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   “All that is necessary for evil to triumph is that good men do nothing.”
 
    
 
   – Edmund Burke 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   “You do understand, Christof, in times of war, sacrifices have to be made. The doctor wanted to give him back his eyes, but during the process, he also served as a perfect opportunity for us to test the virus. A virus that, now thanks to his trial run, is working.”
 
   “Of course, my lord. Faust volunteered for the operation, after all. If he knew that the virus was now operational, I’m sure he would have been pleased to make the sacrifice.”
 
   Vercin tilted his head toward the man, who shuddered under his gaze. “War will be on us soon, Christof, and it helps me sleep at night to know that you and most of your family are on our side and will be ready when the time comes.”
 
   Christof seemed pleased at the comment but caught onto Vercin’s emphasis on the word “most.” “I know Randolph has gone to the other side with a small number of our family, but rest assured they will be dealt with just like the others. We hold no strings of loyalty to traitors, family or not. I would also like to take this opportunity to tell you that you can count on me when the fighting comes. You have my sword and shield.”
 
   Vercin grinned. Christof himself was a small man but the fact that he had brought so many members of the blue-eyed Elite race with him, was impressive. He was disposable, of course, but he was serving a purpose as of now. 
 
   Vercin turned his gaze in the dark room to where the third member in their party stood. She was staring out the window into the dark night that surrounded their camp. 
 
   “And you, Julie? The men are in place?”
 
   Julie continued to stare out the window but she shifted at the sound of her name. “Yes, they are infiltrating the governments of this world as we speak. Only the best and brightest, hand chosen by myself and all loyal to you, loyal to a fault.”
 
   Vercin could sense the worry in her tone, the edge of impatience that came with her words. “I know how much you want to attack. How it burns you inside to not be able to be with your daughter. We will go soon. You’ll have the opportunity to get her back and exact your revenge on Morrigan Hayes.”
 
   Morrigan’s name made Julie turn suddenly, her blue eyes black with hate, the robe she wore twisting around her like a swirl of smoke. Vercin noticed Christof take a step forward, his hand on the hilt of his sword as if he was going to step between the two.
 
   He’s more of an idiot than I imagined, Vercin thought as he watched the man with amusement. Julie could kill him with a flick of her wrist. Well, at least he’s a loyal idiot.
 
   Vercin rose from his chair, motioning for Christof to step back. He crossed the short distance to Julie and placed a hand on her trembling shoulder. “You have been patient. The time is coming soon but we must lure them off of The Island they deem so safe. To do that we must have strategy first in our minds. Bloodshed will come soon after.”
 
   Julie calmed as the most powerful Elite in history comforted her with his words and promises of retribution. 
 
   Vercin walked over to a small table that stood next to the door to his private office and let his fingers play across the checkered board of his favorite game, chess. He spoke to both Christof and Julie but his eyes never left the black and white marble pieces. “It’s all a game. You both know that, a game that must be thought out ahead, one move at a time. Connor will come when he learns what we have done, a passage to The Island will be obtained, and then, then my warriors, we will kill them all.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
    
 
   The beach was cold, lonely. With each step his feet sank into the sand like they were being sucked into the very earth itself. No light tonight. The clouds blotted out any illumination that could be offered by either stars or moon. 
 
   They ran quietly, three shadows, three ghosts more than men. The spot on the beach had been chosen because the sounds from crashing waves covered their presence. The castle was only a few miles down the beach. 
 
   Hunched over, they ran. So low to the ground their hands could touch the sandy floor if they so chose. They traversed the dark beach quickly and headed to the castle, each step hurried by the possibility that they were already too late.
 
   Their eyes were wary, moving faster than their legs, scanning for any hint of danger, of the slightest movement that would tip them off to the fact their arrival had not been overlooked. 
 
   As the beach narrowed, all three men rounded a corner. The huge dark shape they knew to be the castle rose in front of them, the castle where she was being held. 
 
   Each of the three men running across the dark beach was consumed by his own thoughts. 
 
   One of the three was filled with anger and bloodlust. Anger for what had been done to his family and the bloodlust to take his vengeance through death and destruction.
 
   The next had his mind focused on the task at hand. He was poised. He was ready for anything. It was not his first time on a mission but it had been a very long time. A veteran to handling things in the Elite world, he was focused and calm.
 
   The third and last member of the group knew he should be focused on what was going on in the here and now but he couldn’t. Despite what he was doing and what he was about to do, he couldn’t stop replaying the conversation he was part of just an hour before.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   “Great speech, Judge. I definitely think you won over some hearts and minds.”
 
   “Thanks, Kat. I hope so. I—I have to get going now, they’re waiting for me, but I wanted to talk to you before I left.”
 
   Katie bit her lower lip before she started. “I know. You have to go rescue Laren and make sure her brother doesn’t kill himself in the process. And you want to finally have that talk now, don’t you. I mean the talk.”
 
   Connor’s brown eyes had never looked so sad. He glanced around his small room in the palace as he started the conversation he would do anything to avoid. The only reason he was broaching the subject was for her. It was because she deserved to know the truth no matter what. “I know our lives have been a whirlwind since both of us found out who are parents really are and about the Elite race.”
 
   Katie nodded. Her eyes were already as sad as his. She knew where this was going but she held her tongue and waited for him to finish.
 
   Connor cleared his throat and looked at her. “When you broke up with me I was devastated. I thought that it would always hurt, that the hole you left could never be filled. And it can’t. I can never replace you. That’s why I hope when we’re done talking we can still be friends. I mean, if we can still be friends. I would give anything not to have this conversation, but you deserve to know that I’ve made up my mind and I know that I’m in love with Laren.”
 
   Connor stopped, waiting for a reaction. He wasn’t sure how Katie would take the news. He had run through numerous scenarios, some ending well, others ending horribly wrong. Katie was, after all, a sorceress now. She had powers she was only beginning to understand. Connor would have rather had her eyes turn black and fangs sprout from her mouth than what actually happened next.
 
   Katie’s eyes began to water but she refused to shed a tear. Instead, she wiped her eyes on the back of her sleeve. “I knew you would choose her and I have no one to blame but myself. I should have never let you go. I had my chance and I ruined it.” She hesitated. “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Of course. Anything.”
 
   “How do you know you love her? I mean, why now, as you’re about to leave to rescue her?”
 
   Connor took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’ve known I liked her for a long time. I’ve always felt drawn to her and connected, but it wasn’t until I had to face the thought of spending a future without her that I realized how much I cared for and even loved her. I wanted to tell you now. It’s not fair to string you along once I know that you and I are going to remain friends—we’re still friends, right?”
 
   It killed him the way she looked at him. Katie’s blonde hair fell on either side of her temples and her blue eyes were swimming in water as she controlled her breathing, took two steps towards him, and embraced him in a hug.
 
   “Connor Moore, you couldn’t lose me as a friend if you tried. Thank you for being honest and I sincerely hope you find Laren alive and well. I’ve already offered to go with you but Morrigan says I’m not ready.”
 
   Connor embraced Katie, both muscular arms wrapping around her slender frame. “I know you would come if you could. Thank you, Katie, for understanding and for being such a great friend.”
 
   The two stood still in the room, both thinking about the past and the memories they would always share, at the same time confronting the future and the different roles they would now play in each other’s life.
 
   “She’s a lucky girl to have you,” Katie said as she reluctantly separated herself from Connor. “I hope she knows that. Now get going. I’m sure the others are waiting for you.”
 
   Connor nodded, his soft black hair bouncing on his head. Words caught in his throat as he made his way to the door. There were things he still wanted to say, comforting words to try and ease Katie’s pain, but he knew it was better if he went. She would have to deal with this in her own way and with all of their past history he probably wasn’t the best person to offer her a shoulder to cry on.
 
   Connor grabbed the cold metal knob, opened the door, and left. He walked alone down the hall through palace. The palace on The Island was huge, and to the first-time visitor, was a labyrinth of rooms and halls, but this wasn’t Connor’s first visit, and he traversed the palace like a true native.
 
   Soft rugs always underfoot and ornate statues and pictures every few feet, Connor was struck by the noise level the palace now boasted. On his first trip to the palace when he was tasked with bringing back The Island’s crown, he was one of only a handful of visitors. Connor shuddered as memories of his second trial and the fight with The Island’s King, Zheng, brought back phantom pain in his left shoulder, the same shoulder that had violently been ripped from its socket during the fight. Back then the palace was quiet, almost eerie. Today the palace was alive with noise and Connor was surprised he had made it this far down the hall without seeing anyone. 
 
   The five Elite families had been called to The Island to pay allegiance to the new Judge. Orion and Morrigan had been opening portals all day for those who would join Connor in the fight against Vercin. Zheng had generously offered his palace to the entire Elite population, welcoming anyone that would join the fight against the strongest Elite history had ever known. 
 
   Connor soon entered the main hall and was surprised at what met his eyes. The hall was packed with Elites from every family. They all talked amongst each other in varying tones of conversation. Most were dressed in normal everyday clothes, although there were a few who had already donned gear for battle. Swords hung loosely at hips, shields leaned against walls, spears supported their owners, and this was to just name a few. It struck Connor as almost comical as he witnessed hoodies and pullovers in the same groups as boiled leather and tempered steel breastplates. 
 
   Connor politely squeezed through the throng of attendees on his way to the doors and the outside courtyard. He nodded were he could, said a “hello” where he had to, but his main goal was to reach the courtyard and the waiting raiding party outside. Lu was bound to be angry at his late arrival. He had wanted to go the second he found out where Laren was being held, as did Connor, but preparations had to be made.
 
   “Connor!”
 
   Connor cringed before he turned around, not at the owner of the voice but the fact that he would be held just a little longer from his destination. He was the Judge now and politics were going to be just as important as power in the coming days. “Hello, Miyanda. Tarana, thank you for coming so quickly and for bringing your warriors. And—no words I have can say how sorry I am for your loss.”
 
   Miyanda spread her full lips in an attempt at a smile and Tarana nodded politely. Zuna, Miyanda’s grandmother and Tarana’s mother had been killed at the hands of Vercin’s sorceress.
 
   “Thank you, Connor,” Tarana said. “She wouldn’t have had it any other way. She was always a fighter. I only wish her gift of sorcery had been passed down so we could be of more use in the days to come.”
 
   Connor shook his head. “Just being here, you two are already a tremendous help. I know that more will consider joining our ranks once they hear that we have your support.”
 
   Taran smiled graciously.
 
   “You’re going after her now, aren’t you?” Miyanda asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What if you run into Vercin? Are you ready?”
 
   Connor hesitated at the honest but blunt question. “Ready or not, I have to go now.”
 
   Miyanda opened then closed her mouth as her mother spoke. “Go, go ahead. I know how eager you must be. Be careful, Connor Moore.”
 
   “I will. Thank you, both of you.”
 
   Connor turned and reached the entrance to the palace without further delay. He slid through the doors, greeted by a cool breeze and a nearly set sun. The courtyard was also filled with Elites and in the middle of the scene, Connor saw his father, Caderyn, trying to calm a very frustrated Lu. Tuning into his enhanced Elite hearing, Connor picked up their conversation even as he walked towards them. 
 
   “Calm down, Lupus. If Connor said it would only take a few minutes, then he’ll be here anytime now,” Caderyn said.
 
   Lu ran a thick hand through his recently cut Mohawk haircut. “Well, he better hurry. He talked me into waiting this long but I won’t wait much longer.”
 
   “Listen, I know how worried you are about your sister, but we have a better chance of getting her back alive and safe if we have a plan and we keep calm.”
 
   “I have a plan. I plan to go in there and kill all of them. Every man Vercin has stationed at the castle… and if he’s there too, all the better.”
 
   Connor saw his father raise a grey eyebrow. “Trust me, an all out fight with Vercin is not what we want now. What’s most important is your sister. We can worry about Vercin later.”
 
   Lu was about to open his mouth to retort when Connor caught him sniffing the air and he wheeled around. “About time. What took you so long? You know what? It doesn’t matter. You’re here now, so we can go.”
 
   Lu turned and addressed the other two members in their party, Orion and Morrigan. “Little Bo Peep finally decided to show up. Let’s get this started.”
 
   Orion and Morrigan, like the rest of them, were dressed in black clothes and robes. It had been decided that a night attack would be the best course of action and one in which they had the best chance of success. 
 
   Morrigan gave Lu a disapproving look and smiled as Connor joined the rescue party. “All set, Connor?”
 
   Connor nodded, taking the black robe she handed him and draping it across his shoulders. “Yes, sorry I’m late.”
 
   “No worries.” Orion winked with his one good eye. “We needed a break, anyway. Opening and closing all of these portals to The Island is exhausting. I need a raise.”
 
   Morrigan stifled a laugh as she looked at Orion. “One more time?”
 
   Orion smiled through his thick beard and offered Morrigan his right hand after a deep bow. “May I have this dance?”
 
   Morrigan accepted by locking her fingers with his own and soon crackling energy cut through all noise in the courtyard. Everyone watched, transfixed by the gorgeously dangerous sight. 
 
   Orion was the ferryman, tasked with bringing travelers to and from The Island. Morrigan was one of only a few sorceresses that remained, and when the two so chose, they could create a portal that linked The Island with the rest of the known world. Soon the crackling beside them widened and a window was opened about the same height as a door but twice as wide. On the other side of the window, where the rest of the courtyard of the palace should have been, stood an entirely different scene.
 
   Sand stretched underfoot as far as the eye could see and a noise of waves crashing could be heard loud and clear. They were being transported to a beach on the Shetland Island were Laren was being held against her will. 
 
   There were shouts from the Elite crowd around them.
 
   “Bring her back safe!”
 
   “Good luck!”
 
   “Kill them all!”
 
   Lu was the first through, followed by Caderyn and Connor. It wasn’t Connor’s first time stepping through a portal but still he tensed as he walked through. He expected to feel something. A jolt? A cold chill? But just like before there was nothing. He simply took another step in the palace’s courtyard but instead of his foot hitting hard stone ground, it sunk into sand.
 
   There was a loud snap that echoed through the air as Morrigan and Orion also stepped through and closed the portal behind them.
 
   “If Julie is here then Vercin will know that we have arrived,” Morrigan advised. “Sorceresses can sense when a portal has been opened nearby.”
 
   Caderyn nodded as the group huddled on the beach. It reminded Connor of a football huddle he had participated in so many times before. Unlike a football huddle, however, someone’s life now hung in the balance. Someone he cared for very much.
 
   “Morrigan, you and Orion will hold here and make sure that we have an exit when we get back,” Caderyn said. “More than likely we’ll be coming fast, so be ready.”
 
   Connor could see in both Morrigan and Orion’s eyes that they would have rather come but they both nodded obediently. “Lu, Connor, stay low and stay together. We have the element of surprise with us now but that can be lost in a moment if we’re not careful.”
 
   The sun was down now and the sky dark as Connor looked at his father, nodding. He was beginning to really like the father he had never known and he wasn’t even having to try. His father had a similar build as himself with a close cut grey and white beard and long hair that was pulled back into a ponytail. 
 
   “Let’s get going,” Lu said, pulling his hood tightly around his face. “There’s blood to be spilled.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   The run down the beach was fast. All three men turned to their Elite gene for speed. The same gene that made them more than normal. The gene that had decided Connor’s fate and named him as Judge. 
 
   Connor kicked up sand behind him as his feet flew across the beach. He knew he should be concentrating on not making noise or warily eyeing the hills to his left, looking for any enemy sentries, but he couldn’t. All he could think about was his talk with Katie.
 
   You made the right decision. You told her as soon as you knew and that was the right thing to do. She would have done the same for you. But the expression on her face, you broke her heart.
 
   The three men rounded a corner and a large foreboding shape came into sight, it was a castle.
 
