towards him to whisper, “You will fail, there is no doubt.” Extending a pale hand, he asked from behind dark glasses, “May I shake the hand of a dead Elite?”


    Connor stopped and turned to his eyeless adversary. Faust wore a dark blue suit with matching tie. Connor reached down and placed his mostly eaten sandwich in Faust’s hand. “Here, I have something for you. Don’t know what it is, but it’s delicious.”


    Over the noise of the crowd, no one caught the exchange between the two or noticed the sandwich. Connor continued forward and took a seat next to Morrigan in front of the Council, not waiting to see the surprised and disgusted look on Faust’s face.


    The Council members were clad in long dark brown robes with wide sleeves. Adolpho stood in the front, just as he had done when the first trial was chosen. A large metallic container masked the stones from which he would choose.


    “If I may have your attention,” Adolpho said over the noise of the room. The chamber immediately silenced. “Connor Moore has proven himself true to the claim of Judge thus far by delivering the head of the fire serpent. His next task will be—” Adolpho paused as he reached a hand into the large iron pot. Pulling a dark stone with white writing out, he read the inscription. “To bring back the crown of the Zhanshi king.”


    A mix of applause, shouts, and gasps erupted from the crowd. Connor had no idea what to think. Adolpho could have told him he had to capture the crazy cat of Atlantis and it wouldn’t have made any less sense.


    “As always, Connor will be required to leave now, and with a clear idea of where The Island is, he will not require a guide.”


    The attendees of the Council room took that as their cue to start filing out and await the Judge’s departure at the main gate. 


    Connor turned to say his good-byes. “You’ll do fine,” Lu told him.


    “Hurry back. I think the dragon misses you, but I will look after him while you are gone,” Miyanda reassured him.


    Katie wrapped him in another hug. “We have to find some time when this is all done to actually talk.”


    “We will, Kat. Train hard while I’m gone. Don’t get into any trouble.”


    Katie smiled. “Look who’s talking. Stay out of trouble yourself!”


    Connor left, following Morrigan and searching the crowd for Laren, but she was nowhere to be found. It was déjà vu all over again as Elites cheered and shouted his name. Someone fell in step beside him as he walked to the limo that waited at the entrance to the castle. It was Tien, amber eyes full of concern.


    “Just listen—we have but moments. These are my people you now travel to, and they will not only test your mind and body, but your heart, Connor, your will. When the pain starts, find something inside to keep you going. That is the only way you will survive.”


    Connor didn’t know what to think. It wasn’t exactly what he wanted to hear but he knew Tien was trying to offer advice. Connor just nodded as the small man fell back and melded into the crowd.


    “Ready? Here you go again.”


    Connor grinned at Morrigan as he entered the limo’s dark interior. “I’m ready, I’ve had a great teacher.”


    Morrigan gave him a smile and closed the door behind him, shutting out the cheer of the crowd. The limo started to roll forward and soon was underway to where? Connor had no idea. To somewhere that would lead him to the king of… of where again? Wu Tang? No, that wasn’t it. Zhan something? Days of his body working off catnaps and short sleeps finally caught up to him, and now in the cool interior of the limo, Connor surrendered to the comforting embrace of exhaustion.


    He wasn’t sure if it had been hours or days when he awoke, but he felt great. Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, he forced himself into a seated position. The limo had stopped, but what had woken him? There was a tap on the window. Connor reached for the door handle and squinted as the sun’s brilliant light swept into the limo’s cave-like interior. The smell of the ocean met his nose. Brown eyes adjusting to the light, he thanked the person who opened the door for him, and stepped out.


    He was on a pier, and if he had to guess by the sun’s place in the sky, it was sometime around mid-morning. The ocean slapped against the wooden pier and seagulls flapped lazily, looking for their next meal.


    “Pretty, isn’t it?”


    Connor whipped around. “Laren?”


    Laren stood in front of him, dressed like a limo driver with black suit, tie, and even a little octagonal hat. She removed the cap and shook her head, letting her brown hair fall down in waves. “Yep, I was going to tell you on the way here, but you looked like you could use the sleep.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


     


     


     


    “How are you here? You weren’t supposed to come. What if the Council finds out?”


    “Calm down. I just traded places with the driver, offering him a paid vacation. Well, more like insisting he take a paid vacation. And it’s not like I’m going to help you do your trial, I was actually on my way to visit my brother and mother. As far as I’m concerned, you’re tagging along and hopped into my car, buddy.”


    “What? Your mother and brother?”


    “Come on,” Laren said, grabbing his hand in hers. “I’ll explain everything on the way, but right now, we have a boat to catch.”


    The “boat” Laren was referring to actually looked like an oversized raft.


    “Orion, are you here? Hello?” Laren shouted at the boat.


    A mess of long dark hair, eye patch, and a thick beard appeared over the side of the ship. “It depends who’s asking.” The man’s black eye patch and weather beaten skin made him look like a true sailor. As soon as he saw Laren, his beard parted to reveal a set of pearl white teeth. “Laren Abelardus, my favorite Elite. How are you?”


    “Great, Orion. This is Connor.”


    Orion hopped out of the boat and onto the pier to shake hands. “Hello, Connor. So you’re the Judge I keep hearing so much about.”


    Connor’s surprise must have showed because the man smiled. “Word travels faster than one would think when you’re part of a covert society.”


    “I see, well, it’s nice to meet you, Orion.”


    “What brings the two of you to my humble part of the pier?”


    “We need passage to The Island,” Laren answered.


    Orion nodded. “Aye, I understand why you’re going there, Laren, to visit your mother and brother, but what brings you, young master Connor?”


    “My second trial is to bring back the crown of the Zhan—Zhanshi King.”


    Orion’s eyes widened. “Is it, then?” His bare feet shuffled on the wooden floor of the pier. “Well, if it is your trial, I guess you don’t have much of an option, then, do you? Well, get on board, you two. Daylight is wasting. If we want to catch our window of opportunity, we have to leave now.”


    Connor followed Laren on board. The boat, if you could call it a boat, was no more than thirty yards long and ten yards across. The wood was cracking and paint peeled off the sides like a dog shedding hair. Orion was already at work as soon as they stepped on, removing the lines that connected the boat to the pier. “Since it’s Connor’s first time on the Lady’s Shadow, you better get him up to speed and in position before we hit the mist.”


    Laren nodded, removing her black jacket and tie and rolling the sleeves of the white dress shirt she wore to her elbows. “Connor, the only way to get to The Island is through a curtain of mist that forms on a certain part of the ocean everyday. In order to make this window, the boat has to be going at a very high speed or we’ll miss it.”


    Connor raised his eyebrows and ran a hand through his black hair. “This boat? This boat is going to go fast?”


    “Aye, lad,” Orion shouted from the wheel of this ship. “She may not look like much, but the Lady’s Shadow is the fastest boat on the water.”


    “Oookay,” Connor said, not trying to sound rude.


    “Better strap in, “Laren instructed as she took a seat near the front of the boat and strapped herself into a pair of seatbelts that were firmly connected to the rest of the boat.


    “So, you’re telling me this boat is going to go so fast that you need two straps to hold you in?”


    “Yes. Now hurry before Orion gets under way or you’re going to be thrown off.”


    Connor shrugged his shoulders, thinking that the whole situation was ridiculous. The ship he was on looked as though it could barely stay afloat, much less be the fastest ship on the sea. Connor strapped himself into both seat belts, the first one across his lap, the second diagonally across his shoulders. He couldn’t help thinking he was better off strapping himself into a life vest than into seatbelts. Then the ship started to pick up speed.


    The boat headed out of the harbor and into the open water. The sun was high in the sky and other ships floated lazily by, none close enough to get a good look, but all in much better condition than Orion’s ship. The boat’s speed picked up a few more knots and Connor changed his mind. He guessed they were going somewhere around forty to fifty miles per hour and that was impressive. But Orion didn’t stop there… he continued to increase the speed until the boat was skimming over the water at a rate that made the land disappear within minutes.


    “Still think she’s a slow girl?” Orion laughed.


    Connor and Laren were strapped in near the front of the ship and seawater and wind whipped their faces. He thought about answering back, but the wind would have muffled his response anyway.


    The boat continued to increase its pace until he was sure they were going well over one hundred miles per hour. If he opened his mouth, air gushed in at a rate that made his cheeks blow out and he squinted his eyes to protect them from the intensity of the air rushing past. Connor looked over at Laren, she was smiling.


    She seemed to revel in the sensation of the boats breakneck speed, she looked over, her eyes twinkling, and shouted, “I told you it was a good idea to buckle in!”


    Connor nodded and looked forward, there was a wall… no a billow of mist on the water that was evaporating quickly. It was a small form, no more than twenty feet across. Connor heard Orion, it was muffled. “Hold on this is going to be close!”


    Connor didn’t believe it, but the little boat went faster, faster than any car, rollercoaster, or train he had ever been on. They hit the wall of mist at a speed he couldn’t even guess.


    They were only in the mist for what seemed like a second, and then they were through. The boat began to slow down and Connor was able to breathe comfortably again. He blinked his eyes and squinted, examining their new surroundings. Nothing seemed to have changed, water still greeted them on all sides; land was still nowhere to be seen, and the sun… Connor shook his head, trying to clear the thoughts and ideas coming at him faster than the boat had been traveling. When they entered the mist, the sun had been high overhead, now it rested on the horizon, either heralding the morning or night, Connor didn’t know which.


    The boat slowed even more to a comfortable pace. “Laren,” Connor said under his breath, still trying to grasp the reality of the situation. “The sun.”


    “I know, it’s setting now, its evening here.”


    “Here?”


    “Don’t expect a lot of answers. I’m not sure I understand it myself, but The Island isn’t from this world. It’s protected and guarded by its inhabitants. Orion is the only one granted permission to ferry people to and from for certain purposes.”


    “What kind of purposes?”


    “Well, you know how I said I was going to see my mother and brother?”


    Connor nodded.


    “My mother is here with my little brother, who has a very rare condition that attacks only the Elite gene. It’s debilitating and makes its victims weak. Unchecked, the virus kills its host like a cancer. The Island and those on it perform a kind of healing that’s not found in our world. My mother is here with my little brother, Reap, to see if they can halt the progress of the virus.”


    “There she is!” Orion shouted from the helm of the ship.


    Connor had to squint to see a tiny landmass that was growing bigger by the second. Soon the tiny speck took on more definitive characteristics. It looked like the Amazon, a rich green landscape with a backdrop of mountain ranges. The same mist Orion had taken them through clung around The Island like a wall of guards standing sentry.


    Orion took the group to a small wooden dock that looked worse than the boat.


    “Well, here we are. Better get a move on and make our presence known before they find us.”


    Connor gave Laren a quizzical look as the two jumped off the boat and headed inland. “He means The Island’s population, its protectors. They’re a welcoming group. It’s just polite for us to head straight to the palace and introduce you. Not everyone is welcome on The Island, so when a new visitor arrives, we have to present you.”


    “Okay, I have to politely present myself and then tell them I need their crown. This should go over well.”


    The three crossed the small beach, and with Orion’s lanky shape in the lead, they made their way zigzagging through the jungle and thick underbrush. It didn’t take long for Orion to find a path, and twenty minutes later, the trio found themselves approaching a huge stone wall with an impressive iron gate set directly in the middle.


    Lion gargoyles stood guard on either side of the gates. More statues were spaced out strategically across the dark stone battlements. Stone wolves, griffins, dragons, and tigers stared back at him, almost daring him to look away.

  


  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


     


     


     


    Orion walked to the door, and with the nonchalance one would expect when knocking on the door of a close friend, Orion wrapped on the gate. The noise made an echo and reverberated back into the kingdom’s walls. Nothing happened. “The boys must be napping,” Orion said as he lifted a fist for another knock.


    Before he could make contact with the gate, the left side of the door slowly swung open and a small man with an orange robe smiled at the group. “Oh no, Mr. Orion, it is the meditation hour. I’m sorry for my late arrival. Please come in.”


    Orion bowed to the little man. “Thank you, brother, and I’m sorry for the disturbance.”


    “Not at all.” The small man shifted his amber eyes past Orion to Laren. “Oh, and Miss Abelardus, your mother and brother will be so happy to see you.”


    “Thank you,” Laren said, bowing. “May I introduce Connor Moore to you, brother?”


    In the same soft-spoken manner Tien used to converse on the Council, the man bowed again in Connor’s direction. “Oh, it is so nice to meet you. Your father was a great friend of mine.”


    Connor did an awkward half bow of his own as he tried to piece together how his father would have made it to The Island. “Thank you.”


    Smile still in place, the man closed the door behind the travelers and slowly made his way down the stone pathway that led to the main palace. “I’ll show you to your rooms and then I’m sure the king would like to meet you, Connor. He also knew your father.”


    Connor didn’t know what to say, so he kept quiet and followed their pleasant guide. The palace was a huge building with sharp, pointed roofs and ornate stone and woodwork. Everything was picture perfect; the garden they walked through on the way to the palace was immaculate and would give even Morrigan’s green thumb a run for her money. A large staircase led up to a set of wooden doors that stood wide open.


    The interior to the building was no less impressive than the outside. Clean carpets covered the wooden floors and tapestries hundreds of years old hung delicately on the walls.


    “Brother?” Laren asked as the man led them through the palace’s halls. “How is my younger brother faring?”


    “Reap is a strong child. The sickness has not completely left his body, but we have managed to stop its progress. As we train Reap and he learns to harness his will, we have faith he will be able to make a full recovery.”


    Laren walked quietly with a smile on her face but Connor knew her well enough now to tell the difference between a genuine smile from one that was forced and worried.


    “Here we are, three rooms all next to each other. If you would like to wash up and change, I will inform the King, your mother, and brother of your arrival before I come back and gather you for the evening meal.”


    Thanking the small man for his generosity, the three travelers headed to their rooms to change. Connor entered his chamber, and unlike his quarters in the Abelardus castle, this room was small and barely furnished. A bed stood in one corner, a chair and desk across from it, and the only other two things the room boasted was a small bathroom and a smaller dresser just under a window that opened to the courtyard.


    A bowl of water and towel stood ready on the dresser. An orange robe lay neatly folded on the bed. Connor wasted no time in attacking the water and washing off the salt spray from his face. The clothes, on the other hand, were harder to deal with. Connor picked up the bright orange material and turned it around, trying to figure out which way to put it on.


    “Laren, Laren!” His door burst open and a small boy ran into the room, dressed in a smaller version of the robe Connor held in his hands. The boy’s dull green eyes widened when he saw Connor. “Oh, you’re not Laren. Who are you?”


    “I’m Connor. You must be Reap.”


    “You know me?” the little boy asked, scratching his bald head.


    “Of course. Your sister talks about you all the time.”


    “She does? Are you her boyfriend?”


    “Ummm—“ Connor was saved from having to answer the question with Laren’s appearance in the doorway.


    “Well, there you are, Reap. You look so good!”


    “Laren!” the little Abelardus ran to his sister and threw his arms around her as she knelt down to embrace him.


    “I didn’t know you were coming. Mom will be so happy to see you. How’s Dad and Lu?”


    “They’re great, Reap, and they miss you very much.” She extended her arms, holding her little brother at a distance. “You look so strong. How’s your time on The Island been?”


    The little boy flexed a thin bicep for his sister to inspect. “Good. I’m getting stronger!”


    Laren smiled. “Yes, you are. Have you met Connor yet? Connor, this is my brother, Reap. Reap, this is Connor. He’s a Judge.”


    The little boy turned and looked at Connor with a new sign of respect and admiration. “A Judge. I thought he was just a boyfriend.”


    An awkward silence filled the room before Connor decided to break it, extending a hand to Reap. “It’s nice to meet you, Reap.”


    Reap’s tiny hand was engulfed by Connor’s as they shook.


    “Better change and come down to the eating hall,” Orion said, popping his thick beard and patched eye through the door. “The King and Mrs. Abelardus are waiting.”


    Connor darted in the bathroom and threw on the robe as the rest of the party waited. It was actually much more comfortable than Connor had anticipated. The material felt like silk and allowed him to move freely in any direction. Barefoot, the four followed Orion down another long hall and to a huge dining room. It was easily twice the size of the Council chamber back at the Abelardus castle.


    Gold torch holders hung along the walls in shapes of dragons, lions, and eagles. In the center of the room was a long table with equally long benches on either side for seating. The table was full of fruit, vegetables, and water pitchers.


    Each bench was loaded to capacity with amber-eyed monks in orange robes, all with genuinely welcoming smiles and nods as the group entered the room.


    Orion led them to the head of a table, where a large wooden chair was placed. The chair wasn’t ornate. It was ordinary and plain. The man who sat in the chair, however, was anything but. He was a few inches taller than Connor, but with a similar muscular build. His mustache and goatee were long and combined with his black hair that was pulled into a ponytail, were the only things that set him apart from the rest of the monks.


    Sitting to his right was an older version of Laren. The woman was tall with long brown, curly hair and green eyes that seemed to capture the torchlight and glimmer more than they should.


    “Your Highness, may I present Connor Moore?” Orion said, waving a hand in Connor’s direction as Laren went to embrace her mother and exchange quiet hellos.


    Connor wasn’t sure how he should address the King, so he knelt like he would during a Council meeting, averting his eyes to the ground.


    “Please,” the King spoke softly and deliberately. “You do not have to kneel.”


    Surprised with the response, Connor stood up, as did the King. “My name is Zheng, and it is a pleasure to meet you. If I am correct, it is your first time here. May I present Mrs. Abelardus?”


    Connor swallowed hard. He knew that he and Laren weren’t dating, but it still felt a bit daunting to shake her mother’s hand. “It’s nice to meet the man who has the Elite race in such a frenzy. So you’re the soon to be proclaimed Judge of our people.”


    “Thank you, Mrs. Abelardus—“


    “Please, call me Kora. I’ve insisted Zheng do the same, but he’s stubborn.”


    “It is our custom to show every respect,” Zheng said, smiling with a small bow. “But please sit and eat, you all must be very tired and hungry from your journey.”


    Kora, and Orion sat on the king’s left; Connor, Reap, and Laren on the right. Everyone at the table began to serve themselves. There was every variety of fruit and vegetable Connor could imagine and some he couldn’t place. The dark wooden table was alive with colors as the group began their meal and the hall was full of talk and laughter.


    “So how was the trip to The Island?” Kora asked Connor over the table. “I still remember my first time making the journey.”


    Connor stole a glance at Orion, who was all smiles and laughter as he cut apart his mango. “It was surprising. I don’t think I gave Orion and his ship enough credit.”


    “I told you,” Orion said around a mouthful of mango. “She’s faster than she looks.”


    Connor nodded in agreement.


    “And Lupus and your father, Laren?” Kora asked.


    “Oh they’re great. I’m sure they wished they could come, but with the Council meetings and everything going on, they’re a bit busy at the moment.”


    “What do you mean by ‘everything going on?’”


    It dawned on Connor that with the secluded location of The Island, they may be a few days or more behind on information. “They, ummm…” Laren looked at Reap, who was burrowing into a huge slice of watermelon like a small squirrel. “There have been some developments. Vercin has been seen alive.”


    The entire table suddenly stopped eating. The entire table, that is, except for Reap, who didn’t miss a beat and bit deep into his juicy mound of goodness with a satisfied little smile.


    “How is this possible?” Zheng asked for the first time, showing another emotion besides happiness and good will.


    “That’s what the Council is trying to figure out, but it’s been confirmed. There’s no doubt about it.”


    “I would imagine that your presence here, Mr. Moore, would have something to do with all of this?” Zheng asked.


    This was it. The part of the journey Connor had dreaded from the instant he had met the first monk at the gate and experienced their welcoming attitude and giving spirit. How was he supposed to tell them he needed to take their crown? But a multitude of amber eyes begged the question. The entire hall was silent as they all waited. “Yes. My second task to prove my right as a Judge is to bring back the crown of the Zhanshi king.”


    Gasps erupted from the monks at the table and angry shouts filled the hall. A few monks even stood up from their seats, grabbing forks and knives, just waiting for their king to give the word and attack the intruder that would dare speak such a thing. Connor didn’t know how to respond. Reap sat up wide eyed in his seat, and the Abelardus women, along with Orion, sat poised, ready for action.


    Zheng rose from his seat and extended muscular, tattooed arms forward, palms open to calm the table. “Brothers, peace. Our guest does not know the weight his words carry. Please sit down.”


    The shouts died as the monk regained their composures and retook their seats. Connor could still feel their eyes on him.


    “Connor, you must forgive us, but the crown is something we guard with our lives, and it would be quite impossible for you to take simply carry it away.”