   It wasn’t the kind of castle that once stood on the Abelardus estate, or even the castle that had housed his father and the other inmates of Karnag. This castle was old and rundown. In its dilapidated state, it looked more like a fort than a castle. One tall tower stood in the middle of the rest of the decrepit stone walls and ill-kept supporting structures.
 
   Caderyn took the lead and maneuvered down the beach, his eyes ever watchful of the sea to his right and the open fields to his left.
 
   The trio stopped behind a dune on the beach directly parallel to the castle. They had seen no one and thus far had run the length of the beach in silence. Three pairs of eyes scanned the fort but even aided by their Elite eyesight, they failed to pick up any sign of the enemy. 
 
   Lu was the first to break the silence. “No one outside. I’m going to break Randolph’s neck if he gave us the wrong information.”
 
   Connor thought about the possibility that Randolph had been wrong or had even set them up to be ambushed. Randolph Ulfric was a member of the only Elite family who had sided with Vercin. His questionable past with Connor and the Abelardus family had only recently changed from foe to friend. 
 
   “We’re here now and we have to trust that he was telling us the truth,” Caderyn said. “We move in quickly. Once they’ve spotted us, all hell is going to break loose, so keep moving. Priority one is Laren’s safety.” Caderyn turned to Lu and gave him an intense stare. “Understood? We go in, get Laren, and get out.”
 
   Lu furrowed his brow. “Take it easy, Father Time. My sister is top of the priority list for me, too. I just may kill a few people along the way.”
 
   Connor took a deep breath in through his nose and let it go slowly through his mouth. He unbuckled the war axe that hung on his back beneath his black cloak. The war axe had been provided for him along with a long knife that was attached to the side of his boot. He looked sideways at Caderyn and Lu as the three readied themselves for the chaos that would soon ensue.
 
   Caderyn held two short knives, one in each hand, while Lu had refused any weapon, saying his fists were more than he needed. The three called on their inner beasts now; the raw power that their Elite gene provided. That brute force that made them faster, stronger, more animalistic, kicked in and without a sound, they charged.
 
   Connor’s vision was red and his teeth felt alien as his fangs sprouted to nearly twice their size. The men were across the beach and clearing the short meadow on their way to the fort in seconds. Still no one came to meet them. 
 
   The fort took on more of a shape as they got closer. It was in worse repair than they had thought. The outside wall was made of stone and crumbling in a dozen different places. There were two dilapidated stone buildings inside the outer wall and the tower they had seen from the beach.
 
   Lu was the first to the wall and cleared the eight-foot obstacle in a single leap. Caderyn was next and didn’t even pause as his legs propelled him upward. He was lost to sight behind the wall.
 
   Connor sucked in a large breath of the cool night air and readied himself for the jump. Feet driving into the short grass, he leaned forward and pushed off as hard as he could. His body was driven through the air like he was flying. He cleared the wall with plenty of height to spare. 
 
   It was a dark night and Connor gritted his teeth as he prepared for the jolt landing was sure to bring. His cloak flew behind him as his feet hit the ground with a thud that was much too loud for a surprise assault.
 
   Connor sat crouched, the heavy axe firmly in his hands as he took in his surroundings. Lu was nearly to one of the two buildings, still at a dead run. Caderyn had landed a few feet to his right and motioned Connor to follow.
 
   All ideas of stealth soon evaporated as Connor and Caderyn both stood wide eyed, watching Lu hit the door of the nearest building like a battering ram and disappear inside. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   Screams and shouts shattered the night air as men woke from their beds to find a madman hellbent on destruction in their barracks. Lights turned on in every window. 
 
   “This maniac is going to get us killed,” Caderyn said under his breath. “Connor, the tower—that’s were Randolph said she was being held.”
 
   Connor understood his father was asking for his decision. He was the Judge now and he would have to make tough choices like this in the future. 
 
   “Lu made his decision and we have to make ours. Laren is the first and only priority.”
 
   Caderyn’s eyes twinkled as he nodded and followed Connor.
 
   Connor gritted his teeth, hating what he had said. But it was the only choice to make. Lu knew the plan and had decided to give in to revenge. He would get Laren first and then come back for Lu.
 
   Lu had bulldozed the building to their left and his roars could be heard amongst the screams and shouts of the camp’s inhabitants. Now Elites streamed out of the building to their right as well as the tower that stood directly in between the two structures. 
 
   Connor and his father passed the men coming out of the building to their right as they stumbled out of the door, rubbing sleep from their eyes and fumbling with weapons and torches. 
 
   The men streaming out of the tower directly in front of them were a whole different story. There was only one way into the tower and one way out and a dozen or more Elite warriors stood in their path. 
 
   Connor had seconds to gather the information being relayed to his brain through red eyes before the first collision with the enemy.
 
   They were all clad in the same clothing. A kind of uniform Vercin had chosen for his army of Elites was Connor’s best guess. Black boots, dark green military pants and shirt with a deep brown Kevlar vest as armor. The dozen or so men carried a variety of weapons from maces to swords. There were no guns or bows among them. Both bullets and arrows were painful to a member of the Elite race but not life threatening. It took the blunt traumatic force of one Elite striking another to cause serious injury and death.
 
   Connor slammed into the lead soldier. He shoved the handle of his axe upward, making violent contact with the man’s neck and skull. Blood sprayed in every direction as he rolled and continued to run forward. 
 
   Connor had never been a violent person and before this night had only ever killed one Elite and that was only to ensure the safety of Lu and Laren. Now, eyes red and with enemies in all directions, he was forced with the decision to kill again. 
 
   He focused on what he had to do and put the idea that he could actually end life behind him. If he was going to survive the night he needed to be focused. He was doing this to rescue the woman he now knew he loved. Connor had no intention of killing anyone if he could help it. The face of the man he had killed still haunted his dreams. Connor knew if the time came where it meant Laren’s life or someone else’s, he would have to kill again. 
 
   Connor dodged a blow from his left as he ran and caught a glimpse of Caderyn to his right. His father wielded both knives like a surgeon. 
 
   Although somewhat inexperienced with weapons and fighting, Connor was young, fast, and strong. This, coupled with the fact that he was a Judge, made him a danger to anyone on the battlefield. Caderyn was older now. He didn’t move as fast as he once did and his arms didn’t hold the same strength they had as a young man, but Caderyn was a seasoned warrior and a ferocious Judge in his own day. 
 
   Caderyn anticipated every move the guards made before they made it, choosing to either strike before or follow up after the enemies’ attack. While Connor looked over, Caderyn ran forward, throwing both knives at the closest two guards. The knives found their targets, sticking hilt-deep in their throats. The unlucky soldiers stumbled, groping at the knives protruding from their skin. Caderyn reached them a second later, pulled both knives out—still at a dead run—and engaged his next obstacle without a pause.
 
   Connor found himself grateful he would never have to face his father on the battlefield as he turned his attention back to the fight. He ducked under his next attacker, sliding the sharp head of his war axe across his opponent’s chest, cutting the Kevlar vest and skin but holding back so the blade wouldn’t penetrate the soldier’s sternum. 
 
   Soldiers were now beginning to hesitate, becoming less eager to engage Caderyn and Connor after seeing half of their number fall within seconds. A few sidestepped the two, making Connor’s job that much easier. 
 
   The last two men that stood in Connor’s path were large and muscular. Their shoulders spanned almost the breadth of Lu’s. One held a large club, the other a sinister-looking spear. Connor refused to back down, even increasing his speed as he attacked them. 
 
   Black cloak flapping behind him, he fell to his knees, letting his forward momentum send him sliding under the spear thrust and club swing. He collided with the  pair of guards’ exposed legs. 
 
   Connor swung the black axe with all the power that he could bring. It was enough as both men fell to the ground, howling in pain, grabbing at their near-severed legs. 
 
   Content that his opponents were down, Connor jumped up and entered the tower’s double wooden doors. The main room was large with stone floors and torches that lit the interior. There was a winding staircase to the left.
 
   Connor almost jumped as the doors slammed behind him. Wheeling around, axe in hand, he met the red eyes of his father. 
 
   “Easy, killer, it’s me. No time to slow down now. We may have taken them off guard but they’ll be back.” Caderyn finished securing the doors and wiped off dark blood from his two knives.
 
   “I didn’t know you could fight like that.”
 
   Caderyn looked up, brushing a strand of long hair from his face. “To be honest, I didn’t know how well I was going to perform. I was afraid being locked up for so long would have made me rusty.”
 
   “Apparently not.”
 
   Caderyn furrowed his brow in an expression that was anything but happy. “Apparently not.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, it’s just that—Well, you would think that Vercin would guess we would try a rescue. There were about a dozen guards in the tower, maybe triple that number, and that would include the guards stationed outside in the two buildings, but still.”
 
   “You still think this could be a trap?”
 
   Caderyn pursed his lips. “No sentries posted during the night. Only thirty to forty guards total. And a few even turned away as we approached. These are not the bloodthirsty members of Karnag I expected. These are second tier soldiers.”
 
   Connor paused to give his father’s words thought. He was tingling with the adrenaline of battle. He wanted to run up the stairs to find Laren now that he was so close but he forced himself to stand and assess the situation. “You think Vercin wants us to free Laren, maybe even under-manning this position and stationing his weakest men here?”
 
   Caderyn shrugged. “It just seems too easy.”
 
   Connor nodded. “Easy or not, trap or no trap, I have to find Laren. If it is a trap, one of us should stay here and guard the door, in case Lu comes in or they gather and try to take back the tower.”
 
   Caderyn smiled as he sheathed his knives, clearly approving of Connor’s decision. “Go. I’ll yell if there’s trouble. Be careful.”
 
   Connor turned and ran across the stone floor, taking the spiral staircase steps two at a time. The tower wasn’t as tall as it had once seemed, and to Connor’s surprise there were only three levels. He ran up what seemed equivalent to five stories before the stairs ended and emptied onto the first wooden level.
 
   Axe poised and ready, he entered what looked like a waiting room. There were chairs spread out evenly with a desk at the far wall. A door opened to his left, like a doctor’s private office. The stairs resumed their ascent upward on the far side of the room, behind the door. Connor took a deep breath and kicked in the door, ready for anything, anything but what he actually found.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   The room was brightly lit with bulbs instead of torches and clean white walls. White linoleum tile was under foot and beakers and tubes covered the counters and walls. 
 
   Connor had to blink to make sure he was actually seeing correctly. He had walked from a shabbily kept tower into a pristine scientist’s lab. Charts were pinned precisely on the wall and a Bunsen burner still heated gently in a corner. Connor stayed just a second longer to ensure that no one was hiding in the room before he shook the goosebumps from his skin and headed for the stairs again.
 
   There was something wrong about that room. Something eerie that he couldn’t quite place. Fear for Laren’s safety redoubled and lent speed to his steps. 
 
   Connor found himself on the top floor in seconds. This one, like the last, was supported by a wooden floor. There was a long hall with torches lit on either side. Connor’s heart pounded as he saw a figure behind iron bars at the end of the hall. He started to run even as he heard Laren shout a warning. A leg kicked out from the darkness, tripping him and sending him crashing into the rough wooden ground. 
 
   Connor’s axe skidded into one of the many dark places not protected by the torch’s light. Connor rose to his feet and turned to meet this new threat. Blood came down his left temple where he had made contact with the ground. He refused to let this injury faze him as he reached for the knife attached to his left boot.
 
   “Connor, be careful—he’s dangerous!” Laren shouted.
 
   The man that stood in front of Connor looked anything but dangerous. He was average height and build with shoulder-length dark hair and pale skin. The only thing that set him apart or made him even remotely intimidating were his yellow eyes and deep set fangs.
 
   “Connor Moore? The new Judge? The savior of the Elite race? Oh, happy day!” His voice was thick and dripped past his lips in such a way that Connor wouldn’t tell if he was mocking him or actually happy.
 
   “Well, don’t just stand there, young man, give us a hug!” The man opened his arms wide and smiled.
 
   Connor didn’t make a move, knife poised and ready. “Who are you?”
 
   “Who am I? Well, that’s kind of an open-ended question, isn’t it, young man? I mean, I could answer that I am a man, or an Elite, to be more exact. I could answer with my name, or maybe my occupation as an artist, a recently freed inmate of Karnag or—well, you get the point.”
 
   Connor was getting the point. He now wrote the man off as a lunatic. “Leave now and you won’t get hurt. I’m only here for Laren, not to kill you.”
 
   The man’s yellow eyes stared at him blankly. There was an awkward pause before the man smiled and let out a huge laugh. “Oh, for a moment I thought you were being serious. Laren isn’t leaving and there’s no universe where you could hurt me. I don’t want to brag, Connor, but I’ve killed—” The man’s voice trailed off and he pointed into the air like he was counting. “Let’s see, carry the thousand and divide by pi, then there was the battle of 1750 and—well, I’ve lost count now, but let’s just agree on 2,892, give or take a few dozen.”
 
   Connor gripped his knife until he could feel the steel hilt give under the pressure of his hand. He gritted his teeth, refusing to give in to the open arms of fear. “Well, then, come on. Let’s see if you can make it 2,893, give or take a Judge.”
 
   The man’s smile broadened. “Now that’s the spirit!” He came at Connor almost at a skip, like he was out for a stroll on the loveliest day of summer. 
 
   Connor braced himself, searching the man for any type of weapon, but all he saw was the same uniform that all the guards wore and a thick key chain on his belt that clanged with every skip.
 
   Two feet before the warriors met, the man stopped and shook his head. “Where are my manners as a gentleman? I haven’t even been polite enough to introduce myself. My name is Jack the—Oh no, I won’t spoil the surprise.” 
 
   “Connor,” Laren said from the cell behind him. “I know you can take him but he’s a very dangerous man.”
 
   “Oh hush, darling. I’m playing a game with your boy toy.” Jack turned his attention back to Connor, coaxing him like a small puppy. “Come on, you know it… Jack the…?”
 
   Connor couldn’t believe he was playing along but his lips formed the word and pushed it out into the air. “Ripper.”
 
   “Oh, you are a smart boy. I almost regret having to kill you now.”
 
   He was so fast Connor didn’t see it coming. Jack lashed out with the keys, opening a large cut above Connor’s right eye. He followed the move with a kick to his chest that sent him flying backwards and into the cell bars at bone crunching speed.
 
   Connor felt like he couldn’t breathe. His lungs were fighting for air but there was none. He gasped even as he saw Jack skip towards him again, keys in hand. Jack raised a booted foot aimed at his head and brought it down without hesitation.
 
   Connor raised the knife in his hand. He pushed it upward as the foot descended on him. Foot and knife met between the two at a sickening speed and the force was so great the knife went all the way through Jack’s foot, sticking out of the other side like a needle in a pin cushion.
 
   Jack howled with pain as he hobbled backward, cursing as he pulled the knife from his foot. Connor didn’t hesitate. He regained his breath and launched himself from his seated position through the air directly into his enemy. The two went down in a heap. Jack landed on top as they rolled, both hands pressing the knife ever closer into Connor’s chest.
 
   Connor held Jack’s hands in his own, pushing up but Jack was stronger than he looked. Both men were locked for a moment in time, neither gaining the upper hand. Jack started laughing, yellow eyes full of the joy of killing. Connor pulled from deep within willing himself to bring this rose scented madman to his final end.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   With a deep breath, his red eyes full of intense anger, Connor twisted to his side and let go of his grip on the knife, sending Jack and all of his weight into the wooden floor. The knife stuck fast, deep within the grain of the thick wood. Both men jumped to their feet. Jack grabbed Connor and lifted him from the floor, throwing him once again at Laren’s metal bars. Connor managed to twist his body in mid-air and land on all fours by Laren’s cell door instead of slamming against the steel. 
 
   The Ripper yanked the blade free from the floor, charging again. A wild light was in his eyes. A light that said he was past any human thought and instead had embraced his Elite gene, letting his animal instinct completely control him now. With a snarl more befitting an animal than a man, he sent a right kick into Connor’s left ribs.
 
   Connor grunted as he absorbed the hit, locking the Ripper’s right leg with his left arm. Blood dripped into Connor’s eyes from the gash on his forehead but he was focused. He concentrated past the pain. 
 
   Grabbing a large handful of the Ripper’s collar with his right hand, he pivoted, trading places with him and slamming Jack against Laren’s metal cage with bone-shattering power.
 
   Jack’s animalistic eyes went wide with surprise as his teeth rattled from the impact. But like a true killer, he regained his composure quickly and his right arm struck out, sending the knife deep into Connor’s left leg.
 
   The pain was staggering and Connor’s leg gave out on him, sending him into a kneeling position on the floor.
 
   The Ripper would have been pleased with himself. More honey-like words would have oozed from his mouth, but he had let his Elite gene take over. All that came out were growls from the beast. 
 
   Connor looked at the knife sticking from his leg and then up at his enemy, preparing to pounce. He braced himself for the impact but it never came. Instead, a slender arm slipped through the bars behind the Ripper, locking around Jack’s neck. 
 
   Laren squeezed Jack’s throat between the crook of her elbow and the metal bars. Connor could see her own eyes glazed over yellow. Jack struggling for breath clawing at her hold wheezed with the exertion of breathing. Laren leaned in and whispered in his ear. “How many innocent men and women have you killed? You are a disgrace to our family and you should have been ended a long time ago.”
 
   “Please,” Jack choked, reverting back from animal to man, “I have… information… what they did to you… here… the experiments... what you are now…”
 
   “Save your lies.” Laren jerked his head back in one quick motion and Connor heard Jack’s windpipe bend and break under the pressure.
 
   Laren released her hold and the Ripper’s body dropped to the ground. His yellow eyes became green once again and fangs disappeared into crooked, yellowish teeth.
 
   Connor staggered to his feet. Regaining his footing, he stumbled toward Laren. He paused only to pick up the keys from Jack’s limp body. Key turned and door open, Connor and Laren embraced. Laren was wearing the same clothes she had been abducted in and it was clear she hadn’t had a shower in days. Despite this, Connor hugged her closer. The throbbing above his eye and leg forgotten—nothing compared to the feeling of ecstasy he felt in her arms. 
 
   No matter how much Connor wished he could hold her forever, he knew he had to tell her. He couldn’t wait another second. Pulling her away so he could see into her eyes, his lips curled into a smile. “Larentia Abelardus, I’ve been wanting to tell you something.”
 
   Laren was smiling as she held his hands in her own and played along. “Connor, you look like a school boy. What did you do now?”
 
   In the most unromantic of places, a dank and musty prison cell, Connor professed his love. “I’ve known that I always liked you, and even more, I knew I was drawn to you, but it had to take you being kidnapped for me to see that I more than like you. Laren, when I was faced with the possibility that I would never see you again, I—” Connor paused, searching for the right words. “I was heart broken. I knew that a life without you was not one I wanted to even think about living.”
 
   Laren was quiet, her dirty long brown hair falling around her face. The sky, still dark outside, gave no light through the cell’s one small window, but the torches along the hall played delicately with her features.
 
   “Laren, what I’m trying to say is that I love you. I want to be with you. I’ve already told Katie. I don’t know what’s going to happen with me being the Judge or what my future has to offer, but I know whatever future I have, that it’s one I want to share with you.”
 
   Laren wasn’t the crying type and that’s why Connor was caught off guard by the pools that formed in her eyes. “I love you too, Connor.” She looked like she was going to say more, but instead she stepped in close, tilted her chin, and closed her eyes.
 
   Connor wrapped his right arm around the small of her back and his left hand gently held her right cheek and jaw line. The two found each other’s lips in the darkness. Fireworks burst inside Connor’s head.
 
   It was a feeling Connor would never forget. One he looked forward to experiencing as much as he could in the days, the years to come. The two would have stayed there for an eternity, the danger of their current situation falling away, had a shout not ripped them from their kiss. 
 
   “Connor! If you can hear me, we’re about to have company!”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor separated himself from Laren, feeling light headed and out of breath. He couldn’t help but smile despite his father’s news.
 
   Laren also grinned. “You look so silly right now with that smile on your face.”
 
   “I can’t help it. You’re in love with me.”
 
   “What? You said you’re in love with me first.”
 
   Connor shrugged, his large smile still in place. “We better get going. But definitely have to pick up where we left this off as soon as we get back.”
 
   Laren rolled here eyes. “Oh do we? Well, I think I can get my secretary to pencil you in for a private appointment.”
 
   The two headed for the stairs. They took the steps as fast as possible. Laren stumbled at the first landing and Connor looked back at her, concerned.
 
   “I’m fine—it’s nothing. Just haven’t eaten in awhile.”
 
   Connor kicked himself for being so selfish in wanting to tell her his news that he had neglected to ask about her well-being. “Laren, are you okay? What did they do to you?”
 
   Laren knew what he was thinking. “No, it wasn’t anything like that. They didn’t torture me. Just barely any food and I feel like I have missing memory gaps of the last few days. It’s like I blacked out or something.”
 
   Connor was about to ask more questions when the sound of splintering wood caught their ears. Connor and Laren rushed down the last few steps to find Caderyn crouching. He was poised, knives ready in front of a barricaded door that was splintering and bending inwards. 
 
   He looked up through wild strands of grey hair. “Glad to see you, Connor. Miss Abelardus, I’m glad to see you alive and well.”
 
   Laren’s eyes widened as she looked from Caderyn to Connor. “Your dad’s here?”
 
   “Oh yeah, there’s a lot that’s happened. We have to get you caught up on what’s been going on.” Connor winced as he realized that he would have to tell her about the Council and her father’s death. Not to mention what had happened to the castle, her home. 
 
   There was another thud. The large wooden double doors that led outside groaned under the pressure. 
 
   Connor stood by his father and took control of the situation. “We have what we came for. When they burst through, just get through them and keep moving. We’ll pick up Lu on the way out and head for Morrigan and Orion on the beach.”
 
   Caderyn nodded and smiled at his son. “Great plan. You might want to pull out that knife sticking out of your leg first.”
 
   Connor looked down at the hilt of the blade that still protruded from his leg where Jack had skewered him.
 
   With a grunt he reached down and pulled the knife free. “Good call.”
 
   Laren took a position on Connor’s left and the three stood poised and ready.
 
   “When they come, no mercy, no hesitation,” Caderyn said.
 
   There was the sound of another loud crash and the doors gave way, sending splinters flying in every direction. Wild-eyed Elites poured through the opening like water through a broken dam.
 
   With a war cry, Caderyn was the first to move, Connor and Laren only a few feet behind. For the second time that day Connor admired his father on the battlefield. Each one of his moves was focused and planned ahead of time. Every move signaled the end of an enemy in his path. 
 
   Connor and Laren followed close, dealing with anyone still standing. The Elites that were attacking now seemed better prepared for a fight. Before where some had shied away, they now stood their ground.
 
   The fight was brutal as blood flew through the air like rain in a storm. Father and son soon stood side-by-side, wading though the enemy lines.
 
   Connor leaned back as a large axe swung at his head. When he lunged forward, his attacker found a fist across his temple. The next Elite to challenge him was a smaller fellow with a wicked looking notched sword that spoke testament to its effectiveness. 
 
   The sword-wielding Elite performed a few quick motions, whipping his sword through the air at incredible speed. It was obvious he was a trained master and had practiced these moves for countless hours. He smirked at Connor, licking his thin lips, silently challenging him.
 
   Connor hesitated for a moment, but even as he did, he threw the knife in his hand through the air as hard as he could. It caught the sword-wielding Elite dead center, sinking deep into his leg.
 
   The Elite’s jaw dropped open and his sword fell to the ground a second before his body followed.
 
   The enemy was beginning to break. Caderyn was a buzz saw through their ranks and Laren was holding her own. Having spent days as a prisoner, she was releasing the anger and aggression she had felt over the last few days on whatever soldier happened to be unlucky enough to be standing in her path.
 
   The trio was outside in minutes. The sky was still dark and a soft rainfall pattered the ground around their feet. Bodies littered the ground as the three searched for Lu. They didn’t have to look for long.
 
   Besides the guards that had regrouped to attack them at the door, another small cluster of soldiers gathered. They surrounded the building Connor had seen Lu burst through when they had first arrived at the castle.
 
   The building shook with a roar as whatever demon inside screamed a challenge at the surrounding soldiers. 
 
   Already frightened, the Elite soldiers broke and ran when they saw Caderyn, Connor, and Laren approaching. Too afraid to enter the building with one man inside, let alone challenge three, they turned and scattered in all directions.
 
   The trio skidded to a stop in front of the worn building. It was dark inside and all that could be heard past the light fall of rain was heavy breathing. Laren raised an eyebrow at the two Judges beside her. “That’s Lu inside there, isn’t it?”
 
   Father and son nodded. “Lu?” Connor shouted into the dark interior of the once enemy-filled barracks. “Lu, it’s us. We have Laren, she’s safe. We have to get going before they come back.”
 
   There was no answer at first, then Connor caught sight of red water spilling slowly first and then flowing from the inside of the dark building. With a sick twist of his stomach, Connor realized it wasn’t water that was coming from inside, it was blood. A river of blood. More and more of the crimson liquid spilled forth, intermingling with the rainwater and mud outside until it was diluted by nature. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 8
 
    
 
    
 
   Caderyn looked around nervously. “We don’t have time for this.”
 
   “I’ll go in and get him,” Connor said.
 
   “No, I will,” Laren reasoned, reaching out and catching Connor by the arm. “Let’s face it—if he has gone postal, I probably have a better chance of calming him.”
 
   Connor hated sending Laren in alone but knew she was right. “Okay, hurry. I’ll be right outside if you need help.”
 
   “I know.” She stepped inside the darkness of the building and was gone. Connor and Caderyn looked at each other as they heard growls from Lu and soft words from Laren. 
 
   “Shhhhhh… hey, it’s me. I’m okay. You rescued me. But we have to go now. Lu, can you see me? I’m fine. Now come on.”
 
   “Laren, he’s dead.” Lu’s voice came back through the darkness, strained and dry.
 
   “What? Who’s dead?”
 
   “Dad. They killed him and the entire Council. Our home is destroyed.”
 
   Connor’s eyebrows shot up as he looked at his father’s sad expression. He knew Laren would have to find out but this didn’t seem like the best way. Lu’s matter of fact way of speaking wasn’t exactly geared for delivering traumatic news. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “When they took you. They killed—they killed everyone else.”
 
   There was a long pause. A silence followed that made Connor’s own heart drop as he imagined what Laren must be going through. 
 
   The only thing that could be heard was the light rainfall. Connor stood in front of the building, his boots sticking in the mud and grass. Diluted by the rain and mud, stray fingers of blood made their way from the door around his boots. Almost as if the blood was reaching for him. 
 
   Connor ignored the red that flowed toward him and concentrated on Laren. She would need him now more than ever. He knew he could be there for her but Laren was such a strong person Connor couldn’t help but wonder if she would let him comfort her. 
 
   A few more moments of silence passed that felt more like hours. Connor’s dark hair was pressed against his scalp. The pain in his leg and head were already subsiding. His advanced healing was taking care of the recent wounds.
 
   There was a noise now that made both father and son snap their heads to the left. Whatever soldiers remained from the attack were gathering now. They were still a half-mile out but they could be heard through the rain. 
 
   “We have to go now, Connor,” Caderyn said. “We may be able to fight them off again but there’s no point; we have what we came for. No need to endanger anyone’s life further.”
 
   Connor nodded and was about to open his mouth to address Lu and Laren when both of them walked out of the enemy barrack. Lu was covered in dark crimson blood, his shirt gone, and eyes back to their normal jade green. He ignored both men as he stepped through the doorway out into the rain.
 
   Laren came next. She was shaking and taking in deep breaths. Her normal bright green eyes were dull. She shivered as she walked toward them. Connor’s heart tore. He would have done anything in that moment to ease her pain. She took an unsteady step outside and fell.
 
   Connor rushed to her side. Kneeling down beside her in the rain and mud, he asked, “Laren? Laren, are you all right?”
 
   “No. Connor, there—there’s something wrong.”
 
   “I know. I’m so sorry about your father. I was going to te—”
 
   “No, I mean—I mean I feel weak. I—”
 
   As Connor knelt down cradling her head in his arms, he could see the brightness in her eyes slowly receding. It was like watching an eclipse as the darkness slowly took over and consumed the light.
 
   “Connor! They’re coming! We have to go now!” Caderyn shouted.
 
   Connor bit his lip, searching for an answer to what was happening to Laren. He gently lifted her in his arms and held her close to his chest. “It’s going to be okay, Laren. You’re probably in shock. I’m here now. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”
 
   Connor could hear the shouts now and the running of feet as enemy soldiers approached. 
 
   “Hurry,” Caderyn said.
 
   Connor rose to his feet and ran towards the beach with Lu and Caderyn behind him. The three men’s feet pounded sand as spears buried themselves around the group. 
 
   Connor chanced a look behind them. There were a dozen or more soldiers in pursuit. They were still thirty to forty yards back but they were gaining on the group with every step. Standing and fighting would have been an option before but between Laren’s safety and Lu’s irrational behavior, Connor knew that avoiding a confrontation was the best choice.
 
   A few more yards down the beach the group caught sight of Orion and Morrigan. Morrigan walked towards her fleeing allies. Her hood in place, the only thing to set her apart from a shadow was the two manicured hands that shot to the sky. Lightning answered the sorceress’s call. Thunder boomed in the distance. Electric energy filled the air in red pulsing light. There was a loud cracking noise and a scream, then another and another. Seared flesh fought to be smelled over the cold sea air. 
 
   Connor looked back again to see their enemy slowing down. Crack after crack brought unnatural red lightning bolts on the unlucky men behind them. Those that were hit were lifted off their feet and thrown aside like rag dolls. The few soldiers that remained scattered and broke in every which direction except towards them. 
 
   When they reached the group, Morrigan lowered her hands and her eyes dilated back from red to brown. “Laren?” she asked. “Is she all right?”
 
   “I—I don’t know,” Connor fumbled over his words. “She was okay but her eyes…”
 
   Morrigan gently turned Laren’s head towards her and nodded. “It’s good to have you back, Larentia.”
 
   Laren managed a weak smile.
 
   “Orion, let’s get her back to the palace.”
 
   Orion exchanged worried glances with Caderyn and nodded. Ferryman and sorceress interlocked hands and a portal was ripped in space and time next to the group. 
 
   Connor held Laren tight as he stepped through, happy to have her back, and at the same time terrified that something out of his control was damaging the person he loved.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 9
 
    
 
    
 
   “I don’t know what happened. First I thought she was in shock when she found out about the news of her father but—but that’s not all. Her eyes faded while I was looking into them.” Connor leaned against the wall outside of Laren’s room.
 
   “Morrigan and Kora know medicine better than anyone I’ve ever met, Connor. She’s going to be fine. She’s a strong girl with an even stronger heart,” Caderyn said, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder. “She’s in the best of hands. You should get some rest. At the very least, change into some dry clothes and get something to eat.”
 
   “No. No, I want to be here when she wakes up.”
 
   Caderyn already knew better than to try to convince his son to leave. “Okay, I’m going to see if there’s any news on Vercin or his movements. Our attack is sure to ruffle his feathers. And Connor…”
 
   There was something in his father’s voice that made him blink and refocus his attention. “I know you’re worried about Laren. Take this time to be with her and say whatever you need to say. But we have to start training you soon. The day we meet Vercin face to face is quickly approaching and unless we teach you to truly take hold of your Elite power, we won’t stand much of a chance.”
 