    Connor took a deep breath. He felt like a jerk. “I’m sorry, Zheng, but with all due respect, I must insist. It’s the only way to prove myself as Judge and unite our people for when Vercin makes his move.”


    Zheng sat in his chair, stroking his long goatee and staring at Connor. It wasn’t an intimidating stare or one that was meant to scare him. Zheng was deep in thought, his amber eyes, although looking at Connor, were searching far beyond him for an answer, a million miles away. “Mr. Moore,” he said, slowly rising from his chair. “Will you walk with me?


    Connor nodded and stood.


    “Please, continue to eat and excuse us,” Zheng said, addressing the many at the table as the two left.


    Zheng led Connor deeper into the palace, and soon the noise of the great hall died away. Zheng didn’t say a word and Connor’s nervousness increased with each passing step.


    Soon the King and Judge found themselves at a large iron door lit by a single torch that hung from the stone wall. Zheng produced an iron key from a necklace that had been concealed by his robe. The large door swung open with a loud creak. Taking the torch, he led Connor down a spiraling stone stairwell. The two traveled in silence, deeper and deeper into the belly of the palace. Just when he thought he couldn’t take the silence anymore and was deciding whether or not to break the stillness, Connor saw a faint glow below them.


    Down and down they went until they reached the bottom. The stairs opened into a small room. A single stone pillar in the middle with a glass case resting on top was the only thing the room held. Inside the glass case was a stone that glowed a faint blue. It was a rock about the size of a large dinner plate, but it was a rock unlike any Connor had ever seen. He could almost sense the power that came from the stone.

  


  


  
    Chapter 17


     


     


     


    “I brought you down here, Mr. Moore, because I wanted you to see what you ask. The crown is not an actual physical crown; our crown is the very heart of The Island. The very thing that makes this Island special, the reason we guard it as we do is to protect its innocence. Very few things in this world are as they were before, and even fewer things are still pure and untainted by the world’s darkness. This stone is one of those things, a source of pure, good power, capable of healing, restoring, and beyond corruption. This crown is something worth dying for.”


    Zheng stood silent now as he stared at the stone. Connor didn’t know how to respond. Half of him didn’t want to take the stone at all, he respected the men who protected The Island’s power and wanted no part in taking what they held so precious. The other half knew what he had to do. If he was going to be the Judge and one day lead the Elite race to victory over Vercin, he had to complete the trials.


    “If there were some way I could borrow The Island’s crown or—”


    “That is impossible, Mr. Moore. As a clan we are tasked with keeping the stone here and safe. The only way for you to take it is to challenge the king’s right as leader.” Zheng turned his gaze from the stone’s magical glow and fixed Connor with a stare that made him sweat. “To challenge me to one-on-one combat.”


    The two men stood in silence, staring at one another. Connor bit his lip in frustration but he knew what he had to say. “I have to, Zheng, and I’m sorry. I have no choice, but I will bring the stone back when I’m done, I swear. I have to challenge you or do whatever it takes. Too many people rely on me.”


    Zheng slowly nodded, accepting the course fate had taken. “Okay, Mr. Moore. As king, I have no choice but to accept your challenge, but know I will win. Whether your body breaks first or your will, I will break you. I will do my best not to take your life, but I cannot promise that. All I can promise you now is pain.”


    Connor was at a loss for words. He quietly made the awkward trip back up the winding stairs, remaining silent as Zheng led him to his room. Before Zheng left him to sleep, he addressed Connor one last time. “The challenge will take place tomorrow when the sun sets. I will inform Orion of the plan you insist on and he will give you any more information you require. Have a restful night, Mr. Moore.”


    “You, too, Zheng.”


    With that, Connor was left alone to think and second guess his own actions. Sleep escaped him. What are you doing? Challenging the host that has shown you nothing but kindness to a death match in order to steal the power he has devoted his whole life to protecting?


    Connor tossed and turned in his small bed. His room was cast in shadows. He was lying on his back, fingers crossed under his head when he first heard the noise. It was a dull thud, barely noticeable. Soon it grew more and more distinct as footsteps in the hall outside his door.


    The knob on his door began to turn and Connor sat straight up in his bed, the moonlight reflecting off his bare chest. The door swung open slowly and Reap tiptoed in, dressed in a green pair of pajamas. He carried a small pillow, blanket, and stuffed animal with him. He entered the room quiet as a mouse and closed the door behind him as gently as he could


    Making eye contact with Connor, he smiled and tiptoed over to his bed. “Shhhhh—my mom and Laren will make me go back to bed if they hear. I came so we can have a sleep over.”


    Connor smiled, understanding the great adventure he must be on in his own mind. “Okay, here, you can have the bed. I can’t sleep, anyway.”


    Reap smiled and traded places with Connor, squirming deep into the covers and clutching his stuffed animal. Connor could see now that it was a small stuffed dragon. “We’re friends now, right?”


    “Of course we are,” Connor said as he smiled and walked to the window to look out onto the palace’s peaceful courtyard.


    “Good. Then can I ask you a question?”


    “Sure.”


    “Do you think I’m going to get better?”


    “Yes, Reap, you are going to get better.”


    “But how do you know?”


    Connor walked over, his own bare feet touching the cool wooden floor and knelt beside Reap. “Because you are just as strong as your sister and brother, your father and mother. You just have to show your strength in a different way. We all have our fights, Reap. Battling this sickness is yours.”


    Connor could practically see thoughts form behind Reap’s dull green eyes. “You mean I’m a warrior like you and Lu but I’m fighting being sick?”


    “That’s exactly right. You may not have a sword or a shield, but you’re not any less of a hero. This is your fight, your battle. We all have one, and I know you’re strong enough to beat this. Right?”


    “Right,” Reap said with a smile. “My sister said that you have a pet dragon. Can you tell me that story?”


    Connor smiled at his small friend. “Sure, I can.”


    Reap was asleep before Connor even got to the capture of the dragon. He tucked his small frame in and spent the rest of the night awake and alone, thinking of what the next day would bring.


     


    ***


     


    As the first rays of the sun peeked over the palace walls, there was a gentle knock on the door. “Come in,” Connor said.


    Orion opened the door, clad not in the traditional orange garb of the monks, but in his own sailor’s clothing of simple brown sandals, dark grey pants, and a loose tan shirt. “See you had some company in the night,” he said, motioning to Reap’s sleeping figure. “Zheng informed me of your meeting and that you insisted on challenging him to the right of kingship.”


    Connor rose from his make shift bed on the floor stretching. “I didn’t want to, Orion. If there was any other way—”


    Orion stopped him, his arm stretched out, palm facing in his direction. “I’m not here to talk you out of what you’re planning to do. I want to try and prepare you as much as I can before the sun sets and the challenge begins.”


    Connor nodded with gratitude. He turned to go to the restroom and change out of his pants and into the orange robe he had been given.


    “Don’t bother with the robe, Connor. It’s only going to get in the way.”


    Connor nodded and followed Orion, still barefoot and bare chested, wearing only the pants in which he had arrived.


    Orion headed to the front courtyard and a small corner that concealed them with two large trees and an army of tall, wild-looking plants.


    “Why don’t you eat while I explain how the challenge is going to work tonight,” Orion said, motioning to a bowl of what looked like oatmeal, two pieces of toast, and fruit sitting on a flat stone.


    Connor seated himself, food in hand, as Orion began. “When someone challenges the king it is by the clan’s own tradition that he must accept. In the history of this Island’s existence, no king has ever lost the challenge, thus ensuring the stone has never been taken. The challenge always occurs at sunset and consists of a ten round battle between the challenger and the king. Each round lasts three minutes and it is the king’s responsibility to break his opponent. By break I mean either the challenger gives up, or is physically unable to continue. As a challenger, you can win two different ways, either defeat the king, or last the full ten rounds still on your feet.”


    Connor nodded, soaking in all the information and making mental notes as he ate. You just have to last ten rounds. You don’t even have to win. You just have to make it to the end.


    “He’ll try and break you, body and spirit. The only way you have a chance of winning, Connor, is if you hold onto something here.” Orion pointed to the area of his chest that concealed his heart. “This fight just won’t be a test of strength or intelligence, but a test of how strong your spirit can stay.”


    “Not that I’m ungrateful to you for your help, Orion, but why are you helping me? And why would Zheng trust you to assist me?”


    Orion smiled, scratching his thick black beard and looking at him with his one good eye. “A very long time ago I had the same sickness Reap does. I came to The Island, ferried here by a man who I came to respect very much. The Island healed me, and when it was time for the ferryman to go on to a greater calling, I took his spot. That man, Connor, was your father.”


    Connor put down the empty bowl. “You knew my father? He was here?”


    “Yes, that’s another reason Zheng is so hesitant to fight you. He has a great amount of respect for Caderyn. Zheng knows how much I liked your father, so he trusts me to train you and give you all the knowledge I have. But more stories later. We have precious few hours to see where your fighting skills are and how we can improve them.”


    Connor and Orion spent the rest of the day, only interrupted by a mid-day meal, going over throws, punches, and kicks. “He’ll try and submit you first,” Orion explained as they both sat panting towards the end of the day. “If that doesn’t work, he’ll try and break your spirit and will to fight. Lastly, he’ll break your body, Connor. This fight will not be who is stronger or faster; this fight will all come down to who wants it more. Who will be able to stand in that ring, and when he has nothing else to give, be able to get back up and give more.”


    Connor and Orion sat in the soft grass, watching the sun descend slowly behind the palace walls. It was strange that a scene so calm and peaceful now would soon be broken with violence and blood. Violence and blood that Connor had brought with him.


    “It’s almost time, Connor,” Orion said as he stood up, stretching. “Let’s go inside and get you ready.”


    Connor followed Orion back into the palace. They didn’t pass a single person as they entered his room. Laren sat there waiting for them, folded clothes on the bed next to her. “There you are—hurry. The fight will begin soon. I’ve brought you some clean clothes.”


    “Thank you,” Connor said as Orion bowed out of the room to give the two time alone. “I don’t want you to come tonight, to the fight.”


    “What? Of course I’m going to come.”


    “If Orion is right and this is going to be as brutal as it sounds, I don’t want you to see me like that.”


    Laren walked over to Connor and let her eyes play over his bare chest in a playful way. “Well, if you think you can keep me away, you’re welcome to try. I’m not that girl who’s going to sit on the sidelines and wait to see if my knight in shining armor comes back to her. Besides, I’m guessing you’re not going to have much of a cheering section.”


    The look of determination in her eyes was enough to convince Connor that nothing he said would keep her from coming.


    “Now clean up and change. I’ll wait outside with Orion.”


    She was gone in a few seconds and Connor was left to wash up and change. There was a pair of black and red shorts that looked like they had seen better days lying on the bed. Connor changed into the shorts, feeling a strange sense of familiarity as he walked out of the room.


    “How do they look?” he asked Orion and Laren.


    “Those belonged to your father, “Orion said, smiling. “He’d be proud if he could see you now.”


    Orion led the way with Laren and Connor following behind. “Connor, you know you don’t have to do this?”


    Connor looked over at Laren, the worry she had tried to hide for so long was finally showing. “You don’t think I can do this?”


    She reached over and interlaced her slender fingers through his. “It’s the exact opposite. I know you can do this but at what cost? I know that you won’t give up, and you won’t back down, that’s what worries me.”


    “I’m going to be fine,” Connor said, giving her hand a gentle squeeze. “I’m going to win.”


    The trio could hear drums as they entered the courtyard. The monks had set up a makeshift ring, with the palace courtyard’s large stone walkway as its floor. It seemed like every monk in the palace was present for the fight. Three large drums were being pounded in unison as Connor, Laren, and Orion made their way to the ring.

  


  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


     


     


     


    Every eye was on them and Connor could practically feel their hate. The drums stopped as Connor entered the ring, Orion and Laren taking up residence in one of the far corners. All was quiet.


    Then the drums started again, this time faster, and a cheer arose from the crowd. Monks jumped up left and right, clapping and shouting as their champion approached. Zheng appeared in the courtyard. But this was not the Zheng that Connor remembered from the night before. Gone was the quiet, reserved man who sat on the simple wooden chair. Gone was the kind face and almost regretful attitude—in its place stood a lion. Zheng was also wearing shorts. His ankles, wrists, and fists were covered in white wraps and more tattoos than Connor could count. His hair was still pulled back into a ponytail and his athletic frame, once hidden by his robes, stood bold and intimidating.


    Zheng entered the ring and the drums and cheering stopped as his arms rose. “Connor Moore has challenged the Zhanshi King for claim to The Island’s crown. Now I answer that call!” A huge cheer erupted from the monks. “Let the challenge begin!”


    A gong sounded, signaling the start of the first of ten rounds. “Who wants it more?” Orion shouted from his corner.


    “You can do this!” Laren yelled.


    Connor and Zheng met in the center of the ring and circled one another. Connor could hear Orion’s voice replaying in his head, offering him advice on Zheng and his fighting style. He’ll try and wear you down, don’t look for an explosion of power from him right away. His power comes from his holds and submission moves, don’t let yourself get caught in a bad position.


    The two gladiators met and exchanged a series of blows, Zheng landing strikes to Connor’s face and a kick to his ribs, Connor’s fists finding Zheng’s nose and left temple. The two circled, picking their moves and shots with surgical-like precision. The first three minutes ended without either one of them taking any serious damage. Connor walked to his corner, breathing evenly and steady. “Good round, Connor!” Laren said, offering him a ladle full of water.


    “Keep on him, Connor. This was just a test. He still has nine more rounds. He’s studying you right now, don’t get confident,” Orion advised.


    Connor nodded, sweat dripping down his face. The gong sounded, and Connor would later look back on the next seven rounds as a blur. Orion was right, Zheng had been studying him the first round, remaining patient as he learned how his opponent moved and reacted to strikes and kicks. Now he pushed the pace. It was brutal; Zheng was a god in the arena, not because he was faster or stronger than Connor. He just had so much more experience and his conditioning was amazing. After the first few rounds, Connor could feel himself sucking in breath, his lungs were burning, and the beating his body was taking was excruciating.


    During the fourth round, Zheng managed to take him down to the stone floor with a bone crushing tackle. The two men fought there for a few minutes, Connor relying on every ounce of training he had received in high school wrestling as well as his training since being an Elite, but it wasn’t enough. Zheng managed to isolate his left arm, and with both his legs across Conner’s chest and face, turned his lock into an arm bar. Connor screamed in pain as Zheng drew and pulled on his shoulder, threatening to rip it from its socket or break his arm if he didn’t tap in surrender.


    Connor screamed in pain over the sound of monks cheering for their king. It was only the sound of the gong signaling the end of the round that saved Connor. Each trip back to his corner, Laren looked more and more worried and Orion told him different versions of the same thing. “This is the time you show him you want it more. You break his will to fight by not stopping. Take from him any idea that he can beat you!”


    By the sixth round, Connor was exhausted. This is when he turned to the Elite power within. His vision turned from clear to red and he ran a slick tongue across a sharp set of fangs. As he approached his opponent, the sun was casting its final rays on the crowd and the moon was beginning its dominance of the sky. The sixth round went in Connor’s favor as he pulled deep from his reserves and put the pressure on Zheng, striking him multiple times in the face and body. Connor managed to throw a powerful right cross that connected perfectly with Zheng’s nose and he heard a satisfying crunch as blood began to pour freely from both of Zheng’s nostrils.


    By the eighth round, both contestants were a bloody mess. Connor seemed to be bearing the worst of the beating. It seemed like for every blow he managed to land, Zheng was landing two. Once again they met, both men dripping sweat and blood.


    Connor had to make sure he was seeing right. Zheng’s amber eyes were gone and in their place were a pair of white orbs. Zheng bared a set of violent looking fangs, embracing his own Elite gene before he rushed in, once again taking Connor to the ground. His power and speed for the eighth round was amazing. He seemed as fresh as he had been the very first round. Raining down blow after blow on top of him, Connor tried to weather the storm, but he knew he couldn’t.


    Blood was running down his head from a gash on his right temple and his lip had been split. “Connor, get up!” Orion screamed. “You have to get out of there!”


    But there was no escaping this demon’s grasp. When Connor was finally able to make his move, Zheng managed to put yet another arm bar on him and this time they both knew there was plenty of time left in the round for Zheng to work his shoulder clean out of its socket.


    With his left arm threatening to break, Connor had two options—submit, or bring his right arm across his body, pick Zheng up off the ground, and slam him down on the rock floor in hopes of breaking his grasp.


    “Get up, Connor, get up!” Laren shouted.


    Hearing her voice added strength and urgency to his cause. Rolling his right arm over and locking his hands in a tight grip, he made his way to his knees. Zheng grunted and strained to break his hold, but Connor was able to make it to his feet. The crowd that once roared stood stunned as Connor, with a roar of his own, lifted Zheng’s entire body over his head. As Connor brought the king down to the unforgiving stone floor, his arm finally gave in to the pressure and he felt a snap. At the same time, there was sickening thud as Zheng’s body hit the merciless rock floor. The palace courtyard was quiet for the first time that night as both Connor and Zheng lay quivering on the harsh stone ground.


    The gong sounded, signaling the end of the eighth round. His left arm hung loose by his side as Connor struggled to his knees. Orion and Laren rushed into the ring to help him to their corner, as did a group of monks for Zheng.


    “Connor, you can’t keep going—you have to stop,” Laren yelled.


    “She’s right,” Orion said as they half supported, half dragged Connor to the corner, making sure to steer clear of his left arm. “You won’t make it two more rounds.”


    To their surprise, Reap stood wide-eyed in their corner, just outside of the ring. “Reap!” Laren shouted at her little brother. “You can’t be here. You shouldn’t see this!”


    “What’s going on? Connor are… are you okay?”


    Connor was beyond words as he focused on not letting the pain consume him and carry him into unconsciousness. Lack of oxygen and loss of blood was making it hard to think or concentrate on anything.


    “Reap,” Laren shouted again, “Go inside. Mom’s going to kill you if she finds you out here.”


    “No!” Reap shouted back. “Connor needs me! We’re friends. This is his fight, he has to win.”


    Connor remembered their conversation the night before. The way he told Reap that he was strong enough to win his fight, to beat his sickness. What would it look like now to the small boy to see Connor lose his?


    The gong sounded, signaling the start of the ninth round. “You have to stop, Connor,” Laren insisted.


    Connor looked at Orion as he stood up on his own, legs wobbling, “I have more to give, he can break my body, but he can’t break my spirit.”


    Orion, grim-faced, nodded and held Laren back as she continued to scream for Connor to stop.


    Connor couldn’t feel, much less move, his left arm. It dangled, useless, as he approached the center of the ring for the ninth time. His opponent had recovered, a fresh pool of blood running down his face from the violent gash in his scalp. Later Connor would find out that Zheng had actually been unconscious for a few seconds after the blow. 


    The ninth round was brutal for everyone to watch, Connor doing his best to guard his left arm, Zheng still in a daze, punching and kicking in slow motion. The ninth round ended with only a few blows landed as both men tried to recover from their injuries. There was an unspoken agreement that they were both going slow now to give everything they had in the tenth and final round.


    The gong sounded and Connor stumbled back to his corner. Laren was beyond words as she looked at his bloody face. Connor’s left eye was swollen shut, blood and sweat covered his entire body, and his left arm was useless.


    “You can do it! You can do it, Connor!” Reap yelled, jumping up and down, rooting for his hero.


    Orion smiled grimly, “One more round, Connor. One more round. No matter what happens, your father would be proud.”


    Connor tired to make rational thoughts come to mind, tried to say something. There were tears in his eyes as the final gong sounded and the last round began. Not tears of pain or sorrow, tears of intensity and rage.


    Zheng managed to do it again. He came out in the start of the tenth round with a flurry of punches and kicks that forced Connor against the ropes. Every punch was like a sledgehammer colliding with his body. The punches that landed on his left arm were painful beyond words. Then it happened. With a hard right kick to Connor’s legs, his body finally broke like Orion had warned and he fell.


    The world was spinning as the monks roared for their king. Everyone was yelling but one voice in particular reached his bloody ears—it was Reap. “Get up, Connor! Get up! You said we all have a fight! This is your fight! Get up!”


    His body was broken, but Zheng hadn’t snapped his spirit. More tears came to Connor’s eyes as his vision blurred, but this time not from blood. His vision, already red, turned almost black as the animal in him lent him its strength. But this wasn’t like before. Before he felt in full control of his power, this feeling was consuming. Power pulsed through his body in a way he didn’t know was possible. He made it to his knees, breathing heavier and heavier as he embraced the rage and let the beast within have its day. He stood, baring fangs, consumed by the feeling.