   Connor took a deep breath and nodded. He knew his father was right but he wanted to be selfish for as long as he could and stay by Laren’s side. “I know. I just—I just want to be here for her.”
 
   Caderyn smiled like he knew exactly what Connor was feeling. He left him there and walked down the hall. His tall lean frame was soon lost to sight, leaving Connor alone with his own thoughts.
 
   There was something that was itching his subconscious. Something that the man guarding Laren’s cell had said before Laren had killed him. He had said he knew something about “experiments.” Before Connor could process this memory further and really delve into what that could mean, if anything at all, he jumped as the door beside him opened. 
 
   “Morrigan? Is she okay? What’s wrong with her?”
 
   Morrigan looked exhausted from the effort to open the portals, the energy she expended on the beach, and now staying by Laren’s side for hours. “She’s okay. She still has a healthy pulse. By all normal medical standards, she’s in perfect health.” Morrigan hesitated.
 
   “But?” Connor asked, letting his voice rise further than he had intended.
 
   “But,” Morrigan continued, “she received a few scrapes and small cuts during her time as a captive and the fight that freed her. Don’t worry, the wounds aren’t life threatening but they aren’t healing, either. It’s like her Elite gene has ceased to work. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”
 
   Connor wet his lips, trying to find a solution to the answer. But whatever way his mind turned, there was nothing. “Can I do anything to help?”
 
   “Her mother is inside with her now. You can go in if you’d like. Laren’s sleeping.”
 
   Connor nodded and gave an attempt at a smile. “Thank you, Morrigan.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Connor gently gripped the outside door handle and slipped into the room. The room was large with dark wooden floors and tall windows. Kora, Laren’s mother, was sitting in a leather chair next to a bed with white linen. Connor slowly approached, taking pains not to make a sound to disturb Laren’s sleep.
 
   “It’s okay, Connor,” Kora said, her tear-stained face betraying her words. “She’s in a deep sleep. You won’t wake her.”
 
   Connor again tried to smile as he approached the bedside but he knew it was a smile anyone could see through. “I’m so sorry, Mrs. Abelardus.”
 
   Kora shook her head. “Connor, you have nothing to be sorry for. You brought back my baby girl. For that I can never repay you.”
 
   Connor swallowed hard. “But she’s—I mean, I wish I could have—”
 
   “You wish you could have saved her? Could have protected her from whatever it is that was done to her?”
 
   Connor’s head fell to the ground and he studied the floor. “Yes.”
 
   “Trust me, I know the feeling. You did as much as you could. Laren is a fighter. I know that she’ll pull through.”
 
   Connor stood by Kora, looking at the sleeping beauty that lay on the bed in front of them. Laren had been cleaned and wore a soft white gown that matched her sheets. Her eyes were closed. Even breaths made her chest rise and fall in a steady beat. “Morrigan said she was in perfect health but that her wounds aren’t healing?”
 
   Kora nodded and pointed to Laren’s slender right arm that was placed over the sheets. There was a small scratch, no more than an inch long. The scratch had barely ripped the skin. “‘Wounds’ are a strong way to put her scratches and bruises but it’s almost more disturbing this way. As a member of the Elite race you know we’re privileged to an accelerated healing process.”
 
   Connor was familiar with the gift their Elite gene gave them. Being able to heal from almost anything in a few hours was something he was still trying to wrap his head around. From dislocated shoulders to knife wounds, Connor’s healing ability had only ever taken hours to heal him. Even now the knife injury he had received from Laren’s rescue was no more than a dull ache. The cut itself had already scabbed over.
 
   “Her eyes,” Connor said, grimacing as he remembered the shadow that had fallen across Laren as he held her. 
 
   “Her eyes have dulled as well,” Kora agreed. “It’s like her Elite gene was forced dormant. It’s like—“
 
   Kora’s voice faltered as Connor finished her sentence. “It’s like she’s human.”
 
   Kora nodded, pursing her lips and fighting back a wave of tears. 
 
   “I don’t know what Vercin did to her but I will find a way to help her, Mrs. Abelardus. I promise.”
 
   “Connor, I know you will.”
 
   “I want to stay with her for awhile. You need rest and maybe some food.”
 
   Kora hesitated, looking at her sleeping daughter and then back at Connor. “All right. Thank you, Connor. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   “Take your time.”
 
   Kora smiled and exited the room as Connor took her seat. He stationed the chair directly next to Laren’s right side. He couldn’t help but let worry and fear creep through his consciousness like a spreading disease.
 
   What if Laren never got better? What if she stayed human and started to age and you never did? What if this is only the first step in whatever they did to her and it’s going to get worse?
 
   Connor was exhausted. They had gotten back from the raid on Vercin’s castle late that night. Morrigan and Kora had taken hours examining Laren. Connor had to guess that it was sometime early in the morning. 
 
   His eyes were heavy. He fought the sleep with all of his being, even getting up to walk around, but he was waging a losing war. After a few hours of battling his exhaustion, Connor’s eyes closed.
 
   He wasn’t sure if he was asleep for a few minutes or a few hours before he felt his left arm being pulled. It was a gentle tug more than a rough jerk. “Connor. Connor, it’s me… wake up.”
 
   Connor rubbed his eyes and sat up straight in his chair. Morning sun was just beginning to show through the large window. Connor turned to see who it was at his elbow. Reap stood there with a huge smile on his face. His eyes were brighter than normal. Even with his sister in a questionable state beside him, the boy was happy about something. 
 
   “Reap? What’s going on?”
 
   “Connor, I named the dragon.”
 
   “Oh, really? And what name did you choose?”
 
   “Spero.”
 
   Reap looked at Connor like he had just discovered the secret to clean energy. His joy and excitement was coming off the boy in waves. Connor didn’t want to take any thunder away from his small friend so he played along. “Spero? That’s a great name, Reap. Why Spero? Does it mean something?”
 
   The small boy nodded his bald head. “It means ‘hope’ in Latin. I though that with everything going wrong and Vercin freeing all the bad guys that we could use some hope.”
 
   Connor shook his head at the wisdom the boy held. “Reap, I think that’s a great name. How is Spero doing, anyway? I haven’t seen him lately.”
 
   “Oh, he’s doing great. He’s changing, actually. I think being here on The Island is—”
 
   “Reap, is that you?”
 
   Both Connor and Reap looked up at Laren, who was sitting propped up on her elbows. 
 
   “Laren!” Reap said as he jumped onto the bed and wrapped his older sister in a warm hug.
 
   “Ahhhh… you’re getting so strong. Reap, don’t squeeze me too hard.”
 
   The little boy chuckled as he let her go. “Yeah, I’ve been getting stronger every day. If I want to grow up to be as strong as Connor I have to get better, right?”
 
   “That’s right,” Laren said, kissing him on the cheek. “You will be.”
 
   Reap sat by Laren for a split second before he jumped off the bed like he had forgotten something. “Oh, I need to tell Mom and Morrigan that you’re awake. I’m sure they want to see you to make sure you’re okay.”
 
   Without another word, the ball of energy known as Reap bolted from the room, leaving a smiling Connor and Laren in his wake. 
 
   “Sometimes it’s hard for me to remember he’s so young,” Laren said.
 
   “I know. There’s no doubt he’s getting better. The Island is curing him. How are you feeling, Laren?”
 
   Laren took a moment to answer the question. She looked down at herself. She examined the bruises and cuts on her arm before she turned her fading eyes on Connor. “I feel—I feel sore and tired. Is this what you had to go through all the years you were human?”
 
   Connor flashed a smile despite their circumstances. “Yes, that’s what humans experience.”
 
   Laren brushed her long brown hair past her ear. “Am I human now? Is that what they did to me? But how? They were able to nullify the Elite gene?”
 
   Connor was at a loss for words. “I—I don’t know. Morrigan and your mom were in here most of the night trying to figure out what’s going on. Do you remember anything from your captivity? Anything that might be able to help us?”
 
   Laren took a deep breath and bit her lower lip. “I was alone most of the time in my cell. They barely talked to me and I got just enough food to survive. There are times, though, that I don’t remember. There are chunks of memory missing. They could have done something to me then.” Laren shuddered visibly, “They could have done anything to me then.”
 
   Connor saw Laren’s fear at the loss of memory. At the thought of what could have been done to her during that time. He was out of his chair and sitting beside her in a second. He pulled her into his arms and she rested her head on his chest. “It’s going to be all right. We’re going to figure out what happened to you. We are going to find a way to revers it. Don’t lose hope.”
 
   “But Connor, if I am human… if there’s no way to reverse it and I’m destined to—to die in the next century—how can a Judge who will live for hundreds of years be with a human?”
 
   Connor could only imagine what Laren was going through. He looked down into her once bright and shining eyes that were now dim green. His heart broke. Laren was going through something now that no Elite had ever had to face before in history. She was struggling to understand her own frail humanity and the life that was now set before her.
 
   “Laren, you can’t think like that. Don’t lose hope. There is a way—”
 
   “Connor, I know what you’re doing.” Laren separated herself from his embrace. Gently, she placed a palm on his strong jaw. “You don’t have to reassure me. I’m not going to lapse into a mental breakdown because of this but I’d be a fool not to consider the possibility of being human and—and staying human.”
 
   Connor bit back more words of encouragement. Instead, he nodded. He was searching for the right words but his search didn’t take long. “I love you, Larentia Abelardus. Elite or human, mortal or immortal, there is no one on this earth… or Island, that I would rather be with.”
 
   Laren smiled at him and leaned in for a kiss.
 
   The door to the room opened as Kora and Morrigan walked in. Connor’s face turned red as he sat bolt upright and cleared his throat. 
 
   All three woman in the room shared a chuckle. “Oh, excuse us,” Morrigan said with a smile, “a very young messenger informed us that Laren was awake.”
 
   Connor stood up from the bed as he looked at the two older women. “Oh yeah, I, um… I was just going. I, uhh—”
 
   “Connor,” Kora said, “it’s okay. I was your age once, too.”
 
   Morrigan raised an eyebrow at Kora.
 
   “Well, I was, no matter how long ago that is now.”
 
   Connor knew that the words from the older Elite women should make him feel better but his heart continued to race as he stared into Laren’s mother’s eyes.
 
   It was Laren who intervened and saved Connor from any further embarrassment, “Mom, please. You can see how nervous you’re making him. Connor, I’ll see you soon.”
 
   Connor recovered enough to smile. “Okay. I’ll be back to see you as soon as I can.” He nodded to both Morrigan and Kora as he closed the door behind him. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 10
 
    
 
    
 
   With barely any sleep, Connor made his way through the palace halls. His body was asking, almost demanding that he collapse into a coma. There was nothing Connor would like more but he knew he had duties. His life as a Judge insisted he attend to certain responsibilities first and foremost.  
 
   After Laren’s safety he had to worry about Vercin and the movements the former Judge was sure to be making. Connor found himself wandering to the conference room in the palace. Hoping someone would be there this early, he tried the door handle. The door gave and Connor walked in to find the King of The Island.
 
   Zheng gave Connor a quick smile as he looked up from a map that was laid over the large circular table that took up most of the conference room. “Up early, or have you even slept?”
 
   “I got a few hours. How are we looking? I mean, despite that we have the most powerful Elite in history preparing for war. Has there been any word of Vercin or his movements?”
 
   Zheng grinned and shook his head. “It seems our rogue Judge has been quiet in the human world, at least for now. I heard about Larentia. Is it true? Is she human?”
 
   Connor shrugged, feeling the tension in his shoulders build as he thought about the situation . He shook his head. “We aren’t one hundred percent certain yet but it looks that way.”
 
   Zheng took in a long breath and slowly exhaled. “If Vercin has found a way to neutralize the Elite gene, then we are in more trouble than we thought.”
 
   Connor knew exactly what Zheng meant. If there was going to be a war, if he and his followers were going to confront their enemies physically, then they would need the power in their Elite genes more than ever. Without the strength the gene provided their defeat would be all but certain.
 
   “First things first,” Zheng said after a moment of silence. “We need to worry about controlling what we can control. That means taking your training to the next level. You know how to harness, even control the power that your bloodline provides, but to truly embrace your lineage of Judge, you need to be one with the strength.”
 
   “I don’t even know where to begin. You want me to control the power and let it run free at the same time? I’ve seen what happens when people let their Elite gene take over first hand. I remember what Faust looked like. They turn into animals, into killing rage machines.”
 
   “If you want to be as powerful as Vercin, we have to teach you. And what better teacher is there than a man who shares your own blood? A man who saved our kind from a darkness before?”
 
   Zheng’s long black ponytail swung behind him as he motioned with his head at someone behind Connor. Connor turned to see his father walking toward them. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Tell me again why we can’t just train in the palace?”
 
   “Too many distractions. The palace is overflowing with Elites from the five families. All of them preparing for war. We need to go somewhere where we won’t be interrupted,” Caderyn said. 
 
   “Okay, well I get that, but do we need to go this far?” Connor readjusted the pack on his back as he looked behind him. The side of the steep mountain they had been trekking through for the last four hours stretched out behind him like a serpent back down the mountain.
 
   “I’m with Connor on this one,” Orion said from Caderyn’s side. “I’m getting too old for this kind of stuff.”
 
   “Calm down,” the last member of their party reassured them. “We’re almost there.” Zheng’s easy manner of speaking seemed to calm Orion as he huffed something under his thick beard and moved on.
 
   The sun was high overhead. The heat was amplified by the moisture in the thick jungle undergrowth. Plants and trees flirted with the travelers on either side of the narrow path they walked through.
 
   The incline to the mountain was beginning to wear on Connor’s legs. Sweat was pouring down his tan face and the backpack he carried felt like he was literally transporting a ton of bricks.
 
   Deep breaths, keep moving. You’re a Judge now. No room for doubt or being weak. No complaining. They will all need you very soon. Let’s go, forward.
 
   Connor’s vision began to redden as he grabbed onto the inner power and pushed himself forward. Eyes to the ground and focused, he pushed on. 
 
   The next hour was grueling for Connor. He wondered why the other three men, who were all much older than himself, found the trip so easy. Even Orion, who was complaining earlier, now joked and laughed with Caderyn and Zheng. 
 
   Just as Connor was debating whether or not to take the backpack off and drag it behind him, the four men reached a plateau. The area had once been cleared from all shrubs and bushes, but that day was long ago. Now the underbrush was winning the battle to retake the space. A small stone building in poor condition stood in front of the group. Stones fell from the walls and vines crept over broken pillars. 
 
   Connor didn’t care what the building looked like as he dropped to the ground. He tore at the straps on his shoulders that had dug indentions into his skin and muscles. The backpack clinked as it hit the jungle floor behind him.
 
   “You okay, Connor?” Orion asked as he gently placed his own backpack beside him.
 
   “Yeah,” Connor panted. “What—what was in that bag? I felt like I was carrying weights the whole way up the mountain.”
 
   “Orion reached over and unzipped the large brown backpack. He grinned like a mischievous child as he reached in and started taking out yards of dense grey chains, each link as thick as Connor’s arm.
 
   Connor’s mouth dropped as he witnessed coils of chain being transferred from the backpack to the ground. He guessed the chains being taken out of his backpack weighed close to two hundred pounds. “You loaded my backpack with steel chains?”
 
   “Yep,” Caderyn said as he walked over and handed his son a bottle of water. “We don’t have much time, so we needed to start your training right away. Endurance, strength, but most importantly, your willpower, will see you through these next few days. Vercin was an enemy nobody could defeat in a physical confrontation. To be able to compete with him, we’ll need to reach a whole other level.”
 
   Connor nodded as he gulped down the cold water, taking time to drain the entire bottle before he got to his feet. “I’m ready. Let’s start.”
 
   “That’s the spirit,” Zheng said as he began setting up camp.
 
   “Follow me,” Caderyn said. “Orion and Zheng will stay behind tonight to get things ready here.”
 
   Connor obediently followed his father through the thick jungle underbrush. Within a few minutes the camp was lost to sight. Besides the varying shades of green all around him, Conner had only his father’s back to follow.
 
   Caderyn walked straight ahead, his long grey button up shirt wet with perspiration. He kept a steady pace until he reached an area surrounded by trees. The trees formed an oval around a shallow piece of ground covered in soft grass.
 
   “Connor, I want to talk to you about the raid that took place when we rescued Laren.”
 
   Connor raised his gaze and nodded. “Sure, what did you want to talk about?”
 
   “When we were fighting through Vercin’s posted guards, you had a dozen opportunities to kill the men you were fighting. Instead you chose to let them live. I want to know—to understand why?”
 
   Connor was wondering if his father had noticed his decision to spare life the night before. He was right. Connor had intentionally spared each one of their lives. He had chosen to use the butt of his axe or wound his enemies instead of ending their lives. 
 
   The two men stood quiet, Connor looking into the eyes of a father that was truly concerned for him. When Caderyn had asked the question he had done so in a way void of any judgment or even a hint of condescending tone. He was truly curious. Connor chose to tell him the truth.
 
   “I rescued Laren and Lupus from a group of Elites that were going to kill them. This was back home in the Catskill Forest, in New York. Before I understood what I—what we are. I just saw them in trouble. I knew if I didn’t do anything they were going to be killed. I made a split-second decision to step in and when I did—” 
 
   Connor paused as he was forced to remember the scene that still haunted him. The pick axe that was meant for bringing life to the earth. The tool used for breaking up land to plant and grow, he had used to kill. He saw the man’s face as he sunk the blade of the axe deep in his skull. He saw his eyes as his soul left his body.
 
   “When I did, I killed a man. I took his life. I ended everything he was and everything he could become. I took away his opportunity to be redeemed. In that one second I took away everything from him.”
 
   “And you dream about him now?” Caderyn asked.
 
   “Yeah, I guess I do. I wish I could be like you and—and just not let it get to me.” Connor hung his head, feeling shame in front of his father for the first time. “You must think I’m a horrible Judge. I don’t even want to kill anyone.”
 
   Caderyn stepped toward his son, placing a firm hand on Connor’s shoulder. “You’re absolutely wrong, Connor. We need leaders like you now more than ever. Orion, Zheng, myself—we have all done our fair share of killing. We have become dull toward what really matters. Your respect for life is one of your greatest strengths, Connor. It’s a blessing, not a curse.”
 
   Connor gave his father a half-hearted grin. If his memory of killing someone and his fear of doing it again was in fact a blessing, it didn’t feel like one.
 
   “You’re on the right path, son. Don’t lose the moral compass your mother has given you. It’s always led you in the right direction, don’t abandon it now.” Caderyn paused with a smile. “But I didn’t bring you up here to talk about that. Connor, tell me what you know about your Elite gene and how you control the power inside.”
 
   Connor looked into his father’s brown eyes that so closely resembled his own. “It’s something I turn to when I need that extra push. It’s always there and I can feel it even when I don’t need it, but it’s quiet until I call it. Kind of like a caged animal, I guess. When I need it, I let it out of it’s cage and then put it back into its cage after I’m finished accomplishing whatever it is that I needed done.”
 
   Caderyn had his arms crossed as he paced back and forth in front of Connor. “Go on.”
 
   “Well, I guess that’s it. I control it so I can use it—”
 
   “That’s what we need to change if you’re going to have a chance against Vercin.”
 
   “What is?”
 
   “Control. If you’re controlling it, you aren’t tapping into its full potential, you’re treating it like a faucet, opening the valve just enough. We need to break the drain and let it go. Like an open fire hydrant.”
 
   “But how? If I do that I’ll lose control. I’ve seen Faust, Lu, and others give into their animal and it always ends with them in a blind rage.”
 
   “It’s strength of will, son.” 
 
   Connor’s confusion must have shown because Caderyn stopped pacing and ran a hand through his long grey hair. “You are a Judge, Connor. One of only a few Elites in history to claim that title and one of even fewer to complete the trials. Normal rules won’t apply to you if your strength of will is powerful enough.”
 
   Connor slowly nodded. “How do you do it? I mean, as a Judge, how were you able to keep from letting the power consume you?”
 
   “For a very long time I couldn’t. For years I struggled with controlling the gene until I met a woman who really put things in perspective for me. She was a beacon in my time of rage. Something I held onto even when I felt like losing control, and because of her I was able to harness the power.”
 
   “Who was she?”
 
   Caderyn smiled at his son. “She was the reason I threw all of this away. A woman I think you know very well. She’s your mother.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 11
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor raised his eyebrows. “You really had to love her to be able to turn your back on the Elite race and the Council.”
 
   Caderyn looked deep into his son’s eyes. “I love her with every fiber of my being. I would have spent another century in Karnag, in that dark hell of a prison gladly if it meant being with her for only a few more hours.” It was Caderyn’s turn to lower his gaze as memories of the woman he loved shook his firm resolve against emotion. 
 
   “Are you going to go back with me to see her? When this is all over?”
 
   Caderyn squinted as he looked past Connor into the clear sky, “No—no, I’ve put her through enough. I could never ask her to forgive me for abandoning her.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “Come on, this isn’t my therapy time. This is your time to be training. Let’s see what you’ve got.”
 
   “What, now?”
 
   “Yeah, there’s no time to lose.”
 
   Connor took a deep breath, every muscle in his body tensing, bracing for the rage to move forward. His vision blurred for the briefest second and turned red. He could see the world around him now in varying shades of crimson as his fangs grew. 
 
   The power inside of him quivered at being let free. The gene that made him so much more than human woke from its sleep and wrapped Connor in power.
 
   Connor was alive with tingling, unlimited animal strength. He felt jittery, even anxious to direct his power and strength at something, someone. 
 
   “Good,” Caderyn said. “More, let it consume you.”
 
   Connor felt like he was on some kind of drug as the power washed over him in waves. His hands started to shake as he could feel the rage inside of him build. The beast within wanted something to expend its energy on. Connor could feel the rage begin to boil over.
 
   “Ahhhhhhhhhhhh!”
 
   “Hold it, Connor! Embrace the power!”
 
   Connor fell to his knees panting, shaking his head slowly in defeat. “I can’t. It’s too much. There’s too much to control.”
 
   “Maybe you don’t need to control it.”
 
   Connor looked up from the place on the grass he knelt. “If I don’t control it I’ll turn into a mindless animal. I could hurt someone.”
 
   “And that’s why you need to find that one thing to hold onto. For me it is and will always be my love for you and your mother. You need to figure out what it is for you. When that urge to lose control comes you need to grab onto whatever it is for you that will keep you grounded. Whatever it is that motivates you, whatever moves you forward, that’s what you need to hold onto. ”
 
   Connor nodded, finally beginning to understand what his father was talking about. He was struck by how genuine and sincere his father was without sounding preachy or demanding. Not for the first time Connor found himself wondering how different his life would be if he had had Caderyn in his life the past eighteen years.
 
   “Come on, Connor. That’s enough for today. I think you’re beginning to understand what this is going to take. Zheng and Orion may be able to help you as well.”
 
   Connor took Caderyn’s extended hand. The two Judges made their way back to the abandoned temple where Orion and Zheng had set up camp. 
 
   In the short time Connor and Caderyn had been gone Orion and Zheng had the entire camp set up and ready. Part of the temple’s roof was still intact and their supplies and bedding were ready inside.
 
   Orion was starting a fire and preparing a meal while Zheng sat quiet with his legs crossed and eyes closed. He sat on top of the deteriorating temple wall seemingly oblivious to the world around him.  
 
   “Back so soon?” Orion asked with a twinkle in the eye not covered by his black patch. 
 
   “We knew if we didn’t get back soon you’d eat all the food, ferryman,” Caderyn said.
 
   “You know me too well, Judge.”
 
   “Connor, have you seen the view?”
 
   Connor looked up at Zheng and walked over to where the King of the Island sat on the ancient stones. “No. Are you sure it’s safe up there? I mean whoever had the job of maintaining this temple is kind of slacking.”
 
   Zheng opened his amber eyes. A smile played across his lips at the young Judge’s comment. “I assure you it’s safe. Come up and see.”
 
   Connor raised an eyebrow and gingerly placed a foot on a portion of the grey stone wall that looked like it would buckle at any moment. To his surprise it held, and so did the next hand hold and the next step after that. Soon Connor was on top of the wall next to Zheng. What he saw took his breath away.
 
   The Island’s rolling hills and diverse landscape spread out in front of him. To his left he could see the glistening ocean and to his right a tiny building he knew was the palace. Connor squinted and tapped into his Elite gene, allowing him to see farther than any human would ever be able. The palace was alive with motion as tents were set up in the visiting courtyard and monks wearing bright colored robes ran about preparing for more guests to arrive.
 
   “Beautiful, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes,” Connor agreed as he tried to find any sign of Laren in the palace. There was none but instead he found a tiny figure slashing at bushes and trees with a long stick. Connor smiled as he imagined what Reap was playing at.
 
   An idea hit him like a anvil and he kicked himself for not realizing it before. “Zheng, The Island has special healing powers, right? I mean, you said it yourself. That’s why Reap is here and he’s getting better.”
 
   “That’s correct, Connor. However, if you are trying to get at the idea that The Island will heal Larentia from whatever Vercin did to her, I’m sorry to say that it won’t.”
 
   “But why? How do you know?”
 
   Zheng rose to his feet and placed a comforting hand on Connor’s shoulder. “The Island has powers to restore natural imbalances. Whatever was done to Larentia Abelardus was anything but natural. I’m sorry.”
 
   Connor broke the King’s amber gaze and looked back at the palace.
 
   “We will find a way to help her, Connor. But first we need to teach you to be the Judge you were born to be.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor helped prepare the evening meal as the sun made its way through the sky. Dinner was a simple affair of meat, bread and fruit. None of the men wasted time with utensils. Instead they dug in, appeasing their appetites that demanded food after their long trek up the mountain. Connor found himself enjoying the company of his father and the other two men who acted more like brothers than anything else.
 
   As dinner came to an end and the sun was disappearing under the horizon Orion stood up and stretched. “Ready for round two, Connor?”
 
   Connor also rose to his feet. “Round two?”
 
   “Yeah, you lugged those chains all the way up here. It would be a waste not to put them to use.”
 
   Connor looked at Zheng and Caderyn with confusion. Orion wasted no time in looping one chain around a thick tree trunk and the other around a temple pillar.
 
   “Like I said we have a very short window to train you,” Caderyn said. “Chaining you up will let you release your beast within and allow you to practice truly embracing the power. Chained, you won’t have to worry about hurting anyone or running off in the jungle.”
 
   Connor was exhausted from the trek up the mountain but he knew he had to push himself further than he ever had before if he was going to succeed. “Okay, so how does this work? You guys chain me up like a bad werewolf movie and I howl at the moon?”
 
   “Something like that,” Zheng said as he maneuvered his orange robes and motioned for Connor to stand near the chains Orion had set. 
 
   Connor obeyed. He felt a bit reluctant as Orion and Zheng fastened the thick steel chains around his wrists and forearms. Every fiber in his body screamed at him not to let someone chain him.
 
   Caderyn fed the small fire they had made earlier and set torches around the perimeter of their camp.
 
   Light battled the jungle’s darkness in a slow dance as the three men formed a half circle around a chained Connor. 
 
   “Not too tight? How does it feel?” Orion asked.
 
   “I feel like I’m being sacrificed to King Kong,” Connor said as he tested the chains. The chains were tight and held his arms at shoulder level.
 
   “King who?” Zheng looked to his two friends for clarity.
 
   “You need to get off The Island more often,” Orion said.
 
   Zheng shrugged.
 
   Caderyn took a step forward. Sleeves rolled up and hair pulled back into a ponytail, Connor’s father looked more like a university professor than an Elite Judge hundreds of years old. “Focus now, Connor. You can let go fully. The chains will hold you. Morrigan placed a spell on them. Let go now and search for whatever it is that will keep you grounded. I wish I could tell you what it is, but you have to find that for yourself, and through raw strength of will, hold onto it.”
 
   “Okay.” Connor gritted his teeth as he woke up the force inside. Chains rattled and fangs sprouted as the Elite Judge gave into his full potential for the first time. Confident that he couldn’t hurt anyone and that he would stay rooted to the spot, everything fell away. All that Connor could feel was raw strength.
 
   The feeling was intoxicating. Vision red, he let go of any and all control and let the beast have him. Roaring into the night sky, the beast took over. 
 
   It was freeing. Connor felt invincible. He felt the freedom to do whatever he wanted with no thought to consequences or responsibility. Roaring, he strained against the chains. 
 
   The steel dug into his flesh and Connor’s beast relished in the idea of physical exertion. Arms behind him, Connor put his head down and raged against the constraints. Every muscle in his tight body pushed forward. His feet fought to find traction in the jungle’s hard packed earth floor.
 
   Through red eyes and a heaving chest, Connor could hear his father’s voice, “Fight it, Connor! Hold onto what you keep closest to your heart. This isn’t you, only a piece of you. Embrace the power but never forget who you are.”
 
   Connor could hear his father and understand the words he was shouting but the raw power was so intoxicating it was hard to search or think about anything besides the feeling of invincibility.
 
   That’s when the chain on his right arm gave. The chains themselves had been tempered by Morrigan’s spell, rendering them invincible themselves, but what wasn’t as secure was the large tree on one side and stone pillar on the other, Orion had used to secure the chain. The tree was old and it’s trunk was thicker than most but still it was no match for his strength.
 
   With a snap that sounded like thunder the tree gave way. Ripped from the earth, the tree flew through the air and over the camp. Wood, roots and dirt flew in every direction. Conner’s arm whipped the attached chain across the camp, sending Zheng, Orion and Caderyn diving for cover.
 
   Connor saw all of this like he was in a dream. He was aware of what was happening but powerless to do anything about it. That’s when he remembered his father’s words about finding something to ground him, something to hold on to and remind him of who he was and what he was and who he had to be. Fighting to hold onto something, Connor thought about everyone depending on him. Hundreds, thousands of Elites who looked at him to lead them though this dark time in their history. The millions of people who would be affected by Vercin’s reign if he could not be defeated. 
 
   Connor focused on this but it wasn’t enough. He could feel the power lessen, almost bend as he fought to  ground himself with this thought, but it wasn’t strong enough. Then he saw Laren in his mind’s eye. She was smiling, every strand of hair in place, encouraging him to be stronger, to be the man she knew he could be.
 
   Before Connor could try and use Laren’s image to calm his rage, strong arms grabbed him from all sides. The three men who had taken him to the mountain tapped into their own Elite gene and tried to calm the enraged Judge before he tore free. Connor felt arms around his torso arms and neck. 
 
   This was the exact wrong thing to do as Connor lost all concentration on his image of Laren. The rage focused on one thing and one thing only, freedom.
 
   Orion was holding the chain that had ripped free from the tree, his one good eye shining a bright red. Zheng was holding the opposite chain that was tied to the pillar as cracks like a spider web formed on the stone’s surface. Caderyn was wrapped over Connor’s back, shouting in his ear, “Enough, rise up and be the man we need you to be. You can do this, Connor, I know you can!”
 
   Chaos broke in the camp as Connor’s potential was tapped. Throwing his weight behind his right arm and swinging it forward, Orion went flying into the night air like a comet. 
 
   Right arm and the chain still connected to it free, Connor lashed out. The thick steel chain went flying toward Zheng, who barely ducked under the blow. The chain connected with the already weakened stone pillar, breaking it into dozens of pieces that buried Zheng.
 