    The moon shown down bright now on the palace courtyard. Zheng had his back toward him, oblivious to Connor’s resurrection. He turned when everyone stood, stunned and quiet. A roar ripped its way through Connor’s throat as the animal instinct deep inside forced his body towards Zheng.


    Zheng’s white eyes were huge. Before he could react, Connor was on him. Left arm dangling useless beside him, he made good use of his right fist and elbow.


    The pain was gone now and in its place was only a tingling sensation of rage and power. The animal that had possessed Connor’s body struck Zheng over and over and over. Zheng tried to cover up, tried to fight back, but he wasn’t fighting an eighteen-year-old Elite any longer. He was fighting a Judge.


    Then Zheng’s body broke. He wasn’t fighting back anymore, just trying to shield himself, and then after a few more blows, not even that. Zheng’s eyes shifted back to amber. Arms at his sides, he leaned against the ropes, the only thing supporting him now.


    Connor, or rather the beast within Connor, stood in front of Zheng and roared victory, reading the final blow that would send Zheng not only to the stone floor but most likely to his grave.


    Shouts and yells were tuned out as Connor cocked his right fist, aiming for Zheng’s exposed throat.


    “Connor, no! This isn’t you! Stop! You’ve already won!” Laren yelled.


    Her voice made him hesitate, hesitate long enough for the gong to sound and Laren and Orion to jump into the ring and separate the two combatants. Connor struggled to free himself from Orion’s grip, snarling and gnashing his teeth.


    “Connor, stop. It’s okay, it’s us,” Laren reassured him.


    The last thing Connor remembered was Laren’s worried face over him as he finally submitted to his broken body’s demands and fell to the ground, into the blackness of unconsciousness.

  


  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


     


     


     


    Connor woke to darkness. He was on a rough half-dirt, half-rock surface and the temperature around him was almost unbearable. Sweat formed on his brow and the back of his neck as he got to his feet. He knew it had to be a dream, his left arm was working fine and none of the pain he remembered from the fight was present. He started to walk through the darkness, hand out in front of him to keep from running into anything.


    There was a screech and flap of wings as he ducked and felt air whip past his head and lift his hair. Panic seized his heart. They’re just bats, calm down. They’re probably more afraid of you than you are of them. More of the creatures babbled to one another as they flew through the air. Crouching, Connor continued forward, his left hand quickly making contact with a hard rock surface he assumed was a cave wall.


    Soon Connor could make out a faint glow. As he approached the light, the heat grew.


    Sweat running freely down his face, he made it to an area where the cave opened into a large room occupied by a tall figure in a black robe. The figure stood a few yards away on a precipice, with its back towards Connor. It was looking down.


    Connor hesitated, fearing who the cloaked person could be.


    “It’s okay, Connor.” Connor recognized the voice. “I’m not here to kill you.”


    Hands clenched, Connor searched the chamber for some kind of trap.


    “Come look,” the man said, “it’s beautiful, really.”


    Connor slowly made his way to the man’s side. The man he knew to be Vercin was wearing a long cloak with a deep hood. Even when Connor stood next to him, he couldn’t make out his features. Instead, Connor looked down the cliff at a gigantic ocean of molten rock and lava. The cavern they were in was huge; besides the cliff, there was no other land mass. A hundred or more feet below them, the lava boiled and rolled like the foam on a rough ocean. Connor had to look away after a few seconds, the heat stinging his eyes.


    “Why did you bring me here? What do you want?”


    Vercin turned to him and lifted the hood. Whatever Connor expected to see, whatever he remembered from the man before; burned flesh, one black eye, one red, and a set of sharp teeth, was gone. Instead he saw a rather handsome older man. His short black hair worked well with his clean-shaven face and a smile, Connor almost took as friendly, played across his lips. Vercin’s eyes, however, still held a shocking look. One was brown like Connor’s, the other a bright blue like Katie.


    “I wanted to show you my prison.” Vercin opened his arms in the large cavern. “I wanted you to see the lake of lava that I contemplated throwing myself into every day for the past century. I wanted you to feel the heat as I did, see the bats I ate to stay alive, and truly understand the side you are choosing in the coming war.”


    Connor crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow in defiance. “I’m not joining you, Vercin. I already told you.”


    Vercin smiled and chuckled. “Connor, I don’t know how much of a choice you have in the matter.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “You and I are much more alike than you would like to think. Two Judges from the same bloodline should stand together, not fight one another. The power you felt when you fought Zheng—”


    “How did you know about that? That just happened!”


    “Connor, did you think you were the only one with sorceress friends? How did you think I escaped the spell that held me here in the first place? But that is another conversation. That power that drove you to win, the anger inside that manifested itself when you fought Zheng, will consume you. You cannot control the rage, few Judges ever could. I can teach you how to embrace the power.”


    Connor shook his head. “No, I know what power you offer. I know where that leads.”


    “Where it leads? It leads to greatness, Connor. It leads to invincibility. No one will be able to stand against you, no man or Elite can equal the power of a Judge when we let our beast consume us. Hindering this would only be a waste.


    “Connor, the day we meet in person is quickly approaching, and I would much rather welcome you as a friend, as a brother, than an enemy.”


    “I’ll learn to control it myself. I’ll be ready to meet you when the time comes.”


    “So you choose this? You choose imprisonment and death by the very race you seek to protect? They have a use for you now, but they will throw you away when they’re done with you, as they did to me. Not to mention your father, but we’ve already had that conversation.”


    Connor fought back the urge to ask him about his father. There was a devil on his shoulder telling him how wonderful it would be to let go, to give in to the call of his inner beast and let the rage consume him.


    Vercin picked up on his hesitancy. “Conflicted, I see? Well that’s a start. I only hope you have changed your mind by the time we meet. But now our time is over. Think about what I have said.”


    Connor woke in the small bedroom he had been quartered in for his stay at the palace, and the pain consumed him in waves. He moaned as the throbbing in his left arm struck him first and then the aching all over his body followed.


    “Shhhhhh… a soft voice beside his bed comforted.” I know it’s painful now but your healing factor will mend you soon. You took quit a beating, didn’t you?”


    Connor slowly moved his head to the right, fighting the urge to scream out in pain. Kora sat in a chair close to his bed. “I know you were expecting Laren, but she’s with Reap now. I insisted on some time with you before you leave.”


    “How’s Zheng?”


    Kora tilted her head to the side “He’ll live. Without a crown and his body in just as bad shape as yours, but he’ll live. That’s not what I want to talk to you about, though. I want to talk to you about the way you lost control during the fight.”


    Connor’s face must have betrayed his emotions because Kora quickly picked up on his look of surprise. With a smile that looked like Laren, she explained, “Oh, you didn’t think I wasn’t watching, did you? We Abelardus women aren’t squeamish of blood or a fight. I saw you lose control. Orion won’t talk to you about it. He loves you like a nephew. Your father and him were the very best of friends. And Laren’s opinion of you is already clouded with—with more than feelings of just friendship.”


    Despite the pain, Connor’s face reddened with the accusation Kora was making, “I—”


    “It’s quite all right, Connor. I’m not here to talk about your relationship with my daughter, whatever it may be. Laren is old enough and I trust her to make the right decisions. Right now you need someone to speak honestly with you. You need someone to give you unbiased advice. You’re not ready to be claimed as the Judge or to face Vercin.”


    Connor felt an emotional blow hit his body as he was faced with yet another Elite who didn’t understand his claim or why it was so important for him to be the Judge. “But I am the Judge.”


    “Oh, you misunderstand me, Connor. I said ‘you are not ready to be CLAIMED as the Judge.’ I believe you are the Judge that will save us, but if you enter a fight against Vercin now, it will end much worse than tonight. The reason Vercin is such a powerful warrior is because he has been able to do what few Elites and Judges have ever done. He is able to not only tap into his Elite gene but, he has learned to let his inner power become one and the same with himself.”


    “During training, Morrigan told me never to let the power consume me, to always control the power.”


    “True, we as Elites have learned to harness the power and use it in small doses. Controlling the rage and never letting it run wild. Vercin has learned to completely open the gates of his Elite gene and feel the complete strength of the beast while still being able to control the strength.”


    “But how? How is that possible?”


    Kora leaned back and folded her arms across her chest with her eyes widening. “That is the question, isn’t it? How has he learned to let the power completely run free without becoming a slave to it? I wish I could give you an answer, a secret recipe for success, but I can’t. It’s something you’re going to have to learn.”


    Connor lay silent, deep in his own thoughts. How am I supposed to control the power and let it consume me at the same time? How am I going to use the full potential of my beast within, my Elite gene, and still stay in control? It seemed like a question without an answer.


    “Rest now, Connor, the most important thing is that you recover. Tomorrow we can worry about how you plan to save our race.”


    “Thank you for your help.”


    “Of course. Sleep now.”


    And sleep he did. Connor wasn’t sure how long he was out, but when he awoke he could see the sun setting through the small window in his room. Someone had come while he was sleeping and tended to his arm. A white sling hung from his neck and supported his dislocated limb. His body still felt incredibly weak and sore but most of the pain was gone now.


    Slowly he sat up and made his way to the bathroom. Looking into the mirror, he almost scared himself. His torso was black and blue with a combination of long cuts and deep gashes that were already covered with scabs. His face wasn’t any prettier; lip split open and a large gash above his right eyebrow were the main things that stood out, along with a swollen left eye.


    “You look better, the fight made some improvements. Gave you some battle scars. Too bad your eye looks like it will heal. We could have been twins,” Orion said, pointing to his black eye patch.


    Connor turned to see Orion holding a plate of food. “Thanks, I think?”


    “Thought you might be hungry after sleeping for almost a full day.”


    Connor smiled and wobbled over, gratefully accepting the fruit bowl with his right hand. “We need to get going soon. I had a dream about Vercin, and whatever he’s planning, I think he plans to do it soon. I have to finish the last trial before he makes his move.”


    “That must be rough, get the snot beat out of you by Zheng, only to fall asleep and have Vercin harass your sleep. Can’t catch a break, can you, kid?”


    Connor nodded, unable to speak around a mouthful of food. “It sucks.”


    “Well, if you think you’re well enough to travel, I can have the boat ready within the hour.”


    “That would be great. The stone, do you think Zheng and the monks will—”


    “I’ve known Zheng a long time, he’ll stand by his word.”


    “Well, okay, then,” Connor said, without a hint of joy. “Let’s take away the most important thing in the world to these people.”


    Orion helped Connor into a loose-fitting blue shirt, dark pants, and boots. The two exited the room to find Reap and Laren playing in the hall. “Connor!” Reap yelled, rushing to his hero and wrapping him in a large hug around the legs. “You did it! You won!”


    “I did, it was because of you, Reap. I could hear you shouting and cheering me on. It gave me strength to win the fight.”


    “Really?” Reap asked with huge eyes.


    “Really.” Connor winked.


    “And how is our reigning champion faring?” Laren asked, giving Connor a gentle hug.


    Laren was also wearing her traveling clothes, a short-sleeved white shirt and a pair of worn jeans, that fit her a bit too well. Connor had forgotten her question even as she asked.


    “Connor, I think this is the part where you answer my question.” Laren laughed.


    “Oh, uh, better and better every hour, thanks.”


    “Well, let’s get going, you two. We have good-byes to say and a stone to collect,” Orion said.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty


     


     


     


    Three adults and a child entered the large hall. Every monk was in attendance and bowed as soon as Connor entered. If Connor had expected hostility or anger directed at him for beating their king and planning to take their stone, Connor was wrong. Smiles and respectful nods met him as he passed the bowing monk and made his way to Zheng, who stood next to Kora.


    Zheng was an exact replica of Connor, minus the sling. He wore his traditional orange robe, but a crowd of bruises and cuts crisscrossed his exposed skin. Zheng made a move to kneel, but Connor rushed to his side as fast as his sore body would let him and took Zheng gently by the arm. “You have no reason to bow to me.”


    Zheng raised his amber eyes. “You have rightful claim to the crown and to become our leader. The Island demands respect be shown.”


    “Then let respect be shown to The Island’s king as I give you back your position and it is I who bow to you.”


    Zheng shook his head, black ponytail bouncing back and forth. “I must bow,” he said, bending to his knees.


    Connor also knelt with the warrior. “If I am King, then am I commanded to keep the crown until I die or am I able to grant the leadership role to another warrior who I feel is better fit to the lead in The Island’s favor?”


    Zheng looked at Connor as they both knelt on the wooden floor. A multitude of eyes looked on, the fate of who The Island’s leader would be, in the balance.


    “No,” Zheng spoke slowly, “No there is no such rule. The king is required to act in the best interest of The Island at all times.”


    Connor lifted his right arm and placed it on Zheng’s shoulder. “Then as King, with The Island’s best interest in mind, I give you your place of authority back, and know that although I take The Island’s crown now, it will only be gone for a matter of days. Just long enough for me to present it to the Council and bring it back. I swear.”


    Zheng smiled. “Thank you, Connor Moore. You are indeed a Judge to be followed. Now, as King, I command you to help me to my feet. I don’t know if I’m going to make it on my own.”


    King and Judge smiled and both shared a laugh as they slowly helped each other to their wobbling feet. A cheer erupted from the monks and all who were in attendance.


    “Bring the stone forward,” Zheng commanded to a group of monks standing by his side.


    The monks parted ranks to allow a path for two of their brothers to bring forward an intricately carved box, lid open. The large bluish rock sat inside, still softly glowing.


    “I’ll take it,” Orion offered, gently accepting the prized treasure.


    “I’ll send it back with Orion as soon as I can,” Connor said, firmly gripping Zheng’s hand.


    “I know you will.”


    As the travelers exchanged good-byes with the monks and Laren’s family, a very sad Reap gave Connor another hug. “Will you come visit me? Soon, I mean?”


    “Of course I will, and in the meantime, you just focus on getting better. I’m rooting for you.”


    “Okay.”


    “Remember our conversation, Connor,” Kora said as she came up behind Reap and placed her hands on his small shoulders.


    “I will, and thank you.”


    Kora smiled and nodded to him. “You’ll be fine.”


    The trio left the palace just as the sun dropped behind the horizon. Like he was taking them on a tour of his home, Orion guided Laren and Connor back to The Lady’s Shadow and they headed for the open sea.


    Connor sat in the seat beside Laren as she buckled him in. This time he didn’t second-guess the need for straps.


    “Will we be able to find the mist at night? I thought it only formed at a certain time during the day?”


    “Don’t worry, Orion knows the way even in the dark. It’s a kind of gift The Island has given him with being the ferryman.” Laren paused as she strapped herself in. “Connor, what did my mother say to you?”


    “Nothing. She just told me some embarrassing stories of you and warned me against breaking your heart.”


    “Please,” Laren said with her trademark eye roll. “I’ll believe that the day the sun doesn’t rise.”


    “She was warning me about letting the rage inside control me. She told me the only way to beat Vercin would be to release the rage and control it at the same time. To be honest, I’m still kind of confused what she meant.”


    “She’s a wise woman. I’m sure her meaning will be clear in time.”


    “I hope so.”


    “Okay, you two!” Orion said from the wheel. “I’m going to open her up. Hold on to your slings!”


    A few minutes of speeding over the dark water brought them in contact with a huge wall of mist. Connor was amazed how Orion handled the boat so gracefully and how he knew where the mist would be in the darkness. Exiting the mist brought a whole new landscape in view.


    The boat was in sight of land and the sun was high overhead. They drifted into the harbor and docked at the wooden pier. Orion carried the box with the stone as they made for the limo Laren had driven Connor in a few days previous.


    “I’ll drive if you two want to hop in back,” Orion offered with a wink in their direction.


    “No, I can it’s okay, I don’t mind,” Laren offered.


    “Please, I got it. I’m a wheel man, after all.”


    The drive back was the most fun Connor had had in what seemed like weeks. He missed his alone time with Laren as the two laughed at the silliest little things. At one point, Connor made fun of Laren until she playfully began poking at his sling and he was forced to submit and plead for a truce.


    The two ended with Laren leaning her slim frame against Connor’s right side, his arm around her in a comfortable hug.


    “Connor, you know I like you, right?”


    He was stunned for a minute before he gathered himself and replied, “I know, Laren, and you know I like you, too, right?”


    Laren shifted her sitting position to look at him. “I mean I like you like a boyfriend. And I know it’s not fair to put this on you now, with everything going on, but I would hate myself if something happened and I didn’t tell you. I want to be in a relationship with you.”


    Connor was torn in three different ways; first with his feelings toward Laren, then with his duty as a Judge, and next with his long history with Katie. “I wish we had time to figure all of this out. And I know it’s not fair to you, either, to put things on hold. I guess I can’t give you an answer now, but I want you to know that I can see myself with you, too.”


    “It’s okay if you don’t,” Laren said, trying to hide her girlish smile. “You realize I’m an adult in Elite years, and that’s over a hundred years in human time. I can take it if you don’t feel the same way, I’m a big girl. I just need you to be honest.”


    “I am, Laren,” Connor said, brushing a brown lock of hair from her perfectly shaped face and draping it behind her ear. “The truth is that I try not to think about you because, it’s too hard not putting a name to how I feel about you. I try to push you out of my head and focus on what I have to do.”


    Laren took his right hand in both of hers and held it high on her chest. “You don’t have to stop thinking of me, because I am always thinking about you.”


    The two Elites gravitated toward one another. They leaned forward slowly, enjoying the moment and the anticipation of each other’s lips.


    “All right, guys, we’re here!” Orion said as the dark window that separated the driver’s cab from the rest of the limo rolled down and the car came to a stop.


    Laren and Connor quickly leaned back from one another, but Orion had already seen what he had interrupted. “Or I can keep driving if you want—I mean, false alarm?”


    Connor let out a heavy sigh. “No, it’s okay. We have to present the stone to the Council and get it back to The Island.”


    Laren reluctantly agreed, lifting her head and taking a few deep breaths of her own.


    As they exited the limo, Connor and Laren immediately knew something was wrong. There was no Elite crowd, no one came to greet them, and they were at the front of the castle’s outer wall. The large gate that was always open was closed tightly.


    “State your business!” a voice shouted from the battlements.


    “Laren Abelardus. Now open the gates, Lu!”


    Lu stuck his muscular neck out over the top of the wall and gave them a friendly wave and grin. “Okay, just checking.”


    There was a rumble a few moments later as the gates swung open and Lu and the dragon welcomed the group. Orion gave a shout that sounded like a young girl as the dragon galloped to Connor and nuzzled him, almost knocking him to the ground. The dragon’s tail wagged at a violent speed, threatening to take down half the gate.


    “Wow—wow, easy—easy, boy,” Connor said, laughing at Orion’s squeal and the dragon’s happiness to see him.


    “Take it easy, Little Connor,” Lu said, speaking to the dragon.


    “Little Connor?” Laren asked, her eyes wide and a smile already spreading across her lips.


    “Yeah, what else are we going to call it? He kind of looks like Connor, anyway.”


    “We are not calling the dragon ‘Little Connor,’ Connor said with mock anger.


    “Well, he needs a name, and until you come up with something better, I’m calling him Little Connor.”


    Big Connor shook his head as he walked with the rest of the group through the main gates. “Why is the gate secured with you two on guard?”


    “Vercin has been sighted, gathering his army. The Council has ordered a full lockdown until they meet and plans are in place to deal with the threat. You’re just in time—they’re meeting now.”


    The group headed though the castle’s outer walls and towards the main castle entrance. It looked so different now. Before the castle was open and inviting. Servants would run through open doors with laughs and grins, guests could come and go as they pleased, and windows throughout the building were open. Now a shadow hung over the Abeladrus home. The only Elites in sight were the castle guards. The Abelardus standing security force that wore dark suits and sunglasses seemed to have multiplied and dozens now patrolled the area.


    Pairs of these soldiers roamed the castle grounds, stood at attention at the main gate, and walked the towers, eyes vigilantly searching for danger. “All right, Little Connor, you know the drill, you have to wait out here,” Lu said.


    The dragon made a soft grumbling noise and his large green-scaled head nudged Connor’s arm. “I know you want to come in, buddy, but I’ll be out soon, I promise.”


    The dragon seemed content as it settled down in front of the main gate with a huge sigh. Inside the castle, the halls were deserted. Once again the only Elites visible were the castle guards. “The Council advised any Elite who had loved ones outside the castle to bring them here. They’re afraid Vercin will make his move quickly. The meeting now is taking place with the Council and those Elites who have stayed.”