   Caderyn had seen where things were headed. He adjusted his grip on Connor’s back into a headlock. Connor felt his windpipe constrict as he struggled to breathe. He reached behind him and got a handful of his father’s hair before everything went black. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   “Well, at least you weren’t using the temple for anything, right? I mean, it could have been a lot worse if we tried this in the palace courtyard,” Orion said.
 
   “Yes, Orion, but the way you flew through the air like a baby bird was most definitely the highlight of last night’s events,” Zheng said.
 
   Connor opened his eyes and stared into the jungle sky. He was on his back lying outside of the temple on a blanket.
 
   His father’s head appeared over him and looked down. “Well, that was only the first time. It’ll get easier. You did well.”
 
   Connor sat up and rubbed at his arms where the steel chains had been locked in place. Not so much as a cut or scrape was there.
 
   “How do you feel?” his father asked.
 
   “I couldn’t do it. I thought for a second I had it. I was just beginning to see Laren and control the rage but it was gone in a second.” Connor looked at Orion and Zheng, who stood by the side looking on. “I’m so sorry for—”
 
   Zheng raised both hands with a smile. “Please, Connor. It’s not like it’s the first time you’ve tried to take a swing at me.”
 
   “And,” Orion said, “If you’re capable of that kind of strength and power, then I think we’re going to be all right when it comes to facing Vercin and the inmates of Karnag.”
 
   “We still have a ways to go before that can happen,” Caderyn said. “We need to practice and—”
 
   All four men stopped talking as a figure came into view. The woman was tall and graceful and walked up the steep mountain trail as if she were on a morning stroll. 
 
   Connor got to his feet and smiled. “Morrigan.”
 
   Morrigan reached the group, wide-eyed. The temple was in even worse repair than it had been just a day ago. Zheng was covered in dust and the broken tree that now lay by the path looked like it had been struck by lightning. “Good morning, it seems like I missed quite a night.”
 
   Four heads nodded with large eyes.
 
   “Well, I wish I could come with better news but you’re needed at the palace. Vercin has contacted us by using a looking glass. He’s requesting an immediate meeting. 
 
   Connor was reminded of the mirror-like tool used for communication by the Elite race. However, even more important to him than speaking with his adversary was a certain female Elite. “Morrigan, is Laren any better?”
 
   Morrigan cleared her throat, searching for a political answer. “Laren has stabilized. She is going to be fine. Her Elite gene has been rendered dormant just like yours was before you knew all of this existed.” Morrigan opened her arms with a wide gesture, taking in The Island’s terrain. “She’s human.”
 
   Connor wasn’t sure why he was so scared for Laren. Somewhere deep down he already knew what Vercin had done to her. His enemy had played a sick joke on the woman he loved. A message to him saying nothing was safe. To Connor this didn’t change anything. He still cared for Laren in the exact same way but he knew Laren. From her point of view this would change everything. “We have to go then,” Connor said.
 
   “But the training, your training has just started, “Orion said.
 
   “If Vercin wants to talk, then maybe we can buy ourselves more time or maybe talk him down from his plan.” Even as Connor said the words he knew how unlikely that would be. Despite the doubt he knew he had to explore every option before the Elite race declared full out war. 
 
   “He’s right,” Caderyn said. “Let’s get back to the palace and see what kind of conversation Vercin has planned.”
 
   For Connor, stepping into the palace was like entering the premier of a movie he had written, produced, starred in, and directed. Everyone wanted to see him. Word of him being the Judge and passing the set of ancient trials had spread over land and sea. When the call was sent out to join Connor in the war against Vercin, the majority of four of the five families had flocked to Connor’s banner.
 
   Although Vercin’s reign of terror had occurred hundreds of years previous, to Elites who lived for centuries, the memories were still fresh. They knew the kind of man Vercin was and what his rise to power would mean for the future. 
 
   Now Elites of varying eye color warmly shook his hand. There were those who understood his responsibilities and how pressed for time he must be. These supporters just wanted to meet their Judge. Others were only concerned about themselves and how much face time they could get with their savior. 
 
   As Connor made his way through the palace halls he was cornered by one of these self-indulgent Elite members. She was a middle-aged woman with short hair. She wore a dress that was more befitting a presidential inauguration than a stroll through the palace in time of war. Beside her were her three girls, all amber-eyed, with winks and shy smiles directed at Connor.
 
   “Oh, you heard me right. I mean, a man is only as strong as the woman he has beside him. And that’s just not coming from me, Mr. Moore, that’s coming from someone else. I forget who said it at the moment, but you can take that to the bank.”
 
   Connor was a deer in headlights as the woman continued to talk. Still dirty from his night on the mountain, all he could think about was seeing Laren and changing into some clean clothes. 
 
   The woman he was talking to must have noticed his state because she went on, “Oh well, all of my girls would make great housekeepers.”
 
   “Oh, really, well—”
 
   “Oh yes, they’re just the nicest and sweetest girls, and I dare say they’re close to your age, Connor. Connor, can I call you Connor?”
 
   “Yes, that’s—”
 
   “Oh, perfect! See? We’re already getting along so well.”
 
   The woman rambled on and on, beating around the bush of Connor going out with one of her daughters. Connor soon found himself looking into the downside of near immortality. 
 
   I guess the saying ‘just shoot me’ doesn’t apply to you anymore.
 
   Connor stood with his arms crossed, nodding and smiling to the woman when finally he was saved.
 
   “Connor! There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.” Connor, along with his hunters, looked to their left as Katie approached. She was wearing a huge smile on her face as she walked towards the group. “You haven’t forgotten about the super important meeting, right? I mean that one you have to go to right now or else the fate of our kind and all humanity will be doomed.”
 
   Connor did a half nod. He caught the woman and her daughters’ surprised expressions out of the corner of his eye. 
 
   “Oh yes, that super important meeting that can’t wait or the fate of the world will be thrown into darkness,” Connor said, turning back to his would-be mother-in-law and company. “I really have to be going, but it’s been so nice meeting you and I’m sure I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “Oh yes, of course,” the woman started, “but we really should talk abou—”
 
   “Come on, Connor, hurry,” Katie said. “Can’t be late, fate of the world, and all.”
 
   Connor had to remind himself not to run as he joined Katie. “Thanks, I owe you one.”
 
   Katie winked a bright blue eye at him as she laughed. “I think you owe me two or three for that one but we won’t keep score.”
 
   Connor smiled at his longtime friend and once girlfriend. “How’s training going with Morrigan?”
 
   “Great. I mean, I’d be the last one to think I’d willingly trade pompoms for a wand and pointed hat, but it—it just feels right, somehow. Like this is where I’m supposed to be. Does that make any sense?”
 
   “Perfect sense. How—how are you doing with knowing who your mom really is?” Connor mentally kicked himself for the awkward subject. Katie’s mother was a sorceress just like her and Morrigan and recently she had revealed herself to be on the side of their enemy, Vercin. “Katie, if you’re not ready to talk about it, I totally understand. I’m just saying if you want to talk about it, I’m here.” 
 
   Katie lowered her eyes to the hall floor as they continued to walk. “No, I know what you mean. Thanks, Connor. You’re actually the one person I wouldn’t mind talking about my mom with. I guess I’m still in denial. For so many years I thought she was someone she clearly isn’t. It’s still hard for me to wrap my head around the idea that the woman I grew up with and loved is actually an Elite sorceress hungry for power.”
 
   The two stopped at Connor’s door.
 
   “I’m just hoping that there’s some small part of the mother I knew inside. Maybe it’s too late for her but maybe there’s some way I can still get through to her.”
 
   “Don’t lose hope, Kat.”
 
   “Thanks, Connor, I won’t.” Katie sniffed the air and grimaced. “Oh man, this Elite smelling thing has its drawbacks. You most definitely need a shower.” 
 
   “Yeah, you’re telling me. I had a crazy night.”
 
   “Well, Judge, get changed and I’ll see you soon.”
 
   “Goodbye, Kat.”
 
   “Goodbye.”
 
   The two stood staring at each other for an awkward second. In times past there would have been a hug or kiss but now with their new relationship definition in place, Katie just smiled and walked away. 
 
   Connor walked into his small room and straight to the shower. He knew he should be thinking about Vercin and how he was going to defeat him if he couldn’t be one with his Elite gene but the entire time he couldn’t stop thinking about Laren.
 
   On one hand he was happy to see her again. He just wanted to spend time with her. On the other he knew she would be taking the loss of her Elite gene hard, not to mention the loss of her father.
 
   Someone had left a meal of turkey wraps and fruit outside of his door. Connor said a silent prayer of thanks to whoever had been the thoughtful saint. He grabbed both food items and made his way to Laren’s room. 
 
   Connor was lucky enough to avoid any other would-be suitors on his way and soon found himself wiping away crumbs from his shirt. He knocked on Laren’s door. When there was no answer, he slowly turned the knob. “Hey, Laren, it’s Connor. Are you here?”
 
   “She wanted to get out,” Lu said as Connor walked in and found Laren’s older brother sitting on her bed. “She just left. I think she needed some space.”
 
   Connor nodded as he looked at the big man who had been ferocious with an unstable bloodlust only days before. “Oh, I see. How’s your family doing with—with everything going on?”
 
   Lu’s black shirt rippled with tensed muscles underneath. His hair was already starting to grow back, making his Mohawk look only slightly less intimidating. “Reap cried his eyes out for the first few days, but kids are resilient. Our mother is strong when she’s talking to us but I can tell she’s hiding a lot of pain. Laren has not only the loss of our father on her plate but now the fact that she’s human to deal with, and I’m a wreck.”
 
   “Oh wow. I was half expecting you to just be angry again or tell me you didn’t want to talk about it.”
 
   Lu half smiled. “As good as ripping those soldiers from limb to limb felt, nothing is going to bring back my father. I can do more good just being here for my family than on the battlefield. Don’t get me wrong—when the time comes for violence, I’m going to be first in line, but my father would want me here with a level head. Not running around like a lunatic ,no matter how good it felt.”
 
   Connor was stunned by Lu’s sudden change. “I think that’s great, Lu. I know your father would be proud of you and your decision. What brought about the sudden change?”
 
   “Laren did. She has a way with people.”
 
   “Yeah. Really laid into you, huh?”
 
   “She slapped me, hard, more than once.”
 
   Connor’s eyes doubled in size. “She what?”
 
   “You heard me. She slapped me and yelled at me. She almost broke her hand on my face since she’s human and all but she got her point across.”
 
   “Wow.” Connor knew he should probably say more but at the moment he was impressed, not for the first time, by the internal strength Laren possessed. 
 
   “She’s going to need you, Connor.” Lu looked at Connor with intense jade green eyes. “She won’t admit it. She’s way too stubborn for that, but she’ll need you all the same.”
 
   “I know, I’m going to go find her now.”
 
   “Try not to get slapped.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 14
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor made his way through the palace again to the rear of the large building. Connor knew Laren would want a quiet place to think. The front of the palace courtyard was filled with tents and Elites. Laren wouldn’t stay inside either, there were too many people running about preparing for the confrontation.
 
   A warm sun greeted Connor as he stepped outside. The garden to the rear of the palace spread out in all directions and the noise of everyday life seemed fainter with every step. 
 
   Connor walked down the path that split the garden in half. Giving a second thought to his appearance, he combed over his thick black hair to the side. He saw Laren’s familiar form sitting on a stone bench to his right.
 
   “Hey, you. How are you feeling?”
 
   Laren looked up at him as he approached and did her best to smile. “Oh, you know, human and all.”
 
   Connor took a seat by her on the stone bench and gently placed his hand on hers. They were surrounded by roses on all sides. Every shade was present and accounted for, from bright orange to soft pink. No one was around and the two found themselves alone for the first time since Laren’s rescue.
 
   “I’m so sorry about your father. You know if there’s anything I can do, all you have to do is ask.” When Laren didn’t say anything, Connor tried again. “We’ll find a way, Laren. Vercin has called for a meeting. I’ll find out what was done to you and we’ll reverse it. You’ll be a member of the Elite race again and everything will be like it was before.”
 
   Laren avoided eye contact with Connor, instead staring into the forest of roses. “I know you’re trying to help, Connor. The pain of my father’s passing will be dulled with time but we have to face the idea that I may never be an Elite again.”
 
   The defeat in her voice and the way she stared off into the distance made Connor worry. “Laren—”
 
   “Connor, you know I love you, right?”
 
   All the warning signs for a bad conversation were present. Laren turned in her seat and took both of Connor’s hands in her own. 
 
   “Yes, I know that, Laren. I love you, too.”
 
   “I know you do and that’s why this is so hard to say.”
 
   “Then don’t.” Connor hated the panic in his voice but he knew what was coming next. 
 
   “Connor, you’re a Judge of an Elite race. You are The Judge that Morrigan said was coming to lead us out of a time of darkness hundreds of years ago. And now, now I’m just human. You have hundreds, maybe even a thousand years to live. I’ll be lucky if I see another seventy.”
 
   Connor wouldn’t let Laren sacrifice herself for him. He knew deep down she thought she was doing the right thing for his sake. “No, I won’t let this get between us. I’ll find a way. Even if you are human, my feelings for you haven’t changed.”
 
   “I know you won’t let me go, Connor,” Laren said as she reached up and cupped his jaw in her hand. “That’s why I have to let you go. You have a destiny to fulfill. A destiny that doesn’t include a relationship with a human.”
 
   “Laren, I—”
 
   “Hmmmmpphhhh…” The sound of someone clearing their throat much too loudly reached Connor’s ears. Connor turned to see Morrigan standing a few yards away. “I’m sorry to bother you but we’re awaiting you in the war room for a decision on Vercin’s request for a meeting.”
 
   Connor nodded and turned back to Laren. “Human or Elite, I won’t lose you, no matter what the cost.”
 
   Laren gave him another smile and kiss on the cheek. “Go get ‘em, Judge.”
 
   Connor’s heart was torn in two. He wanted more than anything to stay by Laren’s side and comfort her. But he was a Judge now. If there was a cure for Laren, he knew that Vercin held the key. 
 
   Connor rose from his seat and followed Morrigan back into the palace. “I’m sorry for having to disrupt you, Connor but if there’s the slightest chance we can convince Vercin to engage in peace talks, we have to jump at it.”
 
   “I understand,” Connor said, his jaw clenched.
 
   The war room was a short walk from the rear courtyard and Morrigan opened the door, ushering Connor inside. The room was full of both familiar and unfamiliar faces. Orion, Zheng, Kora, Lu, Caderyn, Randolph, Miyanda, and her mother were all there. In addition, a dozen or so appointed leaders of the Elite families were also present.
 
   Connor caught Randolph’s eye and gave him a nod. As one of only a few members of the Ulfric family siding against Vercin, Connor respected him even more. Randolph returned the nod with a solemn smile.
 
   “The Judge has arrived,” Zheng said, rising from his seat at the head of the table. “Please, Morrigan, now that all are present, tell us exactly what Vercin said.”
 
   All eyes in the room turned to the sorceress. She cleared her throat. “I received the message yesterday night by means of the looking glass. It was from Vercin himself, who asked for a meeting with Connor and only Connor. He said any other members we deem fit are welcome to come, but when the talking starts, he wants only Connor there.”
 
   “It sounds like a trap,” Randolph said. He stood leaning against a wall looking around at his fellow Elites. “I know better than anyone what Vercin and his men are capable of.”
 
   “You should,” Lu said under his breath but still loud enough for everyone to hear. “You were one of his men.”
 
   “‘Were’ being the key word, Lupus. I told you. My loyalties lie here with you and our true Judge. If you don’t believe me, you can go on another bloody rampage and try capturing someone this time to ask them instead of tearing them to pieces.”
 
   Lu rose from his seat as if he were going to jump over the table and strangle Randolph.
 
   “Thank you both for your thoughts,” Connor said. “I know there’s always  the possibility it could be a trap, but we have to take any chance we can if it means resolving this peacefully.”
 
   “And your passion for meeting with Vercin would have to do with peace talks?” Miyanda said slowly from her seat at the table. “I mean, your eagerness to meet with our enemy wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain Abelardus losing her power and turning human? I don’t doubt your courage or your word, so tell me this has nothing to do with Laren and I will believe you.”
 
   Connor bit his tongue and paused. If Miyanda had accused him of wanting to meet with Vercin to find a cure for Laren it would have been better. The way Miyanda phrased the question, though with no malice or hint of ill will, made Connor stop and question his own intentions.
 
   An expression of regret passed over Miyanda’s strong features. “Connor, I saw you accomplish the impossible first hand when you captured the dragon. I will follow you wherever you lead. I meant no disrespect.”
 
   Connor nodded as Miyanda apologized. “No disrespect taken. However, this is about peace first and foremost. If there is any chance to end this now instead of a final confrontation that will result in hundreds, maybe thousands dead, then we owe it to ourselves to follow through and try.” Connor paused. “But I’ve never lied to you and I won’t start now. If there’s a way to cure Laren and prevent this from happening again, I will find it. And I’ll do whatever it takes.”
 
   Most of the heads in the room nodded agreement.
 
   “Morrigan,” Connor asked as he turned to his mentor and friend. “Where and when did Vercin say the meeting would take place?”
 
   Morrigan looked down at the slender gold watch on her wrist. “The meeting is set to take place in an hour. In Central Park.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
   It was only the second time Connor had been around the human populace since his change into an Elite Judge. Now he found himself sitting in the middle of Central Park. There was a table next to him and another chair on the opposite side. The sun was high in the sky, comfortable in it’s own time zone compared to The Island. Dozens of people passed by, either jogging, walking their dogs, or strolling along hand in hand with their loved one. 
 
   A light breeze rustled the short grass and tall trees. Connor found himself smiling at the scene despite all that was going on around him. So many people were genuinely happy. They walked without a care in the world, smiles plastered on most of their faces. When he was caught looking at one of them, more often than not he was met with a grin or nod.
 
   ‘One of them.’ That’s what your calling humans now? So much has changed and now, all of these people are depending on you. Whether they know it or not.
 
   Connor even missed the feeling of his old clothes. During the trials and his stay at the palace, he sported traveling clothes or the bright orange robes the monks wore inside the palace. Now he was wearing his favorite pair of jeans, Converse, plain shirt, and hoodie.
 
   Connor had to force himself away from the enjoyment of being in the human world. He stopped smelling the hotdog stand blocks away, stopped watching the sincere enjoyment of couples, and focused on what was about to happen.
 
   Caderyn, Morrigan, Orion, and Zheng were all there in the park with him. They were far enough away not to bring unwarranted attention to themselves but close enough to be at Connor’s side in a second’s notice if things went bad. They were all disguised and blended in nicely with the scenery, especially Orion, who had disguised himself as a homeless person lying on a bench a few yards to Connor’s left. 
 
   Connor wasn’t alone much longer. A tall figure walked towards him. It was easy to tell it was Vercin. Everyone else seemed to be lost in their own little worlds. Vercin walked, head held high, with purpose.
 
   Soon Connor could make out distinct features. He had short hair and eyes that seemed to twinkle, one eye blue, the other brown. To his surprise, Vercin the greatest evil the Elite nation had ever faced, was also wearing dark blue jeans. A black shirt and a long pea coat blended him into the crowd nicely. He carried a box in the crook of his left arm.
 
   “Mr. Moore. Thank you for coming. I think this is the first time we have met. I mean in the flesh, of course, and not through the use of dreams.”
 
   Connor stood up, still recovering from Vercin’s normal appearance and easy manner of talking. “I think you’re right.”
 
   “Thrown off a bit?”
 
   “Why would I be thrown off?”
 
   “Oh, I mean that I’m not dressed in armor with a sword at my side. Or maybe that I don’t have fangs sprouting from my mouth and laughing wildly.”
 
   Connor had to remind himself that this was the man that had killed all five members of the Elite Council. He was a dangerous threat, not to be trusted. “What’s in the box?”
 
   Vercin smiled and placed the box on the small table between the two chairs. He opened it and revealed chess pieces inside. “Oh, I thought what better way for a king to know a Judge than over a game of chess. You can tell a lot about someone from the way they play.”
 
   Connor followed suit as Vercin took a seat and started setting up chess pieces. The box he had brought opened up into a chessboard. 
 
   “I hope you didn’t ask for this meeting so we could play a game.”
 
   “Oh, but Connor, we have so much to talk about. Humor me, just one game while we discuss the fate of the human race. You do know how to play, don’t you?”
 
   Connor was reminded of his mother, who had taught him how to play checkers when he was young and chess as he had matured. “Yes, I know how to play.”
 
   “Well, come then. Indulge an elder in a simple game for a few minutes.”
 
   Connor found himself arranging smooth marble playing pieces. Vercin smiled and continued, “That’s the spirit. Now what shall we discuss first? Laren? Your surrender?”
 
   Connor felt his temper flare as Vercin mentioned Laren’s name as nonchalantly as someone discussing the weather. “What did you do to her? How?”
 
   Vercin sat back with a small smile and laced his fingers behind his head. His black chess pieces had been arranged. “I think you know. Laren’s Elite gene has been rendered useless. She’s as human as the people who walk all around us now. As to how we did that, well, perhaps you would like to hear it from the man responsible?”
 
   Vercin looked from side to side. “I’m not going to be assaulted by your father or the others here if I motion over another, will I?”
 
   Connor’s surprise at Vercin’s knowledge of his company must have showed because Vercin’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, Connor I told you this is a chess game. The key to winning is always staying two, three, four, even five moves ahead of your opponent.”
 
   Connor was mentally kicking himself for allowing Vercin the satisfaction of taking him by surprise. He took a long, calming breath. “It’s okay. Motion whoever it is over.”
 
   Vercin nodded. He slowly waved with his right hand. At first nothing happened. Then Connor caught sight of an older man dressed in a suit approaching the chess table. He had thinning grey hair, steel rimmed glasses, and a sturdy black cane.
 
   “Karnag, you will remember, was a prison for only the most violent and twisted Elites. The Doctor is neither of these but his questionable methods for testing new strains of viruses landed him in the prison, nevertheless. May I introduce Doctor Henry Hyde.”
 
   The elderly man smiled at Vercin and extended a hand in Connor’s direction. Connor felt inclined to accept the handshake. He stood and shook the doctor’s hand more out of natural reaction then genuine interest.
 
   “Doctor,” Vercin said, “I was just discussing the fact that you have found a way to nullify the Elite gene and turn near immortal beings into something quite human. Would you like to elaborate on the subject?”
 
   “Oh yes, thank you. Mr. Moore, it is actually very exciting, groundbreaking work that is being done. I have managed to isolate the gene that makes us so unique. After some trial and error, I have found a way to render the gene dormant. Much like you, I understand. I mean, before your gene was awakened.”
 
   Connor had heard enough. “How do you reverse the effects?”
 
   “Well—” the doctor started.
 
   “There is no way, Connor,” Vercin said. “Doctor, that will be all, thank you.”
 
   The elderly Elite gave a short bow and walked away, disappearing in the busy flow of human traffic.
 
   “And there you have it, Mr. Moore,” Vercin said as he made the opening move of the chess game. “Your move.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor refused to believe there was no hope for Laren. He told himself Vercin was lying. That the twisted would-be king was relying on him to crack and break under the news. Connor refused to give in to desperation. Instead, he moved a pawn, countering Vercin’s move on the chessboard. “We’ll find a way. You might not be able to reverse the effects of whatever the doctor has done, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be undone.”
 
   Vercin shook his head. “Stubborn till the end. But what will you do when we weaponize the virus and use it against you and yours?”
 
   “We’ll fight. We’ll find a way.”
 
   “Brave but foolish. It doesn’t have to end in bloodshed for you and your followers, Connor. There’s still a way out of this. There’s still a way for peace between our two factions.”
 
   “You want us to join you or sit on the sidelines and watch as you destroy the world and enslave humanity.”
 
   Vercin scoffed. “You make it sound as though we’re doing some great injustice. We’re taking what’s ours. As the superior race, we were born to rule. If you won’t join us, then stay out of the way.”
 
   A tense moment passed before Connor shook his head. “No. We won’t stand by and do nothing as you destroy humanity. We can’t.”
 
   Vercin let out a frustrated sigh before he moved another piece on the board. “You make it sound like I’m going to lead the inmates of Karnag in a coup against the government. It’s the twenty first century. Like everything else, tactics must evolve. I’m not interested in mass genocide, Mr. Moore.”
 
   “Then what is your plan?” Connor asked, expecting his question would go unanswered. But Vercin continued the conversation.
 
   “Even as we speak, the very best and brightest Elites Karnag has to offer are climbing the political and corporate ladders of this world. Never underestimate the power of bribery, blackmail, lies, and intimidation. Those that will not give in to our demands will meet tragic accidents. It’s beautifully simple.”
 
   “You have a twisted view of simplicity,” Connor said, moving another game piece.
 
   Vercin nodded. He motioned to individual pieces as he drew analogies. “It’s all a game, Connor. I have my pawns, the inmates I’ve freed. You have yours, the Elites of the families who have sided with you. We both have our castles, rooks, and knights. For you those would be your Orions, Caderyns, and Zhengs. For me they are Christof, the doctor, and a surprise I’m saving for later. Finally, we have our queens, the sorceresses Morrigan and Julie. And we know who the kings are, don’t we?”
 
   “This isn’t a game, Vercin. I won’t join you or stand down. If that’s the only reason you called this meeting, then you have your answer. If it’s a war you insist on, then we will give you a war.”
 
   “I was afraid you would remain stubborn. Your delusions of grandeur in being a Judge will be your downfall. But like I said, I plan several moves ahead. You didn’t think I hadn’t anticipated the stubbornness of youth, did you?”
 
   Before Connor could answer, Vercin continued.
 
   “I wonder what your mother is doing right now?”
 
   Connor’s eyes flashed worry, then anger. “You leave her out of this. Haven’t you done enough? You were once a Judge like me and my father. You were tasked with protecting our race’s secret, not destroying it. What happened to you?”
 
   “Power happened to me, Mr. Moore. I realized that I was not meant to be a tool used as a Judge and then to vanish back into the history pages of our people. My power is a gift and one I intend to use to its full potential. But let’s not change the subject. If you don’t stand down, you put your mother’s life in danger.”
 
   Connor’s mind was already doing the math. How fast he could make it to his mother’s shop. If he could make it before Vercin. He was reminded that Morrigan had sent Pete and Joe to watch over his mother. “No. Whatever you threaten me with, whatever you plan to do, I’ll be there to stop you.”
 
   “Well, then,” Vercin said, standing from the table. “I guess the rest of the chess match will have to be played out in real life. How fast do you think you can make it to your mother’s shop?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 17
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor gritted his teeth as he stepped through a portal Morrigan and Orion made. The group had found a secluded spot in the park surrounded by trees. With one step he moved from greenery and the open sky to asphalt and the back of his mother’s flower store.
 
   “You did the right thing,” Caderyn said, placing a hand on his son’s shoulder. “I’m proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks,” Connor said with a hollow ring. He still wasn’t any closer to finding a cure for Laren.
 
   “There’s no way Vercin could have made it here faster than us, Connor,” Morrigan added as the portal snapped closed behind them. “Your mother will be safe. We’ll have to take her to The Island. She’ll have to know about all of this but her safety is our first priority.”
 
   It was only as they walked through the small loading and unloading zone in the rear of the building that Connor realized how emotional of a moment this would be for both of his parents.
 
   Connor looked at his father and saw something other than courage and strength on his face. Worry swam in Caderyn’s eyes, worry, joy and a hundred other emotions. Connor saw it all but before he could ask if there was anything he could do, the back door of the shop opened and his mother walked out. 
 
   Rebecca was the picture of aging beauty; her brown hair pulled back, twinkling eyes, and a smile that would make anyone feel at ease. She flashed her smile now as her eyes first caught her son. “Connor? Connor, is that you?”
 
   Connor smiled and was reminded how much he had missed his mother. He ran to her and gave her a hug. She was wearing a green apron covered in dirt but Connor didn’t care. He held her for a moment before he was reminded of their situation. “Mom, are you okay?”
 
   She pulled away from him, still beaming. “Yes, of course but what are you doing back from college? Oh, I’m being so rude who are your frie—”
 
   Rebecca Moore stopped mid-sentence as she first was caught off guard by the strange clothing Morrigan, Orion, and Zheng wore, and then saw the man who had left her almost nineteen years ago. The man she had loved without hesitation, the man who had broken her heart and left her with a new son on the way now stood in front of her. Rebecca lost all words.
 
   Caderyn took a step forward and cleared his throat. In a moment Connor witnessed the man who had charged dozens of Elites while rescuing Laren, who had ended hundreds of lives as an Elite Judge, reduced to a stuttering mess of a man. A boy who was still very much in love. 
 
   “Rebecca—I—I know I have a lot to explain, but right now the most important thing is that we get you to—”
 
   Rebecca didn’t wait for Caderyn to finish. She crossed the few steps between them and for a second Connor thought she was going to hug Caderyn or even give him a kiss. Instead she slapped him. She just didn’t slap him, she struck him across the jaw so hard his long grey hair whipped across his face.
 
   Rebecca’s hand recoiled like she had just punched steel but she hid her pain and the wrath of god made its way through, “How dare you come back.” Tears were filling her eyes and she was trembling with rage. “How dare you, Caderyn Moore. When you left us—”
 
   Wild barks shattered the air. Deep howls and growls came from the front of the store. 
 
   “He’s here,” Morrigan said.
 
   “Who’s here?” Rebecca asked, taking a closer look at Morrigan. “Do—do I know you?”
 
   Morrigan grinned at Rebecca. “You’re going to have many questions and we will answer them all, but for now trust us. Trust your son. We must be going.”
 
   “No.” 
 
   Everyone turned to Connor, who had taken a position on the small landing that served as the docking bay for delivery trucks. “We have to send a message to Vercin. We can’t let him bully us. We can’t just run away all the time. I say we fight. Here and now I say we make him regret this decision.”
 
   “Ahhhhhh! Just like your father,” Orion laughed. “I think it’s a great idea.”
 
   Orion stopped talking as Rebecca caught his one good eye with a deadly stare. “Connor, what are you talking about?”
 
   “Mom, stay here. We’ll send Pete and Joe back here to protect you. You need to trust me.”
 
   Rebecca half nodded, numb with the events surrounding her. Connor could only imagine how much confusion she was going through at the moment but there was little he could do now.
 
   “She’s here,” Morrigan said. The sky was beginning to darken at an unnatural rate and mist was forming at their feet. Morrigan let out a shrill whistle and two large dogs bounded around the corner of the building, still barking their warning. “Thank you, boys. We need you to stay here with Rebecca and make sure nothing happens to her. We’ll deal with Vercin.”
 
   The large bloodhound and bulldog nodded and trotted over to Connor. Despite the circumstances, Connor found himself making time to smile and rub the dogs’ soft ears. 
 
   The moment was short lived as the responsibility of being a Judge weighed on his shoulders. “Follow me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor, Morrigan, Caderyn, Orion, and Zheng stood in the front of the store. Aisles of gardening supplies surrounded them. A large window showed a view of the street directly in front of the store and four dark figures walking toward them. 
 
   “Julie is darkening the sky. Leave her to me,” Morrigan said. “I’ll bring the mist in faster to try and shield this confrontation from any prying human eyes.”
 