    Reaching the large wooden doors that led to the Council room, the guards on either side gave short bows to the group and gently opened the doors. Not wanting to disturb the ongoing conversation, the group quietly entered the room and remained behind the crowd, picking up on the intense debate inside. “We must do something now, Adolpho!” Randolph shouted. “I’ve told you what they plan to do, I know that I entered this scenario as an enemy, but hear me now and believe that I am telling you the truth. Vercin calls any Elite to his banner that will come and his numbers swell by the day. If we do not act soon, it may be too late.”


    Adolpho sat in the middle of the Council as usual, his strong features refusing to show fear or doubt. “Thank you, Randolph, and know that we appreciate the information. We do believe you, however the time for an attack may not be right.”


    “What do you mean, ‘not right’? You would have us wait till he has an army at his command? Or worse that our war spills into the human world?”


    Adolpho remained quiet.


    “Perhaps this is a decision that requires the opinion from the two women here that were responsible for defeating Vercin the first time,” Thema said. “Zuna, Morrigan, what advice would you give?”


    “Zuna’s here? From the Amazon?” Connor whispered to Lu, straining his neck trying to see her through the crowd.


    Morrigan said, “I was still a young girl, a simple apprentice, under Zuna’s direction when the spell was cast and Vercin was imprisoned. She is much more suited to answer the question than I.”


    It was impossible to see Zuna’s small figure from where they stood but Connor and his group could hear her clearly. “Randolph, your heart is in the right place and your intentions true, but if we face Vercin now, he will destroy us. There are only two ways for our way of life to remain, either through the strength of four sorceresses, or the raw power of one as he. To attack him now would be folly. Another sorceress must be trained or Connor must finish the trials and the Elite race flock to his banner, there   is   no   third   option. Since Katie, Morrigan,   and   myself are the only sorceresses known and Julie Hubar is still missing, then that leaves us with the young man in the back of the room as our only hope. Connor, will you please come forward with the stone?”

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


     


     


     


    Everyone in the room looked at one another, first puzzled, and then one by one they turned around. Connor accepted the box holding The Island’s crown from Orion. Holding it in the crook of his right arm, he walked down the aisle toward the Council. There was a weird energy in the air. It was a mixture of fear from the events unfolding and joy and excitement to see Connor’s return.


    Connor reached the front and saw Zuna sitting beside Miyanda, Morrigan, Katie, and Randolph. She smiled at him. “Mr. Moore, were you successful in your second trial? Do you have the Zhanshi king’s crown?”


    “I do,” Connor responded, struggling with his left arm that was still in the sling to open the box.”


    Randolph was beside him in a second, taking the box in both hands. “Here, I got it.”


    Connor smiled at his new friend, the man who was trying so hard now to atone for his past sins. “Thank you.” Connor lifted the latch and the room was bathed in a low, glowing blue light. The audience oohhed and ahhed at the spectacle, as they all rose to their feet and tip toes to catch a glimpse of the precious stone.


    “Connor Moore has completed the second trial by bringing back the crown of the Zhanshi king,” Adolpho said, rising from his seat. “Let all here bear witness.”


    The room gushed applause, shouts, and whistles. The same room that had a few moments been so distraught with fear and worry over Vercin was now cheering their champion, who gave them hope for the future.


    Connor smiled, left the box in Randolph’s hands, and turned to address the Council. “I made a promise to Zheng, the Zhanshi king, to return the stone as soon as I could. I would have it go back now under the charge of Orion the ferryman, and I would ask the Council to choose the third stone now. Randolph and Zuna are both right—I have to complete the trials and I’m running out of time.”


    The Council smiled for the first time the entire meeting as Connor stood in front of them, requesting to leave again. He was still a mess. His left arm hung in the white sling. His Elite genes had mended the ligaments and tendons but the arm was still stiff and sore.


    “All right, Connor,” Adolpho said, motioning to two of his Elite guards. “Bring the vessel and let us choose the last stone.”


    Another round of applause came from the crowd as Connor stood smiling. He was almost there. One more trial stood between him and the right as Judge and the ability to unite his people. Kora’s voice sounded somewhere in his consciousness. Even if you are able to complete all three trials, you would still be defeated by Vercin unless, you learned to fully embrace your Elite gene and control the inner beast.


    He was about to bring Kora’s words to the Council but the two guards arrived before he could, bearing between them the large cauldron that held his third and final trial.


    Adolpho rose from his seat and the room became silent. One robed arm reached deep into the vessel’s mouth and Adolpho pulled out the last stone. Holding it up for all to see, Adolpho read, “Connor Moore’s third and final task is to bring back the keys of Karnag.”


    As usual, whispers and chatter broke out in the audience, but unlike the other two trials, Connor had an idea what this one was. Karnag was the prison the Elite nation had set up to house their own. It was a kind of jail Elites were sent to, since no regular prison could hold them. It was the prison in which his father was held captive.


    “If the Council will indulge an old woman?” Zuna asked over the hubbub of the room. She slowly made her way to her feet, heavily supported on her cane. “With Connor on his last trial, Vercin is sure to intervene and take out the best hope we have at defeating him. I would like to accompany him. Oh, and I would request Katie Hubar come as well.”


    Connor visibly saw Katie’s mouth drop. “Zuna, there is no need for you to make the journey,” Morrigan said, “I will go.”


    “I’ll go, too,” chimed in Lu.


    “Me too,” added Laren, Miyanda, and Randolph simultaneously.


    “No,” Zuna said, looking each one of them in the eye. “This is the way it has to be. You all have a part to play in the final chapter—this is mine.”


    “But Grandmother—” Miyanda started.


    “Enough, child,” Zuna responded. “I do not need your permission to do what I know is right.” Zuna directed her violet gaze at the Council. “If the Council will please allow it, I will make the trip with Connor and Katie.”


    All eyes focused on Adolpho as he looked to his fellow compatriots for a consensus. Raban nodded his balding head.


    “God protect you, Zuna,” Thema said.


    “You have my blessing, Zuna,” Tien said, smiling at Connor, “but anyone who can defeat Zheng, I do not think needs protection.”


    “Go quickly, the three of you,” Arden Hayes said.


    “It is decided, then. You three will leave immediately on the last trial, tasked with bringing back the keys of Karnag,” Adolpho said.


    Katie looked stunned as she was taken by the hand and reassured by Zuna. “It will be okay, child, you will see. Connor, I know you must be weary, but if we are to travel to Karnag, we must start right away.”


    The next hour was a blur. Connor gave the stone to Orion, who promised to take it back to The Island and Zheng right away. The group was provided with supplies and Tien made Connor drink a mixture of herbs that would further speed the healing process for both his arm and cuts and bruises.


    “Here, drink this,” Tien said, reaching into the folds of his robe and handing Connor a vial of darkish green liquid.


    Connor popped the cork from the top and leaned back from the bottle’s pungent odor. “Ahhh… it smells horrible.”


    “That makes sense, because it tastes horrible as well, but it will help you.”


    Connor took a deep breath and threw back the bottle, saying a silent prayer that he would not have to taste the medicine as it went down.”


    Katie looked like she was in a daze. “It’s going to be okay, Kat,” Connor reassured her, still wiping his mouth from the horrible tasting medicine. “I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”


    Katie nodded but still didn’t say a word.


    Laren fell in step with Connor as the group headed to the front of the castle. “Be careful, Judge, I need you to come back in one piece so we can finish that conversation we started in the limo.”


    “I will,” Connor promised.


    The two were interrupted by a large roar as they entered the castle’s courtyard. “Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten about you, boy.” Connor turned to Laren. “Do you think you can keep him company? Maybe play with him and make sure he gets enough to eat?”


    Laren laughed. “I don’t think he’s a dog, Connor, but yes, I’ll make sure he’s taken care of, and I’ll start thinking of some real names for him.”


    Connor smiled and turned to find Zuna and Katie. Katie stood with her backpack in place, dressed in jeans, boots and a dark grey shirt. Zuna was in a heated conversation with both Morrigan and Miyanda. Miyanda’s tall frame was practically shaking and Connor thought he caught sight of tears in her eyes before she stormed off.


    As he approached, Connor could hear Morrigan. “Zuna let me go, it should be me. You told me it was my place to protect Connor, and I have. Let me do it again. I know what you think has to happen, but it doesn’t have to be like this.”


    Zuna reached a small, withered hand and placed it on Morrigan’s cheek. “Morrigan, my dear, this is the way it has to happen. I will do all I can, but it will come down to you and the girl in the end. That is your time. That is your destiny.”


    Morrigan looked at her mentor and hugged her with a sad smile. “I knew I wasn’t going to talk you out of it, but I had to try.”


    Zuna gave Morrigan a violet-eyed wink and turned to Connor. “Well, Mr. Moore, it seems as though we have a great journey to share. Are you ready?”


    Connor nodded and he, Katie, and Zuna began the walk out of the castle courtyard, waving good-bye to all their friends and supporters.


    The sun was once again descending, and the air was warm from its rays as the three exited the castle’s main gate. It wasn’t long before Connor asked, “Zuna, where are we going? Are we going to walk to Karnag?”


    Zuna and Katie had fallen a few steps behind. Katie still wore a blank expression on her face.


    “Yes, Mr. Moore, in fact we will be walking the entire way. Karnag does not exist on this plane. It exists on a plane below ours.” Zuna raised her dragon-headed staff and the air in front of Connor began to shimmer. Heat came in waves at the group as the space only a few feet in front of them started to crack. The air was thicker and soon they were all staring into a hole that descended into the ground. It was no bigger than a door. Dirt steps led ever deeper into the earth, cloaked by darkness.


    “Here, you two we are going to need these.” Zuna handed each of them a lit torch she seemed to have conjured out of thin air. The handle of her staff began to glow. The light came from the dragon’s tiny mouth, giving the dragon the appearance of breathing fire.


    Zuna didn’t wait to see if Connor and Katie were ready, instead she disappeared into the tunnel, the darkness soon enveloping her light.


    “I don’t know if I can do this,” Katie said, shaking her head and giving Connor a look.


    “Yes, you can.”


    “No, Connor. I’m really not sure I can. Being an Elite is one thing. Seeing my father killed in front of me is hard enough. Telling me I’m a sorceress and not knowing where my mother is it’s all I can handle. I don’t know if I can follow an ancient lady into the ground.”


    Connor blinked for a moment, and then a grin spread across his features. Finally a laugh erupted from deep in his chest. He almost dropped his torch he was laughing so hard.


    “What? Connor, this is serious.”


    “I know. This is so crazy I just have to stop a minute and laugh.”


    Connor laughed until Katie’s stoic expression changed and a thin smile started to play across her lips. It wasn’t long before both of them were laughing uncontrollably. “You have a dragon, Connor. A… dragon…” Katie said, shaking her head.


    “Oh man, I know! I just came from getting the living daylights beat out of me by some Asian guy!”


    “Oh,” Katie said, bending over with the beautiful pain of laughter. “Now we’re following some lady we hardly know on a journey to the center of the earth!”


    “Ah, it hurts—stop. Stop making me laugh.”


    The two broke into another wave of laughter before the attack subsided and Connor grabbed his aching sides. Katie wiped away her tears. “We’ve come so far, Katie—we can’t stop now. And we have each other.”


    Katie nodded and started down the hole. “I know. I’m going to go down with you, just promise me that if there are any spiders down there, you’re going to kill them.”


    Connor smiled, took Katie’s hand, and the two walked down the steps through the portal. “I promise.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


     


     


     


    The air was thick with the smell of earth and rock. The tunnel soon opened up into a much larger system made completely from rock. Soon the two, hand in hand, saw a light glowing in front of them. Within a few minutes, they’d caught up to Zuna.


    She nodded at them. “Connor, if you would, please take the lead. There’s only one way to go, so you won’t get lost. I would very much like to talk to Katie.”


    Connor nodded and gave Katie a wink as he continued down the rock path. Zuna was right, there was only one way to go—down. Deeper and deeper the three made their way into the earth. The rock tunnel they were on weaved back and forth, but always down.


    The tunnel was about the size of a four-lane freeway, and soon smelled like rotten earth and dampness. It was easy to lose track of time as they marched on, but Connor had faith that Zuna knew where she was going.


    Zuna and Katie walked a few steps behind Connor and spoke so quietly they were barely audible. Zuna was doing most of the talking, but Connor chose not to listen. It was tempting, though. With his Elite hearing he knew he could catch every word, but he decided against it. Let the sorceresses have their secrets, he thought.


    It was impossible to tell how much time passed, but after what seemed like hours of walking, Zuna called a halt. “Let’s rest here while I explain the rest of the journey.”


    There was no argument from Connor and Katie. They threw themselves down on the hard floor, Katie massaging her legs and Connor took off his sling. His arm was almost back one hundred percent. His Elite gene had done in a couple days what it would have taken a normal human months to heal from.


    “So, you two,” Zuna said, picking a small rock to perch on as she addressed her pupils. “What do you know of Karnag?”


    “I know that it’s a prison strong enough to contain Elites, and that the Elite race has been using it for centuries,” Katie said.


    Zuna nodded in approval and looked at Connor.


    “Well, I’m supposed to steal the keys from this place, and—and I know that my father is imprisoned there, because he married my mother and had me.”


    Connor was forced to remember the first time he had learned of his father’s existence. He had to think once again of the father he never knew being imprisoned, and he tried to force the thought from his mind. Thinking about his father wouldn’t get him anywhere, and with everything that was coming to the surface about his heritage, his destiny, and the fate of his race, he had a hard time understanding how he was supposed to feel.


    “That’s right, Connor,” Zuna said. “Your father, Caderyn Moore, a Judge in his own day, has been imprisoned in Karnag these last eighteen years for breaking the law and marrying a human. Today we will not only steal the keys of Karnag, but we will free your father.”


    Katie and Connor both looked at Zuna with shock in their eyes. “Oh, you heard me right,” Zuna said. “Caderyn was imprisoned and sentenced to an eternity in Karnag. In my humble opinion, the Council was a bit overzealous in their punishment, but after what happened to Vercin and the power a Judge held if they turned rogue, I understand where they were coming from. Nonetheless, we’ll need Caderyn if we hope to defeat Vercin.”


    “But the Council, they’re not just going to let me bring my father back and pretend everything is okay.”


    “I have a feeling that under the present circumstances, the Council will understand. They may even be a bit receptive and grateful to have another Judge on their side—if your father is willing,” Zuna explained. “You just leave that to me. But you shouldn’t worry about what the Council will say on our return. We should all be thinking about how we plan to get past the guards, steal the keys from the warden, and rescue your father.”


    “Guards? I knew this was going to get worse,” Katie said with a shake of her blonde hair.


    “Karnag is home to only the worst kind of Elites: Law breakers, human killers, and murderers. To insure that these Elites could never escape, a very powerful sorceress much older than myself created Karnag using a spell. She also created Karnag’s guards.”


    “Created Karnag’s guards?” Connor repeated.


    “Yes, Karnag could never be trusted to be guarded by Elites. Our race, just like the human race, is susceptible to treason and bribery. Instead, the sorceress created an enchantment to resurrect the dead and gave them one purpose, to defend and protect Karnag.”


    Katie went white. “The—the dead?”


    Zuna nodded, her violet eyes alive against the flames. She was carrying on the conversation about Karnag’s dead guards like someone would be talking about the possibility of rain or how well their favorite sports team was going to do that year.


    “I want to tell you this now because very soon Karnag’s guards will spot us and we all need to be ready. Connor.” Zuna reached into the long folds of her purple cloak and handed him the same axe he had found in the Amazon. It was cleaned now and shone against the light. It looked deadly and beautiful at the same time.


    Zuna handed the axe over as if it weighed no more than a pencil. Connor took the war axe, stunned. Not only had Zuna found it under the pile of rock in the Amazon but she had carried the heavy object in the folds of her robe. Before he could make mention of any of this, Zuna was already addressing Katie. “Miss Huber, do you remember the spells Morrigan taught you?”


    Katie bit her lip and nodded.


    “Perfect, then we should all be ready. When the guards come, do not hesitate. There is no need for silence as we approach. We cannot hope to hide ourselves. There is only one way in and out of Karnag. We must be swift and not hesitate when we approach. Do exactly as I say and everything will be fine. Mr. Moore, shall we?”


    Once again they took up their positions on the dark cave trail, Connor in front and Zuna and Katie a few yards behind, carrying on a quiet conversation. Connor didn’t even have to try not to eavesdrop this time. He was too filled with thoughts of his father, not to mention the dead guards.


    He wasn’t sure if he should feel happy, excited, nervous, angry, or maybe all of these emotions at once. His father had been a great Judge, but after marrying his mother and having Connor, he turned himself in to the Council to spare their lives and he had been sentenced to Karnag. Was the Council to blame for being so harsh? Was his father to blame for lying to his mother all those years?


    These thoughts led Connor no closer to finding a conclusion than when he started. He still didn’t know who to be mad at or hold responsible, and then he was reminded why he pushed these thoughts out of his mind when they bothered him.


    Torch in his right hand and war axe in his left, he continued down the path, forcing the wheels in his mind to ignore the question of his father and instead be more aware of his surroundings. Zuna said very soon the guards would be aware of their arrival and Connor had to be ready for anything.


    The flame from the torch only allowed him to see a few yards into the darkness ahead. What was in the inky blackness beyond was anyone’s guess. The undead? Connor thought to himself as he gripped his axe tighter, like zombies?


    That’s when they heard the first sound of shuffling feet. Connor paused. It sounded like a couple of pairs of feet being dragged across the rough, uneven ground. Connor froze and gripped the solid war axe in his hand. It felt good, a perfect friend for the task to come. The noise slowly grew louder and closer, ever closer.


    “Aim for the head,” Zuna counseled her two traveling partners, not a hint of fear or doubt in her voice. “That’s the only way to permanently put them down.”


    Katie edged closer until she stood at Connor’s right. Zuna soon appeared at his left. With their combined light, they could see what approached. First, all they could see were just two pairs of feet, but as the figures grew closer and emerged from the darkness; they could make out legs, a torso, and finally heads. The bodies were already half decomposed and the clothes they wore were impossible to distinguish. The things that came at them moaned and grabbed at the air between them. Their lifeless eyes saw only one thing—them.


    Connor bottled his fear for a later day and rushed forward. With a roar that Lu would have been proud of, he swung his axe at one of the things’ neck. The head separated from body with a graceful plop and rolled into the darkness as the body sank to the floor.


    The second corpse grabbed at Connor. Just as it was about to get a skeletal hand on his arm, a bolt of sizzling blue energy burned through the air close to Connor’s ear, burning dead flesh and boring a hole through the head of his attacker. Connor turned around and looked at Zuna.


    “Don’t thank me, that was Miss Huber.”


    Connor looked at Katie, even more baffled than before.


    “I’ve been practicing,” she said shakily as she lowered her right hand.


    “Come now, you two.” Zuna said, breaking the silence as she started a light jog. “They know we’re here now and more will come. We must be swift.”


    Connor and Katie fell in beside the spry older women as they traveled ever deeper into the darkness.


    “How many of them are there?”  Connor asked.


    “How many dead people and Elites are in the world?” Zuna replied.


    “Oh.”


    “And that is why we must not try and make a stand, they would overwhelm even the greatest warrior.”


    “If—if they bite us, will we become one of them?” Katie asked.


    “No, dear. They aren’t zombies, they’re just dead.”


    As the trio ran deeper into the darkness, the sound of approaching feet to either side and behind them became more evident. A few times they were faced with the undead blocking their path, but so far it wasn’t anything a few axe swings or bolts of energy couldn’t handle.


    “What is that? A laser beam from your hand?” Connor asked as Katie raised her right arm. A few inches from her palm, a blue flame formed, then shot out at her attacker.”


    “Kind of, it’s more like focused energy. Pretty cool, huh?”


    “Very cool.”


    “Here we are. Zuna stopped as the tunnel opened into a huge cavern. The space was so large Connor couldn’t see where it ended. A dull, greenish light that emitted from the walls lit the scene before them. There was a sea of undead figures surrounding a huge stone fortress that sprung from the cave ground.


    It was as if someone had taken the Abelardus castle, made it ominous and foreboding, and tucked it deep below the earth. And that wasn’t even the worst part.


    The worst part was they had absolutely no time to think about their next move as the sea of undead moved towards them in front and the sound of pursuers behind them became louder and louder.


    “What now?” Katie had to shout over the shuffling and snarling of the undead army.


    “Now,” Zuna said, as calm as if she were attending a church potluck, “we clear a path.”


    Bolts of Katie’s blue magic and Zuna’s purple magic shot left and right as Connor allowed his Elite gene to show itself and he cleaved a path through the sea of undead through red eyes and clenched teeth.


    Connor made sure not to let the power consume him, afraid he would lose control like he had on The Island. Instead, he gave the rage inside of him a short leash, ensuring he stayed in control.


    Body parts flew left and right as Connor dropped his torch, grabbed the war axe with both hands, and cleaved his way through the crowd. Hands and teeth shot at him from every direction, but whenever one came close, a blue energy bolt would whiz by and save him.


    Connor’s arms burned as he cleared a path towards the dark castle’s tall walls. There didn’t seem to be a way inside, no gates, windows, or doors were visible as they approached. What seemed like an eternity passed before the trio was able to make it to the castle’s closest wall.


    “Now what?” Connor panted as sweat dripped from his brow and into his red eyes.


    “Now you buy me some time and I will figure out a way in,” Zuna answered.


    “Connor!” Katie shouted as the mob of figures regrouped and converged on their location.


    “Stay close to Zuna, and stop whatever gets past me,” he told her.


    Katie nodded. In place of the sweet girl he had grown up with was a black-eyed sorceress. Katie was stronger than he’d ever guessed. He knew how scared she was, but she had put everything aside and answered the call. “Why are you standing there like an idiot?” she asked through short fanged teeth. “Look out!”

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


     


     


     


    A bolt of lightning blazed past him and landed between the eyes of a particularly heavy set Elite wearing pirate clothing.


    “Oh, sorry.” Connor lifted his axe again and set to work. Head after head, body after body fell to the floor. Bodies dressed like knights, cooks, cowboys, sailors, soldiers, and barbarians all met the same fate. Connor had formed a half circle around Katie and Zuna, and very soon the dead began to pile, forming a kind of meat wall around the three of them.


    “Zuna!” Connor shouted as he cleaved yet another head. “How are we doing?”


    “Almost—there we are.”


    Connor looked back to see a smiling Zuna next to an opening in the rock about four feet high and two feet across. “Not my best work, but on short notice this will have to do.” She disappeared into the darkness a moment later.


    “Hurry,” Katie urged as she followed Zuna into the prison.


    Connor dove through the opening behind them, the undead horde close at his heels.


    With a tap of her staff on the inside of the prison wall, the opening shut as if it were never there.


    The inside of the prison was lined with rows of large cell doors. It was like a dream, a long hall of doors met them on either side. Multiple levels of this hall spanned as far upward as they could see. The same green glow that came from nowhere and everywhere illuminated the interior. The entire prison was made from one kind of black rock and there was a smell of must and decay in the air.


    “Let us not linger here,” Zuna warned. “First your father, then the keys, and we are on our way.”


    “But which—” Katie’s eyes dilated from black to blue as she stared first down then up the long row of cell doors. “Which one is he in?”


    Each door was exactly the same except for a date stamped into the area where a peephole would normally be. The door immediately to their right read 129 A.D.


    “Connor, when is your birthday?” Zuna asked.


    “January 7th, 1995.”


    “So let’s search for a door nine months before then.”


    The three moved deeper and deeper into the tomb-like prison. The only sound to be heard was their footsteps and the light tap of wood on stone from Zuna’s staff. Lucky for them, whoever had constructed the prison had been sensible enough to mark the doors in chronological order.


    Weaving through the maze reminded Connor of trying to find a specific book in a large library. They made turn after turn, Connor in the lead gripping his axe, with Zuna and Katie once again following behind talking quietly.


    After a few more twists, they were in front of a door that read, March 1994.


    “This has to be it,” Connor said. “The next door is two years after and the one before it is dated August 1969.”


    “Very well,” Zuna said, moving forward and grabbing the stone handle in her small, ebony palm. She murmured a few words and the door swung open.


    “Hurry, Connor. The warden will be notified of a door being open, we have but moments.”


    Connor nodded and swallowed hard.


    “Do you want me to come with you?” Katie asked.


    “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”


    The two stepped into the small cell that was void of any bed, sink, or furniture. A shadow hung on the far wall. The man was almost a skeleton. He was chained, arms high on the wall, body slumped forward, head down. Long, dark grey hair hung down from his head, covering his face. He was shirtless and barefoot, only an aged pair of pants hung from his narrow hips.


    “Ca—Caderyn Moore?” Connor asked.


    The figure didn’t move. Connor stepped closer, only a few feet away now. “Dad?”


    The man’s head slowly rose, revealing a heavy silver-grey beard, dirt-stained face and sad brown eyes. “What?” the man’s voice cracked, barely audible. “What did you call me?”


    Connor fought back the emotion from his voice. “I’m Connor. I’m your son. I’m here to rescue you.”


    Tears formed in the man’s brown eyes. “Connor, no. You have to leave, the warden will be here and—”


    “Shhhhh… it’s okay. We’ll get you out safe and deal with the warden.”


    “No, no—you don’t understand!”


    Zuna poked her head into the cell. “We are out of time, Connor. Quickly, now.”


    Connor nodded. “Katie, do you think you can hold him up?”


    “Sure.” Katie gently grabbed Caderyn around the torso as Connor hefted the axe and sparks flew as steel met steel. The chains fell to the floor. Katie supported Caderyn under his left arm and Connor on his right.


    Caderyn had fallen into some kind of daze, mumbling as they exited the cell and joined Zuna. “My son… no… you have to go… Connor… my son, Connor…”


    “Okay, we’re ready. Let’s get the keys and get out of here,” Connor said.


    “No need,” Zuna answered. “The keys are coming to us.”


    Both Katie and Connor gave her a questioning look as the green light that had illuminated them their entire trip changed color and bright blue flames shot through the heavy air. A sound like a dozen people whispering met their ears as a shadow fell on the group.


    “The warden?” an unfamiliar female voice asked, laughing from somewhere deep down the row of cells. “There’s no need to worry about the warden. I don’t think he’ll be in any shape to see anyone ever again.”


    A tall, robed figure emerged from down the row and walked towards them quickly. A large set of keys dangled noisily from her left hand.


    “That voice.” Katie released Caderyn, leaving him in Connor’s care and took a few steps forward, standing next to Zuna. She looked as though she were hypnotized.


    “Hello, my sweet Katie. I’m here to get you now.”


    “Mom?”


    The robed figure was just a few yards from the group as she threw back her dark hood and revealed her fair skin and long blonde hair. “Yes, Katie, it’s me.” Katie’s mother opened her arms and gave her daughter an enticing smile. “Come, give me hug.”


    Katie took a step forward, then hesitated, her brow furrowed, mind torn between running to her mother and yelling at her. “What happened to you? After they killed Dad and I woke up in the hospital, you were gone. I was so scared for you, and now—now you’re here?”


    “I’ll explain everything soon, Katie, but what’s important now is that you take your place by my side—away from them.” She motioned a slender arm towards Zuna, Connor, and Caderyn.


    Katie hesitated, shaking her head.


    “Why don’t you tell her what you are? What you have done? That way she can make an informed decision,” Zuna asked. “Why don’t you tell her you married her father as cover, hid your whereabouts with magic, and then freed Vercin? Tell her the only reason you’re back now is because somehow you passed down your ability for magic to her and now you want to use her. Tell her—”


    “Enough!” Julie screamed. “Don’t poison her mind further, Zuna.”


    “Is—is that true? You married Dad and hid from the Elite race? You freed Vercin?”


    “It’s complicated, sweetie. You’re just going to have to trust me for now.”


    “Where were you after Dad died and I was in the hospital? Where have you been?”


    Julie narrowed her blue eyes. “I don’t have time for this, Katharine Huber. You come here now and obey your mother!”


    “No.”


    “Katharine!”


    “I’m not joining you and whatever you’re involved with until you explain what happened!”


    “Tell her, Julie,” Zuna said once again.


    “Fine. I married your father and hid my presence from the Council with magic until the time was right. I did free Vercin from his prison and now I stand with him. Don’t be stupid, Katie. Ours is the winning side. Don’t throw in your lot with this group. They have no hope of victory. Come with me and I’ll show you the true power that is attainable through magic. I won’t hold you back from reaching your true potential like I was held back for so many years.”


    Katie shook her head and took a step back, tears filling her eyes. “No. I don’t know what kind of monster you are, but I won’t join you.”


    Julie’s eyes turned black as she dropped the ring of keys in her hand. “Then you are a fool, Katie. You still have much to learn. Perhaps when all your friends are destroyed, you will rethink my offer.”


    “Enough, Julie,” Zuna said, taking a step forward. “The girl has made up her mind.”


    “Zuna, I should have known it would be you leading the would-be Judge. Since I once called you teacher, I will give you one chance to step aside. I’m not here for you.”


    “Then what are you here for?”


    A wicked smile played across Julie’s glossed lips. “Every day more and more Elites flock to Vercin’s banner, but for our ranks to truly swell, for us to have an army, we need hundreds, thousands of recruits.” She opened her arms, taking in the rows of cells around her. “What better a place to find Elites who hate the Council and everything the Elite Law says than those who have been imprisoned by them? What better recruits to our cause than the inmates of Karnag?”


    “Julie, you know this is madness. I will not allow you to do this.”


    “You allow me?” Julie tilted her head backwards and gave a long laugh. “Zuna, my powers have far surpassed yours. The power you held from me is now mine to control.”


    “Dark magic is no one’s to control, Julie. You cannot control it. In time it will consume you.”


    “Perhaps in time, Zuna. But that time is not now. Step aside. I was only here for the inmates, but now that the almighty Judge is present, I’m sure Vercin would love me to bring back his head.”


    The row of cells in which they stood seemed to close in around them. Magical energy sparked and crackled around Julie in varying shades of blue.


    “It’s time for you to go,” Zuna said, turning to Connor and Katie.


    “What? Go?” Connor repeated. “No, we can help.”


    “Julie’s power is beyond anything you possess. In time, you will rival her, but not now.”


    “But Zuna—” Katie began.


    “Enough, child, go now. Do you remember the spells I taught you to open the wall to exit Karnag as well as the incantation to get back to the surface?”


    A tear rolled down Katie’s cheek. “Yes, but come with us.”


    Zuna smiled at her. “Grab the keys as you go. I will hold her as long as I can.” She turned to Connor. “Listen to your father, no matter what questions you may have about him. He loves you very much. And you’re going to make a great Judge. Morrigan was right about you.”


    Connor stood speechless. He tightened his left arm around his father’s waist, shifted his grip on the axe, and nodded.


    Zuna turned back to face Julie, her eyes now orange orbs. “Let us see exactly how powerful you have become.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


     


     


     


    Julie smiled. Black and blue energy gathered around her hands in spheres that grew larger and larger with each passing second. “As you wish.”


    There was a sound like a tidal waving crashing into a rock mass as Julie unleashed the energy and it collided with a wall of purple and orange magic Zuna had put in front of the group as a shield.


    The two energy forces collided, crackling and sizzling. Connor stood rooted to the ground, mesmerized by the light battle.


    “Connor—Connor, we have to get out of here.” His father was struggling to stand and support himself. Caderyn’s eyes were wild, taking in the scene.


    “Right. Katie—the keys. Can you get them?”


    Katie nodded. She shot out her hand and within a second, the keys literally flew to her.


    “Go! Now! Caderyn, get them out of here!” Zuna yelled at the group, bowing under the pressure of Julie’s magic.


    “Let’s go.” Caderyn wobbled on his legs, regained his balance, turned, and headed down a row of cells to their right.


    Connor grabbed Katie’s reluctant hand and headed after his father. Half running, half stumbling, they wove their way down the cellblock. The lights trembled and flickered with the magical discharge. The noise of the battle behind them filled the air.


    Shouts and roars joined the crackling energy in the air. There was no doubt an epic battle was taking place between student and teacher.


    “Which way did you come from?” Caderyn asked.


    “It doesn’t matter. Zuna gave me a spell to get through the outer wall. We just have to find it,” Katie answered.


    “There!” Connor shouted above the noise. He pointed towards the end of the row of cells.


    The three reached the wall and Katie placed her palm on the hard rock surface, repeating a spell under her breath. The wall quivered at first, then shimmered and gave way, creating a small opening. The three stepped out and the sea of undead greeted them, licking their lips in anticipation of human flesh.


    “Light, Katie. Help my father and stay close. I’ll clear a path,” Connor said, lifting his axe in a high swing and taking the head from the first corpse that approached.


    Katie shot her hand in the air and a flame lit the area above their heads. The fire hovered there and followed them as they waded into the sea of open arms and gnashing teeth.


    Connor grunted as his axe stuck in the corpse of an undead creature dressed as a knight. Ripping it free, he swung again, this time cleaving his opponent in two. Looking for the power inside, his vision reddened and lent him strength. It seemed as though they waded through the sea for an eternity, Connor in the lead with his axe, Caderyn stumbling along, doing his best to keep up, and Katie in the rear, holding the fire spell in place with one hand and sending bolts of magical energy into whatever target got too close for comfort.


    Reaching the mouth of the tunnel to the surface, the noise of the battle finally stopped. The light streaming from the prison pulsed a steady blue. The fight was over. Although no one said it, they knew that if Zuna had won, she would be with them now.


    Their thoughts were only confirmed as a whisper met their ears, Julie’s voice that came from nowhere and everywhere at once. “Zuna is dead, and soon, when I free the inmates of Karnag and Vercin marches on your position, you will be, too. Think about where your allegiance lies, Katharine.”


    Katie visibly shivered. Still followed by the army of undead, the three escapees couldn’t afford a break. They turned their backs on the God-forsaken place and headed to the surface. 


    Most of the journey was spent in silence. Caderyn soon collapsed, too weak and tired to go on. Connor lifted his father’s limp form over his shoulder and they continued forward, ever upward.


    “Why would she bring me, Connor?” Katie asked, finally breaking the silence. “Why wouldn’t she or Morrigan just tell me about my mother?”


    Connor looked at the path in front of them and set his jaw. “Maybe they needed you to see it so you could believe it was the truth. Would you have really believed who your mother was if you hadn’t seen her for yourself?”


    “No, that—that thing is so far away from the mother I grew up loving. You knew her, Connor. What happened to her?”


    “Dark magic? Greed? I don’t know.”


    “My father is dead and my mom might as well be. I don’t have anyone left.”


    “Yes, you do. I’d hold your hand right now but I’m carrying the father I never knew in one arm and some kind of ancient war axe in the other.”


    “Connor,” Katie said, shaking her head and laughing, “This isn’t the time for jokes.”


    “I’m not joking. I really am doing both of those things. It’s going to be okay, Katie. You still have Morrigan and me.”


    Katie wiped away the tears. “Do I really, Connor? Do I have you?”


    “What? Of course you do.”


    “You know what I mean. I know you and Laren have something. I’m just not sure if that ‘something’ is going to end with us being together or apart.”


    Connor hesitated now. What was he supposed to say? All he could do was be as honest as he could. Katie deserved that much, and after their long history together, she needed to know. “If I said I don’t feel anything for Laren, I would be lying. When you broke up with me, I went through a really rough time, then Laren came along. I still have feelings for you, Kat, but I have to figure out if there’s still a chance for us or if it’s too late.”


    “That’s fair, but for the record, I never should have broken up with you and I can see that now.”


    The time for talking was over as the two approached the area of the path that slopped upwards into a wall of dirt. Katie let the flame above them go out and spoke into the ground above them, making the air swirl and shake as a portal was opened. The two walked through the window of space, not prepared for the scene that met their eyes.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


     


     


     


    They had stepped back onto the Abelardus’ extensive property. They were about a mile from the castle itself near the road that led to the highway. The sun was long gone, but the moon was bright and its rays shone down on the castle. The castle that once stood tall and proud was now reduced to a pile of stone and smoke and ash permeated the air, carrying with it the smell of death.


    “The Council! Vercin was here! We’re too late!” Connor ran with his father still over his shoulder and Katie in his wake.


    The walls were caved in and only half remained intact. The outside wall looked as though it had been struck down with a battering ram. Connor ran across the blood-soaked courtyard littered with bodies, some of whom he recognized, others he didn’t, but all were dead.


    Elites were spread out on the ground in awkward angles. The orange and red flames of fire were visible as they approached and heat emitted from the entrance of the castle like a furnace. “Take my father somewhere safe,” Connor told Katie as he placed him gently on the ground.


    “Why? Where are you going?”


    “There might be someone still alive inside. I have to go in.”


    “Connor, don’t. You don’t know if you’ll make it out.”


    “I have to, Katie, I’ll be right back, I promise.”


    Katie nodded. “Okay. Hurry back and be careful.”


    “I will, I promise.” Connor dropped the axe on the red grass and shielded his face with his arms as he entered the castle’s double doors. The heat was fierce and made the air in the castle hard to breathe. Sparks and embers swirled in the air. Everything was on fire. The only things resisting the fire’s warm embrace were the rock walls.


    Much like the scene outside, bodies and the signs of battle were everywhere. The castle guards lay on what remained of the carpet like rice thrown at a wedding. “Hello?” He tried to yell over the sound of the crackling flames. “Is anyone here? Hello?”


    There was no answer. All that remained was flame and the smell of charred flesh. Connor was about to turn and leave when he remembered his first dream and conversation with Vercin. In the dream, the Council lay dead in their large meeting hall. Connor headed there now, hoping against hope that he was wrong. Tapestries burst into flame on either side of him as he ran towards the large conference hall. Fixtures and suits of armor that lined the walls had fallen or became twisted and warped by the flame’s-unforgiving embrace.


    He reached the room. Its doors were wide open and covered in blood. What he feared the most had become reality. Every member of the Council was there; Adolpho, Raban, Arden, Tien, and Thema were all there lying lifeless on the stone floor.


    Connor ran to each of them, tears in his eyes. They were all gone. Vercin had exacted his revenge on the Council and had not spared a single soul. “Connor? Connor, you’re back.”


    Connor turned to a dark corner of the room. Morrigan was lying under a large wooden case, half concealed by a torn tapestry. “Morrigan? Are you okay? What happened?”


    Blood ran from Morrigan’s left temple, her left arm and the rest of her body were pinned under the case. “I’m okay, I think. He left me alive.”


    “Shhhhh… I’m going to get you out of here. Hold on.”


    Connor grabbed the bookcase that pinned his mentor and threw it to the side like it was a child’s toy. Carefully, he knelt and picked up Morrigan’s slim frame in his arms. “Hold on. Just hold on… you’re going to be fine.”


    Connor ran through the castle to the entrance, carrying the woman that had watched over him his entire life, the woman who had believed in him from the beginning of his journey as an Elite and a Judge. Tiny whispers of doubt and fear poked at him, opening the idea that Morrigan’s wounds were fatal, that he would lose her just like he had lost everyone else.


    He hadn’t found Laren or Lu among the dead. Were they dead? Taken? Something worse? Connor shook his head. The doors to the entrance were in sight now. The flames were worse and he held Morrigan close to his chest as the flames licked around him, seeking an opening to burn his precious cargo. He gritted his teeth as he felt the sharp sting of the flames burn his legs and arms.


    None of that mattered, he could handle the pain. What he couldn’t handle was life without the people he loved.


    He burst out of the castle at a sprint, timber and the castle’s wooden support crumbling behind him.


    The air outside felt glorious as a cool wind ushered away the heat and offered a relief.


    “Connor, over here!” he heard Katie yell. She had taken his father a safe distance from the burning castle to a grassy patch off the courtyard that was free from blood.


    Connor ran and gently placed Morrigan next to an unconscious Caderyn.


    Connor’s expression must have betrayed him, because Morrigan gave him a faint smile and said, “Connor, you can stop looking at me like that. I’m not going to die.”


    Connor released an audible sigh he didn’t know he was holding. “What happened?”


    “Vercin happened. He came swiftly with what followers he’s already managed to call to his ranks. Had it just been them, we could have held them off, but Vercin’s power has grown. No one was able to stand against him, not even the Council and my brother.”


    Morrigan’s voice trembled, but only for a brief second before she cleared her throat. “He let me live to give you a message. He said to tell you that it’s not too late to join him.”


    Connor sat back on his knees. “And everyone else? Laren, Lu, Miyanda?”


    “Lupus and Miyanda were not at the castle when the fighting took place. They had taken the dragon to a forested area that the Abelardus family owns. They probably still don’t know about the attack. And Larentia—” Morrigan’s voice faltered as she chose her words carefully. “I’m not sure Larentia is alive, Connor. The last time I saw her, she was being carried away by a group of Vercin’s men.”


    Connor’s eyes went wide as he was faced with one of two possibilities, either Laren was taken as a hostage or she was taken to be killed. Either way, he had to get her back. He could feel the anger building inside him as he searched the courtyard grounds, looking for his axe.


    “Connor,” Morrigan said, “you will do no good to anyone by chasing off after her now.”


    “What do you want me to do, sit around and wait? Sit and wait while Vercin becomes more and more powerful? Julie, Katie’s mother, killed Zuna, and she’s freed all the Elites in the Karnag prison. They have an army now, and what do we have?” Connor asked as he opened his arms, taking in the scene around them. “A burned castle and the four of us.”


    “It’s not just the four of us,” Morrigan reminded him as a shout and running feet met his ears.


    Lu, Miyanda, and the dragon came running at a full sprint. “What happened?” Lu shouted, confused and angry. “What happened?”


    Connor’s head fell, eyes pointed to the ground. “Vercin attacked and he killed—he killed everyone, Lu. He carried away Laren.”


    Lu fell to his knees in front of the castle, shaking, stunned by the scene in front of him, numbed by the realization his father was dead and his sister taken.


    “And my grandmother?” Miyanda asked.


    Connor shook his head.


    “That’s why she didn’t want us to come,” Miyanda said to Morrigan, her voice cracking. “She knew she was going to her death.”


    The group stood silent, even the dragon, who was happy to see Connor at first, now sat quiet, feeling the tension in the air.


    “So he’s won,” Katie said quietly. “Vercin’s beaten us.”


    “Not while we still have a Judge, he hasn’t,” Morrigan said as she rose to her feet.


    “Two Judges.” Everyone looked over to Caderyn. His eyes were open and Katie helped him struggle to his feet. “I can teach you how to embrace the power that flows through you, Connor. Not just simply control it, but to really be one with that part of yourself. Together we will make Vercin wish he had never escaped his prison.”


    “My people will answer your call if you ask,” Miyanda chimed in, tears still running freely down her face. “My mother will come with our warriors.”


    “I may know an island or two of fighters that would come if you asked them,” Lu said, rage in his green eyes and taking deep breaths in a weak effort to control his emotions.


    “Then we stand together, and make sure that those who have died tonight have not died in vain,” Morrigan said.


    Connor could feel the anger inside him burning hotter than the flames inside the castle. He would use this. He would use the anger. Use the raw emotion that boiled inside of him to be the Judge he was meant to be. With the help of his friends, his family, he promised himself he would rise stronger than ever before and do what he was meant to, what Morrigan’s prophecy said he was born to. He would save his race and the world from Vercin and a second dark age.


    “We need to go after them now—if Laren is alive, if there is even the slightest chance,” Lu said, rage clear on his face.


    “Lupus,” Morrigan said, “you know as well as I do we have no chance right now to take on Vercin and his army, especially if he has freed the inmates of Karnag. The best thing we can do now is bury our dead and prepare for the coming days.”


    “But my sister—”


    “Your sister will still be alive. Vercin obviously wants her that way or else he would have just killed her like the others.”


    “Morrigan’s right, Lu,” Connor said, placing a hand on the large man’s quivering shoulder. “You know I want to go after her, too, but we can’t now. Not like this. Vercin will pay for what he did. I promise you.”


    Lu hung his head and turned away from the group to hide his tears. Miyanda went to him and placed a comforting arm around his huge shoulders.


    “The human race, Morrigan? Will they know of the attack?” Caderyn asked.


    “No. The Abelardus estate is on hundreds of acres of land, and even if someone could see the smoke, Adolpho had me put a shrouding spell on the castle grounds hundreds of years ago. The spell would conceal the castle from prying human eyes.”


    Caderyn nodded, stretching his stiff arms and back. “Well, Connor, it looks like we have work to do. What do we tackle first?”


    Connor looked at his father closer. Caderyn was still a mess from his years in Karnag; filthy, starved, and barely standing, yet his father was offering his help and even asking him what he wanted done.


    “I—I don’t know.”


    “Connor, you are the Judge now. People will be looking to you for guidance and answers. We’ll be here to support and counsel you, but the final word should come from you from now on.”


    Connor nodded at his father and then Morrigan and Katie. “Morrigan is right. We need to bury the dead and find a new place to call home. We can’t wage a war on Vercin from a courtyard.”


    Inspired by his father’s strength, Connor put his back into digging. Lu had recovered from his wave of grief and offered to get the digging tools from a shed that had survived the attack. Lu helped Connor dig while the rest of their crew combed the courtyard and surrounding areas for bodies. The entire time, the castle burned. They were powerless to do anything about the flames besides let them run their course, and with the majority of the castle made from stone, they knew it wouldn’t take long.


    Connor and Lu grunted, digging hole after hole beside the burning castle, channeling their anger at the hard-packed dirt with grunts and moans. They didn’t say a word to each other, they didn’t have to. They were both feeling and thinking the same thing.


    Katie, Morrigan, Caderyn, and Miyanda separated the bodies. The ones they knew they placed in the graves. Those of their enemies, they threw in a pile on the opposite side of the castle. The bodies they put in the graves were all familiar to Connor. They were Elites he had seen in the castle during his time there; stoic guards, busy servants, and spectating guests all wore the same looks now, looks of fear and death.


    “Memorize their faces, Connor,” his father said as he laid yet another body in a grave. “There may come a time when our enemies ask for mercy. Look now and remember these faces so you can tell our enemies exactly how much mercy they deserve.”


    “The others? The ones who attacked us, we aren’t going to bury them?” Connor asked his father as he threw another wave of dirt behind him.


    “They don’t deserve graves. We will let them burn together, and hopefully their souls are doing the same in another realm.”


    Connor nodded, wiping the sweat from his forehead. The digging didn’t end until his arms were numb and his hands blistering. The fire inside the castle had burned fierce but brief. In a few hours, the fire had eaten most everything that wasn’t stone, and now embers and a few random pockets of flames refusing to go out was all that remained of the once ferocious flames.


    “We have to go in and get the bodies, don’t we?” Katie asked. She was filthy from the day’s work. Her hair was singed and her hands, arms, and face were smeared with dirt and smoke.


    “We have to go in and get the rest of the bodies,” Connor agreed.


    The group entered the carcass of the once great castle. It seemed as though most of the fighting had taken place outside of the castle, as only a few skeletal bodies remained inside. Some were in better condition than others, but most the fire had gotten to and burned away both clothes and flesh.


    Katie had grown so much in the last few days, but Connor knew how much she had to be screaming inside. Katie wasn’t a fan of spiders, much less burned, skeletal bodies. “You going to be okay?” Connor asked as they made their way to the exit carrying corpses.


    “I had to fight down the vomit a few times. It helps if I still think of them as people instead of bodies.”


    “You’re doing great, Kat.”


    She tried her best at a grin but failed. Connor couldn’t blame her. How happy could he expect someone to be in their present circumstances? Soon the majority of the bodies were gone, and under the moon and stars, the group entered the large stone meeting hall where the last victims, the bodies of the five Council members, were still resting.

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


     


     


     


    The fire hadn’t been able to claw its way down the long stone hall, so the bodies were spared from the fire’s appetite. Connor wasn’t sure if this was better or worse, as the wounds were clear on all five of the bodies. It looked like a long sword was used to inflict the damage and dark blood was everywhere.


    Lu knelt next to his father, cradling Adolpho’s limp head in his arms and silently rocking back and forth. Morrigan approached her baby brother’s body, gently closed his eyes with the palm of her hand and lifted his body off the ground. She held him like she had done so many times before when they were growing up, but this time was different. This was the last time she would ever hold Arden again.


    Katie took a deep breath and steeled herself as she carried Raban’s body out of the room, and Miyanda did the same with Thema’s.


    “Even after condemning me to Karnag, they didn’t deserve this,” Caderyn said as he knelt beside Tien’s small frame and lifted the warrior monk from the stone floor.


    Lu and Connor were the last to go. Lu gently held the body of his father, tears running freely down his face. Connor stood beside him. Not knowing what to say, he placed a hand on his shoulder.


    Morrigan summoned a fire and lit the pile of the dead enemy bodies as the group laid the Council to rest in their graves. With the light of the fire inside the castle gone now, Morrigan and Katie lit fires on whatever they found that would burn and placed the small flames around the gravesite.


    “I think someone should say something,” Caderyn said.


    Lu was beyond words as he kneeled, comforted by the women. Morrigan broke into tears. Katie stood next to her and the two embraced each other, softly sobbing. Connor knew the task fell to him no matter how much he wanted to go and comfort Morrigan. What the group needed most was closure.


    “Raban, Thema, Tien, Adolpho, Arden, and all the graves we dug today. All the Elites that we laid to rest never asked for this. But when the time came, they fought against the greatest Elite our race has ever known. They stood together and fought. Now the torch is passed to us. Now it is our time to fight, to fight for them, in their memory. They lived and died for the unity and peace of our race, to keep our secrecy intact and stop a tyrant that would enslave the world.”


    The flames danced around the group, casting shadows and silhouettes, but no one paid them any attention. All eyes were focused on Connor.


    “We take tonight to remember those who have fallen, but tomorrow is a new day. Tomorrow we begin a new chapter in history. Tomorrow we embrace their memory and forge our grief into justice. Tomorrow we plan, we recover, and we take the fight to them!”


    Heads nodded and Caderyn looked on with a proud smile. The dragon who had remained silent during the speech let out a roar of his own, a roar that added to Connor’s speech and aided in lifting their spirits.


    The remainder of the night was spent salvaging whatever food and sleeping items they could from the castle. The only area that had escaped the fire’s wrath was the Council room.


    The dragon curled up in a large, leathery, green-skinned ball outside and the survivors sat and ate in silence. They were exhausted, both mentally and physically. Dirt, blood, and sweat clung to them, but no one, not even Katie, seemed to care. Dinner consisted of water, some canned vegetables that had survived the fire, and burned bread. They were beyond the point of fatigue and couldn’t care less what they put in their mouths. Food was only a way to stop the hunger pains in the empty pit of their stomachs. They could fill the void in their stomachs, but every single one of them knew that the void left by their loved ones would never be whole again. After a silent meal, they settled into the large, cold stone meeting room.


    Connor was using a folded tapestry as a mattress and a large coat he had found as a blanket. The last thing he remembered thinking about was Laren, and before he could bring up an image of her face, he was fast asleep.


     


    ***


     


    The morning came sooner than he thought. It felt as though he had just closed his eyes when he felt someone shaking him awake. It was his father. “Come on, Connor. You have an army to build.”


    Everyone else was asleep as Connor sat up, stretching his aching back and sore muscles. Caderyn looked different. He had found a pair of boots and a loose-fitting long sleeve shirt. His long hair was pulled back into a ponytail and his eyes were brighter than they had been before. “Let’s go.”


    Connor followed his father outside. The dragon got up like an excited dog and nuzzled Connor, almost sending him crashing to the ground. “Good boy, I’m happy to see you, too.”


    Father, son, and dragon walked down past the burned castle, past the large gravesite and towards the forested area that lay a few miles east of the castle.


    “I’m not really sure how to be a father, Connor, but I want you to know that I never would have left you and your mother if there had been any other way. I left you to protect you and shield you from the Council’s Law.”


    Connor took in a big breath. He had imagined and played back in his head what he would say to his father if he should ever meet him a hundred times, but now instead of anger, he just had questions. “The Law that you chose to break when you married Mom?”


    Caderyn looked at Connor as the two walked slowly up and down the grassy fields. Birds were just beginning to chirp and the world was changing from darkness back to grey as the sun began to rise. “I don’t know if you have anyone like this in your life, but when I met your mother, it was like I didn’t have a choice. There were a million reasons we shouldn’t have been together, the biggest, of course, being that she was human, but it was like it was meant to be. I tried not to love her, Connor. I tried with every fiber in my being, but it wasn’t enough.”


    Connor directed his eyes to the ground as he thought about what his father was saying and about his own feelings and if he could relate.


    “We are an Elite race, Connor. We are the top of the food chain and the most powerful beings in the entire world. As Judges, we are taken and put into an even higher category, and still with everything that I was, I wasn’t able to not love your mother. She was—she is—everything to me. When we did get married, I tried to hide us, but obviously it wasn’t enough. They took me when your mother was six months pregnant with you. I pleaded with the Council for your lives, and that was the agreement.”


    “What was the agreement?”


    “Well, I had broken a Law punishable by death. Since I had been a Judge and saved our people from conflict, they were,” Caderyn almost choked on his next word. “They were… lenient. I was sentenced to Karnag until you and your mother both died.”


    Connor stopped mid-step. “I thought you were sentenced for an eternity?”


    “Not an eternity, just until you and your mother died of old age or whatever the other cause might have been. Then I would be freed and given another chance. I don’t want to pretend to be your father all of a sudden and jump right back into the picture like nothing happened. I just want to get to know you and maybe we can start by being friends?”


    Connor looked into his father’s brown eyes that so closely resembled his own. Caderyn’s eyes were full of hope, delayed happiness, but most of all, love. “I’d like that,” Connor said.


    Caderyn let out a sigh of relief and smiled so wide Connor thought his beard would split in half. “Thank you. I’m here to help you in whatever way I can.”


    “I know,” Connor said, letting the moment of joy pass as he turned his thoughts back to their current predicament. “We need a better base of operation. Not to mention the bare essentials, like food and water.”


    “I agree. If we are going to present you as a Judge to the Elite race, we’ll need more than a burnt down castle as a home.”


    “So first a base, then we build an army?” Connor asked.


    Caderyn nodded. “And then we train. Vercin is a powerful warrior as a Judge, and with Karnag emptied, he’s that much more dangerous with an army. It’ll take both of us to face him and you need to learn how to become one with your Elite gene instead of trying to control the power.”


    Connor was about to agree when the dragon was disturbed by something. He angled his thick reptile neck in the direction of the main road that led from the castle to the highway.


    They were about a mile away, but could see a limo approaching the castle at a fast speed. Caderyn and Connor both looked at each other, then took off at a run to intercept the vehicle. Their Elite gene made what should have taken a seven to ten minute trip no more than a few seconds.


    They stopped the limo as it was just about to enter the outer castle wall. Caderyn slammed his fists into the hood and Connor positioned himself by the driver’s door. The car stopped and door slowly opened. “I have so many questions I don’t even know where to start! What happened to the castle and how did you get out of Karnag?” Orion said as he stepped from the vehicle, a look of surprise and happiness showing through his one good eye.


    “Orion!” Caderyn said as he stepped forward and embraced his friend in a warm hug. “Connor—Connor rescued me, and the castle was attacked yesterday by Vercin and his followers.”


    Orion’s eye went from the castle to Connor and back to the castle again. “I wasn’t here. I should have helped them. I could have helped them.”


    “No, you couldn’t have. If you were here, you would be dead with the rest,” Caderyn said.


    “The Council?”


    “Dead and buried.”


    For a moment, Connor thought Orion might break down and cry, but his sandaled feet stood firm as he stroked his black beard. “Well, what’s our next move?”


    Caderyn slapped his friend on the back. “We need a place to stay, ferryman. Know of any islands we could visit? Maybe an island with an already standing army of warrior monks?”


    Orion’s eyes grew large as he realized Caderyn’s plan. “That could work and it would be safe. Vercin and his army couldn’t reach us there.”


    “Is that the best choice, though?” Connor asked. “I mean, Vercin would be here raising an army and preparing to make his move in the human world while we hide on The Island?”


    “It wouldn’t be hiding, Connor. We need to regroup. It won’t take long before we can get back in this fight.”


    “Okay,” Connor said, still reluctant. “Let’s go wake the others and let them know.”


    As the three men walked back to the castle, Connor couldn’t help but ask Orion, “Do you think Zheng will be all right with all of us coming and bringing the trouble with us?”


    “Both your father and I know Zheng well. He’ll embrace us and after you defeated him, he will fight by your side until the end.”


    “You fought and beat Zheng?” Caderyn asked, astonished.


    Connor humbly accepted credit for his victory with a nod. Orion wouldn’t let him be so modest, however. “Oh, Caderyn, you should have seen him! You would have been so proud!”


    “I still am,” Caderyn said with a smile.


    Their conversation was cut short. The others were already awake and greeted Orion with forced smiles and hellos. “It’s great to see you, Orion,” Morrigan said, “and not a minute too soon. To The Island, then?”


    “That seems like the best course of action at the moment. We should probably step outside,” Orion said.


    “Step outside for what?” Connor and Katie asked at the same time.


    “Orion is the ferryman tasked with bringing Elites to and from The Island. With the help of a sorceress, he’s able to magnify his power and create a window without even traveling,” Caderyn explained as they exited the skeletal remains of the castle.


    “Orion and Morrigan can teleport us to The Island?” Katie asked, wide eyed.


    “Something like that,” Morrigan said as they reached the courtyard.


    “Ready?” Morrigan asked Orion.


    “Always,” was his reply.


     

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


     


     


     


    As Morrigan placed her hands on his broad shoulders, Caderyn, Connor, Katie, Lu, and Miyanda looked on as the air around the two began to shimmer. Brown and red energy started to emanate from Morrigan’s hands as she closed her eyes. Orion bowed his head as the energy became brighter and brighter until it was almost blinding. The space behind Orion began to open until it was the size of a house.


    On the other side of the window, the jungle’s lush landscape appeared. “Hurry through the portal before it closes,” Orion said, eye still closed, head bowed and beads of sweat forming on his forehead. Lu and Miyanda took hesitant steps as they approached the shimmering glass-like window in space.


    “Well, I guess if I have to go, this is as good a way as any,” Lu said.


    “You’re scared?” Miyanda asked in her best attempt to tease and encourage Lu. “Come on, Muscles, let’s go.”


    The two walked through the window without another word and looked at the rest of the group from the other side. Morrigan’s hands began to shake on Orion’s shoulders as she held the spell, “Hurry, let’s go!”


    And that’s when Connor remembered the dragon. “We have to take the dragon—we can’t leave him here.”


    The window was beginning to quiver. “Fine, just hurry!” Morrigan yelled.


    Caderyn gave Connor a nod as he stepped through with Katie close at his heels. Connor motioned for his nameless dragon, who sat near the castle entrance. “Come on, big guy, let’s go!”


    The dragon moved with him. The window was shaking now—both sorceress and ferryman sweating and grinding their teeth, trying to keep the doorway open.


    Connor and the dragon stepped through at the same time. Instantly they were in the jungle with the rest of their group. There was a loud snap behind them and the window closed, with Morrigan and Orion sprawled on the jungle floor.


    “Let’s try and make that a bit quicker next time,” Orion suggested as he helped Morrigan to her feet.


    The dragon seemed to be the only one completely happy with his new habitat. The jungle on The Island was similar to his own in the Amazon, and he ran, smelling trees and rolling in the thick jungle underbrush. “Looks like Little Connor’s taken to his surroundings well,” Lu observed.


    “Little Connor?” Caderyn asked Lu with a raised eyebrow.


    “Oh, it’s what I’m calling the dragon until Connor actually gives it a name.”


    “I’m working on it,” Connor said as he fell in line with the rest of the group, Orion in the lead. “How does Vengeance or The Hammer sound?”


    Katie turned her head to look at him with a disapproving frown. “You can’t give him a name for a superhero or a wrestler. He has to have a pet name that fits him.”


    Connor walked behind the rest of the group, the dragon trotting behind him, still smelling his new home. “I don’t know, what do you want to be called?”


    The dragon looked at him without a hint of understanding and then nuzzled him with a large snout. “Yeah, I guess we’ll have to come up with one for you later. You’re so different now, I can’t believe I was ever so afraid of you. You’re just a big teddy bear now.”


    The dragon gave him a toothy grin and pranced off to search his new domain. The group continued to weave their way through the thick jungle canopy, Orion, Morrigan, and Caderyn talking towards the front, Lu quiet in the middle, and Miyanda, Katie, and Connor bringing up the rear.


    “You think he’s okay?” Katie asked Miyanda, motioning toward Lu’s figure up ahead.


    “I think what he’s most worried about now is telling his mother and little brother.”


    Connor couldn’t believe he had forgotten about Kora and Reap, and more importantly, the job that now fell to Lu to tell his mother and brother about their father’s death and sister’s capture. Katie and Miyanda continued to talk, but Connor blocked out their voices as he thought about Laren. Was she okay? Was she hurt? How were they treating her? He should be looking for her now, not seeking shelter and hiding. Connor made up his mind to look for her as soon as he could. Morrigan and his father had to understand. They would help him, he was sure they would.


    Orion’s shout tore him from thoughts of Laren. “We’re here!”


    Although Connor had seen the large gates before, they still amazed him. Katie and Miyanda, who had never seen the huge walls of the palace, were speechless. Orion raised a weary fist to the gate and pounded three times. Soon the sounds of bolts and latches unhinging could be heard form the opposite side and the same small monk who had greeted them the first time appeared again. “Oh, so good to see you, brother Orion. Please, brothers and sisters come in.” The small man squinted when he saw Caderyn. “Caderyn Moore, is that you?”


    “Yes, it is, Kwon. Never thought I’d see you again.”


    “Oh my! And Morrigan, as well! This is such an honor. Master Zheng will be so glad to see you all. I must tell him. Please do excuse me.” The little man’s orange robes swished as he turned and his bald head was gone in a few seconds as he ran ahead.


    They walked through the large palace courtyard, where Connor and Zheng’s bloody battle had taken place, up the long set of stairs, and into the palace. The group couldn’t feel more out of place. Filthy couldn’t even describe how they looked and felt after surviving the fire, burying the dead, and then sleeping in the burned down castle.


    But Zheng ignored all of that as he came and embraced Caderyn, Orion, and Morrigan first, and then Connor. He was dressed like all the other monks, his amber eyes worried and happy at the same time. “Connor, you are most welcome to the palace as a brother. Are you well?”


    “Yes, but we need your help.”


    “You need not look further, brother. You have it.”


    “Thank you, Zheng, and you should tell your men that there is a dragon roaming your jungle, but don’t worry, he’s with us.”


    Zheng gave him a quizzical look, but instead of questioning, introduced himself to Katie and Miyanda. Looking at a worried Lu, he asked, “Would you like to see your mother and brother, Lu? Are you all right?”


    “Yeah, thanks, Zheng. I’d like to see them.”


    “Of course. Kwon will show you the way, and the rest of you, I’m sure, are weary from your travels. Would you like to shower and—”


    “Zheng,” Caderyn said, interrupting the lord of the house. “Before you become too inviting, you should know that the Council has been killed by Vercin, and by aiding us, you are not only allying yourself with us, but declaring yourself his enemy.”


    Zheng didn’t hesitate at all with his response. “Then we had better get to planning. It sounds like we have a war to wage. But even warlords need clean clothes and food.”


    Kwon showed them all to their rooms down the same hall. Connor couldn’t help but notice Lu didn’t enter his room, instead he followed Kwon to his mother and brother.


    “We’ll meet back in the hall as soon as we’re changed and go over the next step with Zheng,” Caderyn said to his son as he hesitated by his door. “I know you’re eager to take the fight to Vercin and find Laren—you have too much of your mother in you not to be feeling that way.”


    Connor gave his father a grin. “I’ll meet you in the hall as soon as I clean up.”


    The shower that Connor had that day was the best he’d ever had in his life. It was torture for him to rush through the motions, but he knew time was always working against him. Exiting the ecstasy of the bath, he found clean clothes waiting on his bed. Black hair still damp, Connor stepped out of his room and headed for the main hall.


    Hearing footsteps behind him, Connor turned to see Miyanda dressed in similar clothes; sandals, white pants, and a long, wide-sleeved shirt. “Connor, I wanted to catch you and tell you again that my people will answer you if you call on us. Not just because my grandmother was killed, but because you have proven yourself as the Judge.”


    “Thank you, Miyanda. I have to discuss it with the others, but I’m sure we will take you up on your offer.”


    Miyanda nodded and hesitated. “Do you think that Lupus, I mean Lu, will be all right? I’m worried for him.”


    Connor once again was struck with the idea that there were more feelings than mere friends at play—that Miyanda cared for Lu on a deeper level. “I’m sure he’ll be fine. He’ll need us, though. No matter how tough he is or pretends to be, any of us would need help if we were in his position.”


    Connor and Miyanda rounded a corner and were once again in the palace’s large hall. With the exception of Lu, everyone was already there. A feast had been brought for the group and was being put to good use as they sat waiting for Connor and Miyanda to begin the conversation.


    “There you two are,” Orion said.


    “Sorry, Connor. We were going to wait for you to eat, but…” Katie motioned to the buffet on the table.


    “It’s okay. Sorry I took so long. I thought I was being quick.”


    “No need for the apology, Connor,” his father reassured. “We were just informing Zheng on our current situation.


    Zheng smiled as Connor took a seat and reached for a peach. “First, I want to say thank you for sending Orion back with the stone so quickly. It’s safe once again deep inside the palace walls.”


    Connor nodded. “Of course. That was our agreement.”


    “Now that you are all cleaned and eating, tell me what happened and what our next move will be?”


    Connor started and with a few additions from Morrigan and Katie, was able to relate the entire story to Zheng. He told him everything; about the last trial, the return to the castle, and the trip to The Island. Miyanda didn’t flinch as Katie and Connor told about her grandmother’s death, but Connor knew she had to be feeling not only a huge sense of loss and sadness, but a degree of anger as well.


    “Now we’re here and we need to make a move. Vercin is calling more and more Elites to his banner and he already has an army of the worst kind after he freed the inmates of Karnag,” Connor finished.


    Zheng sat with his deep orange robes, fingers steepled, lips pursed in thought. “To defeat our enemy, we must understand him and anticipate his next move.”


    “He’s already killed the Council,” Caderyn said.


    “Vercin will move again quickly. When he is done calling as many Elites to him as he can, he will strike against the human world. With the Council gone, there may be a few that would stand against him, but with an army of that size at his command…” Morrigan shook her head.


    “The human world?” Connor asked. “You think Vercin will try and take over the world? He’ll make the Elite race known?”


    “Vercin did it before when he plunged history into the Dark Ages… he won’t hesitate to do it again. If anything, he’s even more dangerous now after his captivity,” Orion said with a furrowed brow.


    “So we make a move against him now before he can move against the humans and—”


    “Connor,” Morrigan said in a soft voice. “Seeking him out now would be premature, especially with the numbers we have. We need to make it known to the Elite race that you are alive and the prophecy lies with you. We need to show them that you have passed the three trials. If we do that, then they will come and we will have an army of our own.”


    “But Laren—he still has Laren. I can’t just sit around and wait.”


    Morrigan, Orion, and Zheng were all frowning, and Connor knew they wouldn’t let him go. “There may be a way we can not only rescue Laren, but at the same time, spread the word to the rest of the Elites of Connor’s survival and success on the trials,” Caderyn offered.


    All eyes turned to him. “It’s true a strike against Vercin and his army would be suicide, but a few may succeed where many would fail. Let me and Connor go to rescue Larentia Abelardus. We can do it quietly and quickly. In the meantime, the rest of you will spread the word, and Orion and Morrigan can bring those willing back to the palace. When we return with Laren, the army will be ready.”


    The table was silent as the group contemplated the idea. Flames flickered against the walls and the feast at the table now lay in ruins.


    “It may work,” Zheng said, speaking first.


    “I know I’m not going to stop two Judges when they have their minds set to something, so I’m not even going to try,” Morrigan said with a small smile. “Just be careful.”


    Connor broke out into a smile of his own and mouthed the words ‘thank you’ to his father.


    Caderyn moved his shoulder-length grey hair from his face and winked at his son.


    “So then it’s decided. We spread the word immediately and my father and I will rescue Laren.”


    For the first time, all heads at the table nodded in agreement. “We’ll leave tomorrow, Connor. I know how badly you want to go now, but we need to find out exactly where Vercin is, and getting some rest wouldn’t hurt, either,” Caderyn said.


    Connor couldn’t argue with that. They couldn’t rescue Laren if they didn’t know where she was. “How do we find her?”


    “Oh my,” Katie said, speaking up for the first time with a mock sense of despair. “If only you had two sorceresses that could perform location spells.”


    “Perfect,” Connor said.


    “While Morrigan and Katie locate Vercin, I will send my quickest messengers to the remaining Elites who have not thrown their lot in with Vercin,” Zheng said, turning his amber eyes on Miyanda. “I’m sure your people would much rather hear the news from your lips than ours. Would you go back and tell your mother what has happened?”


    “Yes, I will go and my people will return with me. You can count on us.”


    “Okay, we all have jobs to do,” Connor said, looking at each individual in turn. “Let’s get this done. The faster we can, the faster we can take the fight to Vercin. Hopefully we’re in time before this war spills over into the human world.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


     


     


     


    Orion and Morrigan spent the next hour sending Miyanda and several of Zheng’s emissaries through the portal to the human world to spread the word of Connor’s survival, his success in the trials, and now his call to stand against Vercin.


    Caderyn and Zheng sat at the table discussing battle tactics and who they thought might come to their aid and how best to use them in the coming days.


    “Care to join me for a walk?” Katie asked Connor.


    “A walk?”


    “Yeah, you know, slowly move one foot in front of the other, usually around parks or nice scenery? You remember those, right? I mean, before we found out we were members of an Elite human species and got caught up in a war with dragons and zombies.”


    Connor smiled at his oldest friend. He had known Katie since they were kids, and now, despite everything that was going on around them, she still held her girlish wit intact. Katie brushed a long strand of blonde hair behind her ear and extended a hand. “Come on. Sitting here worrying isn’t going to do anyone any good. You have to wait until Morrigan and Orion are done before she can start the locator spell, anyway.”


    Connor took her hand in his and tried not to let his expression give away how comforting it felt to be close to her again, even if it was just holding her hand. The two walked outside to the palace courtyard and strolled through the large, perfectly cut landscape.


    The sun had just set and the air was still warm from its rays as the stars and moon took their places in the sky. They had the courtyard to themselves.


    “The last time I was here, I was getting the living daylights beaten out of me by Zheng.” Connor laughed, massaging his healed shoulder as a phantom pain reminded him of the fight.


    “Already laughing about it?” Katie asked. “Because you looked horrible when you came back from The Island the first time. You looked as bad as I’ve ever seen you.”


    “Yeah, that was rough. I wouldn’t want to have to fight Zheng again. I’m glad he’s on our side during all of this.”


    Katie nodded and the two strolled the grounds in silence for what seemed a long while before Katie asked, “What do you think will happen if Vercin makes his move in the human world before we can stop him? World War III?”


    “’In the human world,’” Connor repeated, “That sounds so weird. But it’s true now. I’m not sure, Kat. I’m not sure how he would start seizing power. One country at a time? With nuclear weapons? We have to make sure we stop him before he does.”


    “You will. We will. Connor, don’t worry. We’ll stop him. I mean if the athlete of the year and the head cheerleader can’t save the world, who can, right?”


    Both of them erupted in laughter. “Thanks for making me take a walk, Kat. It’s helping. I feel better already.”


    “No problem, and if you ever need anything, I’ll always be here.”


    The two had reached the end of the path and began their walk back to the palace. Connor knew Katie wanted to broach the subject of where the two of them stood relationship-wise. Katie was leaving all the right hints and pausing at all the right times. Her blue eyes, if nothing else, gave away her ploy. But Connor wasn’t ready to open that can of worms, not now. Not when they were so close to seeing an end to Vercin.


    “Well, we better get back.” Connor said. “Morrigan and Orion are probably done doing their magic gateway thing.”


    “Yeah,” Katie said with a sigh. “I guess you’re right.”


    They walked back through the main entrance and into the large hall. As Connor suspected, Morrigan, Orion, Caderyn, and Zheng all sat at the large table. The food and plates were cleared away and all that was on the table now was a large map of the world.


    Morrigan stood over the map, eyes closed, and her right hand extended. Red and Brown energy rose from her palm like smoke from a small fire. Morrigan’s hand shivered and she opened her eyes.


    “It’s not working, is it?” Zheng asked.


    Morrigan shook her head. “It seems as though Julie has placed a spell on wherever they are camped, masking their location.”


    Connor felt his heart stumble and fall in his chest. This was their only chance at finding Laren. If this didn’t work, they had no idea where to look.


    “Well, there must be another way. There has to be,” Connor said, trying to sound as optimistic as he could.


    “Not through magic, there isn’t,” Morrigan said


    “There’s still hope, Connor,” Caderyn explained as he rose from his seat. “As Elites gather here to see their Judge, they may know where Vercin is camped and where Laren is being kept. Don’t lose hope yet.”


    Connor fought back the anger and frustration. His temper had never been an issue before, but he could feel the blood rushing to his face. He knew his father was right and that everyone was doing all they could, but it just wasn’t good enough. Now, all he could do was wait.


    “Go get some rest, Connor. We’ll find out more tomorrow when my messengers return,” Zheng said in his soft, passive manner.


    “Come on, I’ll walk with you.” Caderyn motioned as he made his way to leave.


    Saying good night to the group, Connor followed his father down one of the many halls and to his room for the night.


    “I know it’s eating you up inside, but rest now, so when the time for action does come, you will be ready to give it all you have,” his father advised.


    Connor nodded. “Can I ask you a question?”


    “Anything.”


    “How are you handling the transition since Karnag? I mean, you seem great and not like someone who has been locked up for eighteen years. If it was me, I think I’d go crazy.”


    Connor was right. Caderyn was looking better and better every hour. He was already walking on his own. His once dull brown eyes were transitioning to their normal light brown, and less bone showed through his skin.


    Caderyn looked over at the son he had dreamed of meeting for so long. “The same way Vercin stayed alive and sane all those years. He held on to hate and revenge to keep him alive. I held on to hope and faith that something would happen and I would be able to see you and your mother again. It was you two that kept me going. I had faith one day that I would get out to see you.”


    Connor realized that he not only had truly forgiven his father, but now he was learning to respect him as well. His father was a Judge like him, and a fierce one at that. But he also held values like hope and faith in high regard, a combination that Connor hadn’t seen very much of growing up.


    Thoughts of how his childhood would have been with a father present began to tickle his mind. Of who he would be now if he had had his father growing up. But things had happened the way they had, and unless Morrigan had a “back in time” spell, there was no going back now.


    They walked down the hall and Caderyn turned to his son as they reached Connor’s door. “Sleep well, son. Be ready for tomorrow.”


    Connor smiled, and half of him even wanted to give his newly found father a hug, but not yet. It was too soon. He was still getting to know him.


    “I will. Sleep well.”


    Connor turned the brass knob and let himself inside. It was the same simple room he had stayed in when he was a guest the first time he visited The Island. The bed, although small, looked like heaven, but Connor couldn’t go to sleep yet. He knew he had to find Lu and see if he was all right.


    Although the two had their differences, Connor knew how hard of a time Lu was going through, whether he admitted it or not. It almost seemed unfair as Connor exited his room and walked down the dark hall. He had found his father and Lu had lost his on the same day.


    Worse, Lu had lost a father and his sister was missing. Connor massaged his left shoulder as Laren and her situation tensed him once again. Before he could start worrying about Laren for the hundredth time, he heard a child sobbing.


    It was faint, and coming from a room somewhere to the left. Connor opened a large door that led to an even larger room. The room had to be a library, there were cases and cases of books lining every wall from floor to ceiling. Torches lit the area in eerie shadows as Connor entered the circular room.


    In the center of the library, curled up in a ball on a red couch, was Reap. Reap sniffled as Connor walked in, his tear-streaked dull green eyes telling the entire story on their own. “He’s gone, Connor. My dad is gone.” This tiny outburst brought on another deluge of tears as the small boy sniffled. He tried to hide his face in his small hands, embarrassed to be seen crying by the Judge he looked up to so much.


    “Hey.” Connor took a seat next to Reap on the couch and put a hand on the boy’s small back. “Hey, buddy.”


    Connor wasn’t sure how to console a child. Growing up as a single child, he had had plenty of friends, but now as a teenager, his child exposure was limited, at best. Lucky for him, Reap knew exactly what to do. Without hesitation, Reap reached up and grabbed Connor around the neck in a tight hug, still sobbing.


    At first, Connor was surprised and unsure how to respond. So he did the only thing he could do, he hugged him back. The two sat there for a minute, Reap’s little frame heaving up and down, his only answer to his father’s death.


    “It’s okay to cry. Let it out,” Connor whispered to his tiny bald head.


    Reap’s only answer was more sobs and a quivering, “I’m sorry.”


    “Sorry? You have nothing to be sorry about. We all cry, even me.”


    Reap pulled back, sniffling. “You cry?”


    “Sure. It’s okay to cry when there’s something worth crying about. Don’t try and keep it inside.”


    Reap sniffled and ran his hand across his pale face. His eyes were bloodshot and his face stained from the many tears already shed. “Why did my dad have to die? Why did it have to be him? I didn’t even get to say good-bye.”


    Connor was far beyond his comfort zone. Killing zombies and chasing dragons, sure, but trying to explain to a child why their father died was a whole different conversation. Connor took a moment to think about Reap’s question.


    Connor was reminded of Lu, Zuna, and even Morrigan’s dependency on fate and that everything happened for a reason. That there was a divine plan in motion and they had faith it would work out in the end, for the best. “Everything happens for a reason, Reap. We may not be able to see or understand why at the moment, but we have to stand firm and have faith that there is a plan in place for each one of us. Things aren’t in our control, but one day we will look back and understand why things had to happen the way they did.”


    Reap’s young mind tried to wrap itself around what Connor was saying and he must have understood, because he gave Connor a weak smile as he asked, “Will I ever be able to see my dad again? And what about Laren? You have to get her back.”


    “You will see your dad again one day. And I promise I will bring back your sister.”


    “Good thing you’re a Judge, because if you weren’t, I’m not sure you could do that.”


    Connor smiled at his logic. “I’m glad I’m a Judge, too. I’m going to bring Laren back to you as soon as I can.”


    Reap sniffled again and was about to ask another question when the two heard the door to the library open again. Kora and Lu walked inside. Kora was the picture of feminine strength as she gave Connor a brief smile. Her hair was pulled back and her eyes were bloodshot, but her voice didn’t quake as she addressed her son. “There you are, Reap. Your brother and I were looking all over for you. It looks like you’re in good hands. Hello, Connor.”


    “Hello, Mrs. Abelardus.”


    Lu walked over to his little brother and embraced him in a hug. Lu’s normally perfect hair was a mess. “You okay, little guy?”


    “Yeah, Connor said everything happens for a reason and I’ll know it one day. And he’s going to bring back Laren. He promised.”


    Connor bit his tongue, unsure if Kora and Lu would agree with his stance on death and fate, but neither of them raised an objection. Instead, Lu actually smiled as he looked at Connor. “He did, did he?”


    Connor held his breath.


    “Well, that’s great, because I’m going with him. I’m going to make him pay, Reap— the man who ki—”


    “That’s great, Lupus,” Kora said, cutting off her older son. “How are you feeling, Reap? You must be exhausted.”


    “No, I want to stay up with Connor.”


    “He’ll still be here tomorrow. Why don’t you say goodnight and run along to bed? I’ll be there shortly to tuck you in.”


    Reap knew arguing with his mother was going to take him nowhere, so instead he turned to Connor and gave him another hug, whispering in his ear, “I’ll be by tonight for another sleepover.”


    Before Connor could agree or not, Reap ran to his brother and mother, giving them both hugs and kisses on the cheek goodnight, and exited the room.


    “Thank you, Connor,” Kora said. “Whatever you told him seemed to help. He wouldn’t stop crying and ran off to be by himself.”


    “Of course, and I’m so sorry for your loss. You can be sure I’m only here now because we’re waiting for information on where Laren is. As soon as we get it, I’ll be leaving to bring her back, I promise.”


    Kora nodded. “I know you will, Connor. Thank you.”


    “I’m going with you,” Lu said.


    “Okay,” Connor agreed. Like Reap with his mother, Connor was beginning to understand Lu better, and knew when not to argue the point.


    “Zheng has sent out messengers calling all the Elites to The Island to stand against Vercin. Hopefully someone will know where Laren is and we can bring her back.”


    “Morrigan was unable to locater her?” Kora asked.


    “It seems Julie Huber has masked their location.”


    “I see. What would cause a woman to serve a man like Vercin is beyond me.”


    Connor had to agree. He had gotten to know Katie’s mom while they were dating, and she was no different than any of them. She had been kind, thoughtful, and even supportive of Connor and Katie dating.


    “Well, I’m going to go check on Reap and make sure he’s still all right. You two boys have a good night,” Kora said as she left the room.


    Lu and Connor stood alone now, and finally Lu could really share what was on his mind. “I’m going to kill him, Connor. I’m going to kill him slowly and painfully for what he did to my father, what he did to my sister, and what he’s done to the Council.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


     


     


     


    Connor knew this wasn’t the time to bring up Vercin’s superior power and skill, so he just nodded in agreement.


    “I know Morrigan’s prophecy says you are the one that’s supposed to save us from the darkness, and I’m fine with that if you can kill him before I do.”


    Lu’s demeanor had changed from calm and tender around his mother and brother to that of a man possessed. His large frame trembled with anger as he spoke about vengeance.


    “That’s fine,” Connor said. “I don’t care who kills him. All that matters is getting your sister back safe and that he dies before he can take his fight into the human world.”


    Things may need to be done, Connor. Things you may not like. When the time comes, leave that to me.”


    Connor squinted, trying to understand what Lu meant, but Lu was a powder keg ready to explode, and instead of offering any explanation, he turned and left the room. Connor puzzled over what Lu said for a few minutes longer before he decided to give into his body’s call to rest.


    Connor left the door to his room cracked for Reap if he did come in to have another sleepover and threw himself into bed.


    It was one of those sleeps where he was out before his head even hit the pillow. He dreamt that night he was standing on a battleground. The grass was drenched with blood. Lu was standing over a group of prisoners, interrogating them about the location of his sister and Vercin. He killed them one by one as they pleaded with him and swore they didn’t know. Connor was shouting at him, but Lu’s eyes were yellow moons, he had given into his Elite gene and there was no holding him back.


    Connor felt the ground beneath him tremble faster and faster as he pleaded with Lu to stop until he finally opened his eyes and realized that it was Reap shaking him. “Shhhhhh… Connor wake up. I’m here to sleep over.”


    The light from the clear sky coming through the window was bright enough to make out Reap’s figure next to his bed. He was dressed in pajamas and holding the same dragon stuffed animal he had before.


    “Oh, hey, buddy. Do you think this is a good idea? I mean, if your mom goes to check on you and you’re gone?”


    “It’s okay. I left her a note.”


    Connor smiled at the small boy as they traded places and Connor tucked him in. He pointed to his stuffed animal. “You know, my dragon’s here on The Island. If you want, I can take you to see him tomorrow.”


    Reap’s dull green eyes flashed brighter for a moment. “Really? A real dragon? He’s here? What’s his name?”


    “Uhhhhh… Connor hesitated as he remembered the name Lu had made for the dragon. “He doesn’t have one yet. Why don’t you think of one? I would be honored if you named him.”


    “Really?”


    “Really.”


    “Okay, I’ll think about it and make a really good name for him.”


    “I know you will.”


    “Thanks, Connor.”


    “No problem. Good night, Reap.”


    “Good night.”


     


    ***


     


    Connor woke the next morning, grateful he had been free from any more dreams. He stretched his aching muscles in the makeshift bed he had made on the ground next to Reap. The wood floor was not at all comfortable, even with the blanket Connor used as a mattress, but with the level of exhaustion his body was under, Connor felt as though he could have fallen asleep on a rock.


    Standing beside Reap, he saw the small child still clutching onto his dragon as though it were a lifeline. Connor decided to let him sleep and quietly washed up in the bathroom attached to his sleeping quarters.


    Softly exiting the room, he made his way down the chilly hall to the main meeting room. The palace was beginning to feel familiar to him now. With each step, he felt more at home, almost like he knew this was where he was meant to be. He didn’t have to wonder or worry about getting lost, it was like the palace accepted him and welcomed him back.


    The hall was a bustle of activity. Workers hurried to and from Zheng, receiving instruction on what to do to prepare for the large number of guests they were anticipating, as well as what needed preparation for the coming war with Vercin. Caderyn, Katie, and Kora sat at the end of the large wooden table, eating and talking about the days to come.


    “Take a seat, Connor,” Caderyn offered and motioned to the chair next to him. “Better hurry and get something in that stomach of yours. They say it’s about to begin and I doubt there will be a spare moment anytime soon.”


    Connor sat down, looking at Katie and Kora for explanation. “He’s talking about the visiting Elites that are already on their way,” Kora explained. “It seems as though everyone has already chosen a side, and those who were holding back from joining Vercin have answered your call.”


    Connor gulped down a bite of banana, grateful that things were moving quickly, but nervous at the same time. What would they be expecting from him? Did he have to prove he was worth following? Would any of them have information about Laren?


    Katie seemed to sense his mood because she cleared her throat and addressed him from across the table. “You’ll do great, Connor.”


    Connor smiled at her. Katie looked beautiful as always. Her natural beauty was accentuated with the lack of makeup and her smile reassured him that everything would be all right.


    “Where are Morrigan and Orion?” Connor asked, searching the hall.


    “They are already opening portals in the courtyard,” Caderyn said.


    “Oh,” Katie responded, “you should probably come check out the courtyard. Zheng and his men have been working on it throughout the night.”


    Connor looked over at Zheng to thank him, but the master of the palace was too busy directing traffic and giving orders to notice his gaze.


    “Okay, let’s go check it out,” Connor said, intrigued.


    The group wiped off their hands on clean napkins and rose to walk outside. The journey was short and undisturbed. They stepped out to the courtyard. Connor was completely unprepared for the sight that greeted him. The sun was warm, beating off the coolness that came with the night, and there were people everywhere. The garden that Connor and Katie had walked in the night before was packed with large tents, eating areas, and a section was blocked off where Morrigan and Orion held a portal open for yet another group of Elites.


    Morrigan and Orion must have been hard at work because there were already hundreds of Elites setting up their living quarters, eating breakfast, or talking in large groups. Sweat ran freely down both Morrigan and Orion as they quivered, willing the window to remain open while yet another group of dark skinned, violet-eyed warriors stepped through.


    Almost everyone recognized Caderyn and Kora as they waved and said their hellos. Connor was also greeted, but he couldn’t help but feel as though they were already judging him. Deciding if he was really the Judge that would save them or if Morrigan’s prophecy was flawed from the beginning.


    “I’m not sure how much longer I can hold the gate before I need a rest,” Morrigan said to her co-worker.


    Orion nodded. His black hair was pulled back into a ponytail and sweat dampened the upper part of his tan shirt. “I know. Just one more before we take a break. The Ulfric family won’t like it if they have to wait.”


    “Ulfric? Like Faust and Christof?” Katie asked, stunned, not able to keep the doubt out of her voice.


    Morrigan and Orion let the portal close as the last of the warriors passed through with grateful nods.


    “Yes, but let’s not judge an entire family by the actions of a few. Raban and Randolph are part of that family as well, and if Zheng’s messengers are correct, it was Randolph himself that has persuaded a large group of his family to come and see for themselves the Judge that would stand against Vercin,” Orion said.


    Katie stood quiet, and although no one had mentioned her mother being part of the same family, they were all thinking the same thing.


    “You got one more left in you, old man?” Caderyn said, smiling at Orion.


    “Who are you calling an old man? I knew you grew out your hair and beard to look like me. You’re not fooling anyone.”


    “Yeah, that’s it. I had the prison barber intentionally leave it long because I wanted the ‘Orion’ look.”


    The two men chuckled.


    Morrigan interrupted, “Okay, boys, let’s get this last one done. The portals are getting harder and harder to keep open. It feels like I’m holding up a hundred pound weight.”


    Orion nodded and braced himself for one more go. The two gritted their teeth as the air behind them once again quivered and shook. A space eventually began to tear open, small at first, but then larger and larger until an opening roughly the size of a door was wavering in the sunlight.


    Randolph’s familiar frame stepped through and gave them all a brief smile before he turned to help a small group of Elites from his family through.


    Connor decided there and then that he had forgiven Randolph for his past actions, and to lighten the awkward moment, took a step forward and shook his hand as the portal was closed. “I’m glad you made it, Randolph. Thank you.”


    Randolph gratefully accepted the outstretched hand. “I’m only sorry more of my family would not come. But I have news you will want to hear.” Randolph examined the large, rather noisy gathering of Elites. “Is there somewhere we can talk that’s a little less open?”


    “Come inside, Randolph,” Caderyn motioned. “We’ve been waiting for someone to bring us news.”


    Randolph nodded and the group walked back through the courtyard. This time Connor attracted more attention. He’d never seen most of these Elites. They were a mix of men and women of all ages. A rainbow of colored eyes followed him and his company as they once again entered the hall and found Zheng in the same spot they had left him during breakfast.


    “Zheng,” Caderyn motioned. “It seems as though Randolph has news about Vercin’s movements. I think you should be present.”


    Zheng nodded, gave the men he was talking to some parting instructions, and addressed Connor and the group with a smile. “Please follow me. I have the perfect place we can talk without being interrupted.”


    Zheng led them down a long hall to the left of the large room and opened a wooden door. Connor was quiet as they all took seats in the small, intimate room. A fireplace burned gently in the corner and the chamber was plainly decorated except for a large circular table that sat directly in the middle of the room.


    Zheng, Caderyn, Morrigan, Orion, Katie, Kora, Randolph, and Connor all took a seat. All eyes were on Randolph as Zheng politely welcomed him to the palace. “I’m so grateful you chose to come, Randolph Ulfric. Caderyn said you have some news?”


    “Yes, thank you for inviting myself and my family. I know things have been stressed as of late, but rest assured my family and I are here because there is nowhere else we would rather be.”


    Randolph said this, first looking at Zheng, but he made his way around the table and ended by staring directly into Connor’s eyes. Connor could barely sit in his seat. He wanted to shout out and ask if Randolph knew where Laren was being held, but he couldn’t. Zheng was being polite and Randolph likewise was showing his appreciation.


    Finally Randolph began. Leaning forward, he started his story from the beginning, right after Connor had left for his third trial.


    “I was woken up by Faust and Christof in the middle of the night the day Connor left for Karnag. They were nervous and pressed their fingers to their lips as we stole out of the castle as quietly and quickly as we could. Once I knew what their ultimate plan was and that they were indeed in league with Vercin, I had resolved to find out as much information as I could so I would be of use to Connor when I finally was able to escape my family.


    “Faust and Christof were none the wiser and answered all of my questions as we traveled from the Abelardus castle to Vercin’s encampment. It seems the two Ulfrics and Julie Huber had been planning Vercin’s escape for years. What made Julie join them was still a mystery, but I knew Faust and Christof are in it for the power and wealth that would come from ruling the Elite race and the human population.


    “We traveled by car to the airport and boarded a flight to one of the uninhabited Shetland Islands, just north of the United Kingdom. Once we arrived we were greeted by Vercin himself, who, I later found out, had just returned from his attack on the Abelardus estate. Vercin was as healthy and dangerous as ever, and his force is one I had not seen in centuries.


    “He has the entire Karnag population at his command spread out over the Shetland Islands and they are a terrifying sight. I could list names, but that would be pointless. You’re all familiar with the kind of Elite that gets locked in Karnag for an eternity of punishment.” Randolph winced as he realized Caderyn had just been released from the same prison.


    Caderyn didn’t flinch, but motioned Randolph to continue.


    “He’s also called Elites to his banner promising wealth, power, and standing in his empire when the fighting is over and the land gets divided. I didn’t see the sorceress while I was there, but there’s no doubt he had her busy working on something. I couldn’t even get Faust and Christof to talk about what she was doing. They’re strong, determined, and ruthless.”


    Connor couldn’t take it any longer—he had to know. “And Laren?  Did you see Laren anywhere?”


    “Yes, she’s being held under constant guard in a tower. I wasn’t able to see her, but I know she’s alive, no doubt chained with binding Julie has made to hold her.”


    “What are they doing with her? Why did they take her?” Connor asked.


    “I’m sorry, Connor, I don’t know. When I heard the call that you were gathering at The Island, I came with as many of my family members I knew could be trusted and left without a word. They’re probably just now discovering my escape.”


    The room was quiet. All he could think about was Laren and her safety, but before he could voice his opinion, a dark voice in the doorway spoke, “Great. So as soon as I find the Shetland Islands on a map, I’m leaving. Anyone who wants to come can, but I’m going now.”


    All eyes turned to Lu. There were shadows under his eyes, his long hair was shaved down into a short Mohawk, and stubble covered his muscular face.


    “Lu, wait,” his mother pleaded, but he was already gone.


    “I’ll get him,” Connor reassured her and headed after him. He caught up with him just down the hall as Lu stalked through the palace halls. He was wearing dark pants, military boots, and black tank top. “Like what you’ve done with your hair. What brought about the change?” Connor tried to sound light and cheerful but he knew he was wasting his breath.


    Lu didn’t even give him a second look. “It gets in the way when I fight. I plan on doing a lot of fighting and a lot of killing very soon.”


    Connor tried not to visibly swallow hard. He had seen Lu sarcastic, rude, and even mean, but this was something different. Lu was cold now, and it was clear vengeance was the only thing on his mind.


    “I’ll come with you, but you have to give me an hour.”


    “I don’t HAVE to do anything.”


    “Listen.” Connor grabbed Lu’s large arm and swung him around. “I get it you’re mad. And that’s fine, so am I. I’m not going to pretend to know what you’re going through, but you can’t do this alone. One hour—give me one hour—”


    “There is no more time!” Lu roared, spittle coming from his mouth and his eyes threatening to dilate yellow. “I have no room in my heart for waiting, even less for forgiveness or planning. All I have is hate. Hate for him killing my father and hate for him taking my sister. Get out of my way or so help me, Judge or not, I will throw you aside.”

  


  


  
    Chapter Thirty


     


     


     


    He knew Lu was on the verge of losing control. He had two choices: let him pass or stand his ground and threaten a physical confrontation, and that was something no one wanted. Connor was raring to go as soon as he could, but he knew he had to address the crowd of Elites that were gathering on The Island. They would be the backbone of his army when the real fighting started.


    “Fine, you want to go? Then go!” Connor yelled back, stepping aside. “Go and kill yourself, I don’t care, but without help, you’re not only endangering your own life, but Laren’s, too. What do you think they’re going to do when you charge into their camp, tearing Elites to pieces?”


    Lu had taken a few steps past Connor, but now Connor could see him hesitate. It was working. “They’re going to kill her. You need my help and we can do this together. One hour is all I’m asking. You’ll need that time anyway to prepare transportation and the gear we’ll need. One hour.”


    Lu’s frame shook with anger as he turned and said, “You have one hour.” He stalked off down the hall.


    Connor let out a huge sigh. Trying to get Lu to be smart about the rescue was going to be a whole different task, but this was a start. Connor turned and ran back to the meeting room. Zheng and Caderyn were the only ones still there. “I’m going to need some traveling clothes before I leave, and I think it would be best if I was able to speak to the crowd that has gathered before I go.”


    The two men nodded their approval. “I’ll get the Elites gathered. I think talking to them is a great idea.” Caderyn smiled at his son as he rose from his seat.


    “You’ll need clothes befitting a warrior Judge. If the Elites gathered are going to believe you and be willing to follow you into battle, you’ll need to look the part,” Zheng said as he rose from his seat. “Follow me.”


    A short trip that wove through the vast palace interior led them to a large, brightly lit room full of armor and weapons of all kinds. There was traditional armor a knight would wear to the more current Kevlar vests found on modern soldiers and everything in between. The weapons the room held were large in quantity and even greater in variety. Connor did a double take as he saw a Gatling gun mounted on the far wall. Morrigan and Orion were already there sorting through the room’s inventory and taking stock of the supplies.


    “Thought you would be along soon,” Morrigan said. “We won’t be dressing you in a suit today.”


    Connor was soon geared in black pants and boots like Lu’s with a large black belt and a black short sleeve shirt that was held to his body with a tight fitting Kevlar vest. Connor felt like a super soldier he’d seen in action movies.


    “How’s the vest feel?” Orion asked as he stood back, arms crossed, and looked at Connor.


    “It feels heavy.”


    “You’ll get used to it.” He winked.


    “You don’t think this is all a bit overboard? I mean, I feel like I’m going to war.”


    “That’s the point,” Morrigan agreed.


    “Here, these should do nicely.” Zheng walked up to the trio with a black bladed axe in one hand and a large black knife in the other. “It seems as though axes have served you well in the past and a knife is always a useful weapon.”


    Connor nodded, taking the weapons. There was a sling on his back for the axe and a holder on the side of his boot for the knife.


    “Ha! There we are,” Orion said, nodding. “I’d follow you into war any day.”


    “You look like the kind of Elite that could beat Vercin,” Zheng agreed.


    “Come now, let’s not keep your army waiting,” Morrigan said, ushering Connor out the door.


    As they walked to the entrance of the palace, Morrigan didn’t offer him any advice like she had done during their time at the castle.


    “So, no words of wisdom on what to say?” Connor asked.


    “I think you know what to say,” Morrigan said.


    They were approaching the castle courtyard quickly and Connor felt butterflies in his stomach. “So hypothetically speaking, let’s say I didn’t know what to say.”


    “Speak from your heart. From what you know is true and right,” Zheng said.


    Morrigan nodded. “I couldn’t have said it any better.”


    Then they were there. The large doors that led to the palace courtyard loomed like titans guarding a treasure. “We’re here for you,” Orion said. “So is your father and Katie and Kora.”


    Connor took a deep breath and reminded himself of who he was and the reason he was doing all of this, then grabbed the large brass handle and opened the door.


    The sun was high overhead as he walked outside. Caderyn was there, standing at the top of the steps, and hundreds of Elites filled the courtyard, staring at him as he approached. He saw Miyanda and Tarana in the crowd with a large group of violet-eyed Elites. Randolph was there dressed in a blue suit with a handful of his family members, Zheng’s warriors took up a huge portion of the courtyard, and the remaining green and brown-eyed Elites could be found in small pockets throughout the crowd.


    Connor strode forward, keeping his back as straight as possible. His black hair was wild and long, falling halfway down his forehead, and a shadow of a beard clung to his face, making him look a few years older than he really was. He couldn’t help but wonder how many people Vercin had at his command. Although the courtyard at the palace was large, there couldn’t be more than a few hundred gathered there.


    All eyes were on him and he forced himself to look into as many eyes as he could. “I want to start by thanking you all for coming and answering the call to stand against Vercin. For those of you who don’t know me, my name is Connor Moore, and I have passed the trials and claimed my place not only as a Judge, but as the Judge that will see our people through this time of darkness we now know is Vercin.”


    “You passed the trials, then? All three?” a voice shouted in the crowd.


    “Yes, all three, just like our customs state.”


    “How do we know you did, then? No offense.” This time Connor saw the speaker. He was a large brown-eyed man wearing fatigues and leaning against a large broad sword. “No disrespect,” the man continued in a Scottish accent, “but if I be following yeh into battle, I’d want to know I’d be following the true and proper Judge.”


    There was a mumble of agreement from the crowd as other Elites threw in their own misgivings about Connor. Connor looked first at the man, and then at the rest of the crowd. “No offense taken and I would ask the same thing.” Connor began to sweat and he could feel the blood rushing to his face. Why didn’t you plan this out beforehand? You should have known they’d want proof. Where is the dragon, or the keys of Karnag? What did you do with them?


    Before Connor could worry anymore, he felt a hand on his shoulder. It was his father, and in his fist he carried a large, ancient set of stone keys. “Let all who gather here know that the third trial was passed! That Connor Moore has gone into Karnag and taken the keys from Karnag from the hands of the dead!”


    Another rumble rippled through the crowd as heads nodded and Elites looked at one another and support for Connor grew.


    “Connor Moore has also passed the second trial by challenging and besting myself, the king of The Island.” Zheng stepped forward, carrying The Island’s blue pulsing stone. The crowd stood in awe, as few of them had even been to The Island before and fewer had seen the stone.


    Shouts now rose from those gathered, as even more doubt was washed away.


    Then there was a roar. A roar that shook the very insides of Connor’s chest and made his bones vibrate. The gates from outside the palace courtyard burst open in a dramatic fashion and the dragon, accompanied by Lu, walked through.


    Besides Miyanda’s tribe, no one there had ever seen a dragon. Elites looked to run at first, but when they saw the dragon was tame and stood by Lu’s side, they stopped and stood wide-eyed. “I was with Connor when he captured the Ignis Serpent from the Amazon, passing the first trial,” Lu shouted. Looking over at Connor, he continued, “Now finish your speech and let’s go save my sister!”


    A roar ripped through the crowd as the Elites looked with admiration at their Judge. All doubt was gone and Connor knew he had their support until the end. More cheers and roars came from the crowd as weapons were raised, hands clapped, and feet stomped. Connor lifted his hands for silence. Letting the roar die down, he furrowed his brow as he began the most important speech of his life. “Our time is limited. We face a villain who has murdered our leaders, freed those who have broken our Law, and now seeks to conquer our world. He is the most powerful Judge there has ever been. He has a sorceress and an iron will. Most would despair, but I say friends. We take hope because we have a dragon!”


    Right on cue, the dragon shook his head and gave another roar. “We have two sorceresses!”


    The crowd looked at Morrigan and then Katie, who stood by her side, and roared even louder. “We have not one, but two Judges to calm this storm!”


    Elites nodded and shouted, looking at Caderyn and remembering his past feats as well as looking at their new Judge, who looked every bit the part of a leader to follow into battle. “But most importantly, we have each other! We will win! We will take this fight to the enemy and the history books will remember that a few turned the tide of darkness and saved the world from a tyrant. That a few made a difference! My friends, we did not ask for this burden to bear, but it has been given to us, and by God, we will see it through to the end!”
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