   “Connor,” Caderyn said, “let me handle Vercin. You still have to finish your training. He’s too strong for you now.”
 
   Connor shook his head. “I can do this. I can help you.”
 
   Caderyn nodded reluctantly.
 
   “That leaves the other two to us,” Orion said to Zheng.
 
   Zheng pursed his lips. “Yes, but who are the last two figures? The doctor maybe? Who else?”
 
   “Well, we’re about to find out,” Connor said as he opened the front door to Moore’s Flowers and More and walked into the swirling mist. With each step into the fog, the four figures walking toward them became clearer. Vercin stood in the middle with Julie to his right. She wore a deep hood and a cape covered most of her body. To Vercin’s left was the same doctor Connor had seen minutes before and a huge hulk of a man next to him. 
 
   Connor’s breath caught in his throat as he realized who the man was. Faust Ulfric was barely recognizable. Larger than even Lu, Faust stood a foot taller than anyone and his shoulders spanned twice the width of Connor’s. A chain was placed around Faust’s neck and the doctor walked with the other end in his hand. Empty eye sockets met Connor and an expression that almost looked sad was painted across his twisted face.
 
   The two groups met in the middle of the road, stopping yards from each other. “Again flirting with the line between bravery and stupidity, Mr. Moore?” Vercin asked.
 
   Connor was unable to take his eyes off the man his brain told him was once Faust. “What have you done to him? What did you do to Faust?”
 
   Vercin chuckled. “Yes, of course. My surprise. Well, we tried giving Faust his eyesight back, but when experiments failed, new options were explored.”
 
   Connor felt sick as his stomach twisted. True sympathy for Faust formed in his chest. Faust and Connor had never been friends but no one deserved to be used as an experiment and turned into a monster. 
 
   “It’s time your rebellion came to an end,” Vercin said. “It’s time you witness a true King in action.”
 
   Connor took a long, deep breath and prepared himself for the confrontation that was coming. You can do this. You can be the man they all need you to be. Focus, hold on to her.
 
   Then there was no time to think and only time to act. The combatants met with a crash like football players on the opening kickoff. But instead of men, the most powerful beings on earth collided into one another.
 
   Connor tried to stick to the plan. He wanted to confront Vercin more than anything. He wanted to show the would-be king that hope and trusting what was right could be enough to overcome any obstacle. 
 
   Connor’s vision reddened as he let the beast within rush forward. Senses on overload, Connor could smell the damp air. He could feel every tiny particle of water on his skin. The mist made it impossible to see more than a few yards, but with his enhanced vision, he could still see Vercin.
 
   Energy crackled through the air and lightning struck the ground. Morrigan and Julie locked in a struggle of magical power that was beyond Connor’s comprehension. Nothing was going to stop Connor from stopping Vercin, or so he thought. It was a stray lightning bolt that deterred him from his target.
 
   Julie Hubar managed to send a bolt of sizzling electricity at Connor amid Morrigan’s barrage of powerful energy blasts.
 
   Connor didn’t see the lightning until it was too late. He was lifted off his feet as a burning, tingling sensation erupted across his body. Like a cannon he shot from the ground and was thrown in the air past the field of battle. He landed on a parked car, crushing the roof of the vehicle like a soda can.
 
   Steam and heat rose off his body in thin lines. Connor felt numb. He could barely feel his feet but he knew his father would need him. Struggling to stand, Connor gathered himself to rush into the fray once more. 
 
   Grunts and yells met his ears as Connor rose to his feet and started forward. Although he couldn’t see through the mist, he knew that fangs would be sprouting from every mouth as each Elite grabbed onto the gene that made them something more than human. 
 
   Connor looked down at his shirt that was torn in dozens of pieces, black burn marks cris-crossing his chest. He was bleeding but he knew it was nothing to worry about. He could survive much more than a lightning bolt. 
 
   Connor ran forward as he saw his father and Vercin locked in combat. Vercin took the upper hand in a second, lifting Caderyn from the ground by his throat. Out of nowhere Orion and Zheng attacked Vercin as one. That’s all Connor had time to witness as he was met by the doctor of Karnag standing in his path.
 
   “Impressive. Even an Elite would be out of commission for more than a few seconds by a blast of magic.”
 
   The monster next to the doctor, the mindless hulk that had once been Faust, looked at Connor with a blank stare.
 
   “Get out of my way,” Connor said.
 
   “Ahhhh… but I can’t. Faust, would you please show our hero that this is no fairy tale? Show him the meaning of pain.”
 
   Faust grinned through sharp teeth and turned empty eye sockets toward Connor. The Elite who had once favored designer suits and the finer things in life galloped toward him with primal anger.
 
   Faust was large and no doubt strong, but Connor could deal with that. Faust aimed a fist at his head that only made contact with air. Connor recovered from his duck and landed an uppercut of his own. The blow would have been enough to send any normal Elite into dark unconsciousness. Faust, however, was anything but normal.
 
   A grunt escaped the giant’s lips as he absorbed the strike and moved forward, hurling wild blows. Connor danced around Faust, countering and throwing punches of his own. It seemed like whatever had been done to Faust had also affected his pain receptors. No matter how many times Connor landed punches, the monster of a man still came. 
 
   A fist finally caught Connor straight across the jaw. Blood spurted from his mouth in a wide arc. He stumbled to a knee. Faust seized his chance and aimed a heavy foot at Connor’s head. The Judge rolled out of the way without a second to spare. When Connor regained his feet, he launched himself into the air behind the monster.
 
   Jumping onto Faust’s back, Connor applied a choke. The giant scratched and tore at the arms around his neck. It was all Connor could do to hold on as his enemy ran backwards, throwing Connor’s back into trucks and vans parked on the street. 
 
   Connor’s teeth rattled. His spine felt like it would snap at any moment under the battering of his enemy’s strength, but still he held. Channeling all of his strength into the hold around the giant’s neck, he held. A few seconds past. The beast whose back he clung to like a backpack began to slow. 
 
   Faust stopped running and clawing at his neck. He fell to his knees, and then like a tree toppling to the ground, he crashed to the asphalt.
 
   Connor slowly rose to his feet. Blood dripped from his chest and mouth. He was burned and bruised but he knew he was needed. Surveying the battleground, he was surprised to see the Elites were no longer alone.
 
   The fight was taking place in the middle of the street and even despite the thick mist that clung everywhere, people were beginning to notice. Cars had stopped short of the feud on either side of the two-lane street. People of all ages stood wide-eyed, watching. 
 
   Connor realized the mist was slowly dissipating. Morrigan’s mind must be elsewhere at the moment. Her concentration needed to fight rather than mask the battleground. Connor knew he had to finish the battle quickly before someone got hurt, or worse, the police and news crews were called. 
 
   That’s when Connor felt a sharp pain through his back. As he fell, the blow was followed up by another stab to his chest. Coughing blood, he looked up into the eyes of his attacker. 
 
   The doctor had snuck up behind him and revealed a thin sword hidden in his cane. The point of the sword now went completely through Connor’s chest and stuck fast in the ground. 
 
   “A pity. I had higher hopes for Faust. I think we need to do some re-engineering on his speed and accuracy receptors.”
 
   It was all Connor could do to stay conscious. Pain from the previous wounds dulled compared to the steel that entered his body and ran through the other side, pinning him to the ground. 
 
   “Oh, please don’t bother struggling. You’re not the Judge Vercin was. The best you can hope for is not to die. We’ll wait here until Vercin has torn apart your friends. The Elite King may want you alive… maybe.”
 
   Connor’s breath was coming in labored gasps. He knew what he had to do. He knew what he needed to do if he was going to survive the next few minutes. When the fight started, he had grabbed onto the force inside of him just like before. But he knew he was controlling the animal inside. He wasn’t willing to give fully into his Elite gene until now. There was the chance he would lose control, but it was a chance he would have to take.
 
   Connor closed his eyes and said a silent prayer. Clenching fanged teeth, he let go. He let go of control. He allowed the power to consume him. He struggled to remember who he was and why he was there. Images of his mother, his father, friends, but most of all, Laren, crossed through his mind as the power inside sought to overwhelm him. 
 
   The power enticed him. It tempted him to join in the revelry of being invincible but Connor was able to acknowledge the power without letting it control him. He accepted it rather than lusted after more.    
 
   Tingling with strength, Connor’s eyes snapped open. The doctor must have realized what was happening because panic filled his face. He pushed down with both hands on the hilt of his sword.
 
   Connor roared as rage lent him its strength. Connor grabbed the sword blade that was sticking through his chest. Steel split his skin. Blood oozed from between his fingers as he forced the blade through his body. Ignoring the pain, he slowly rose to his feet. 
 
   The doctor stumbled backwards as he witnessed the rise of the Judge. Connor regained his feet, tearing the sword out of his body. His chest was heaving as he stalked toward the doctor. Lifting the Elite up by one arm, Connor very calmly spoke to the doctor, who now looked like nothing more than a frightened old man. “You are going to reverse what you did to Laren. You will find a cure. Do you understand me?”
 
   The doctor gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he nodded at a high rate. “Oh—yes—yes—of course.”
 
   Connor could feel his arms, his whole body tremble with the newfound power. At the same moment, a noise began to rise above the clamor of the battle, sirens. 
 
   It was clear that their fight had gone on much too long. Connor knew they had to leave now. Doctor in tow, Connor headed back to the fight. What met his eyes was anything but what he expected.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Caderyn was on the asphalt road in a puddle of his own blood. His body limp. Zhang and Orion stood over him in a protective stance bleeding from their own wounds. Vercin stood staring at them both. Everyone looked like they had been in a train wreck except for Vercin. He stood tall with his shoulders back, smiling.
 
   Morrigan and Julie had also separated at the sound of the sirens. The mist was all but gone as Connor rushed to his father’s side.
 
   Connor said a silent thank you as Caderyn’s chest moved up and down. Blood ran from his father’s face and his left arm was twisted past its normal range of motion. 
 
   “Connor, we must go,” Morrigan said, standing beside him. “Zheng, get Rebecca.”
 
   The King of The Island nodded and was gone in a second. Orion and Morrigan locked hands and a portal appeared to The Island. Connor still held a firm grip on the doctor.
 
   “Going so soon?” Vercin said. “I thought we were just getting started?” 
 
   More than anything, Connor wanted a piece of Vercin. He wanted to go over and teach the bully that not everyone was afraid of him. A quick glance around him told Connor this was impossible.
 
   Zheng was ushering a white-faced Rebecca Moore through the portal. Pete and Joe were dragging his unconscious father through the portal with strong but gentle jaws. 
 
   Connor couldn’t help but notice a crowed of spectators gathering. Men and women squinted through the dissipating fog to see what was holding up traffic. Heads craned and mouths dropped as they caught a glimpse of the fight taking place and the portal being opened. Cell phones were soon out, clicking pictures and recording the paranormal. 
 
   Police sirens were close now. Car doors were slammed, and through the fog, Connor could hear officers yelling to civilians to stand back.
 
   “We’ll finish this. Not here. Not now. But the day is coming soon. I promise,” Connor said, staring at Vercin with anger. 
 
   The doctor didn’t even struggle as Connor pushed him through the portal. Morrigan followed. Orion took a step toward the open door to The Island. 
 
   Connor realized too late that Vercin was allowing them to go. It was all too easy. A sick realization that he had played right into the power hungry Elite’s hands hit him. He turned around to shout but all he saw before the door closed was Orion being drug back from the portal. Vercin had enough time for a parting comment before the portal snapped shut, “Just like chess, always plan four moves ahead.”
 
   The portal closed with a snap.
 
   “Morrigan, go back. We have to go back,” Connor said, releasing his grip on the doctor.
 
   Shock was clear on the sorceress’ face. In a very un-Morrigan way, she said, “We can’t.” 
 
   “What do you mean we can’t? They have Orion. Who knows what they’re going to do to him. Not to mention they have a way onto The Island now.”
 
   “Orion was the only reason I was able to create a portal. The ferryman is the only one that can bring people to and from The Island.”
 
   Connor felt helpless as more and more questions piled onto an already dire situation. Morrigan had sent them back to the palace through the portal. They had stepped into the courtyard that was home to visiting Elites. 
 
   These Elites were now coming to see what had happened. Bright eyes met the group in every direction. More than anything, Connor wanted to scream his frustration. But he knew he had to bottle his anger and fear. 
 
   There were so many things that needed his attention. His mother looked like she was going to faint at any moment, his father was still unconscious, Orion had been captured because he had failed, and the doctor was looking around the group like a frightened child. All of this was coupled with Connor’s own appearance. Burn marks covered his torso and blood dripped from the sword wound that was already healing, closing on his chest.
 
   You can do this. One thing at a time. You have friends that will help you. Choose a direction and start moving forward. Don’t panic, you can’t panic.
 
   An awkward silence moved over the group. Everyone looked to Connor to tell them what to do. Then, like a life preserver in a sea of silence, a familiar voice broke the stillness. “Mrs. Moore, is that you?” Katie broke free of the crowd and ran to give Connor’s mother a hug.
 
   Lu walked forward with a nod in Connor’s direction, followed by Kora and Miyanda. “You look horrible. Did you get bar-b-qued? Are those blood and burn marks on your shirt? What do you need us to do?”
 
   Connor wasn’t an emotional person by nature but for a second he thought he could cry with relief. He had never been so happy to see Lu. He actually laughed out loud. “Yeah, it’s blood. Lu, I want you to meet the doctor who is responsible for turning Laren human. Can you take him to a holding cell and get him to work right away? He has also recently agreed to create an antidote for her.”
 
   A dark shadow covered Lu’s face. “I’d love to.”
 
   The doctor gave out a slight whimper as Lu took him by the arm. 
 
   “Kora, my father is hurt—”
 
   “Say no more. Miyanda, will you help me?”
 
   The dark skinned Amazonian nodded and together they lifted Caderyn. 
 
   Connor turned next to his mother. He could only imagine what was running through her mind. His worry was washed away in a second as he saw Katie taking her by the hand. “You’re going to be so proud of Connor once you realize what’s going on. I know it’s a ton to take in, but I’ll try and give you all the details. I just found out I was a sorceress, Pete and Joe are the dogs, Caderyn really does love you but he broke the Law and had to go to Karnag, but he’s out now and…”
 
   “What do you want us to do?” Zheng asked with Morrigan looking on.
 
   Connor took a deep breath. “Vercin has been a step a head of us the entire way. I think it’s time we put an end to that.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor looked at himself in the mirror. He was a mess. His shirt was ripped in a dozen places. The once white fabric was more black and red from burn marks and  blood. Aches and pains crossed his body in so many places he didn’t know where one stopped and the next started.
 
   He gritted his teeth as he crossed his arms over his head and began the painful process of taking off his shirt. 
 
   A knock on his door interrupted the excruciating experience. “Umm… I’m changing, give me just a second.”
 
   The door opened anyway and Laren walked in. “Well, I guess this is a perfect time, then.”
 
   Connor turned and was reminded for the hundredth time how beautiful Laren was. It was only the memory from their last conversation that hindered his enthusiasm in seeing her now. “I’m glad you came.”
 
   Laren smiled as she stood next to Connor. Her eyes lowered and she talked to the ground. “Connor, I have—I have something to tell you. It’s not every day I have an emotional breakdown. What I said before you left, I mean I was a mess. The loss of my father and all the feelings. Uhhhh… I hate feeling feelings. I just haven’t been myself and I hate this weak person that I’ve been and…” 
 
   Connor lifted her chin with the tips of his fingers and kissed her. A tingling sensation started at his lips and spread down his body. After a few seconds had passed Connor held her at arm’s length. “You don’t have to explain. I can’t imagine what you have had to go through these last few days. I just need to know that Laren is back. That MY Laren is back.”
 
   “I’m back,” she said. “I was just feeling so vulnerable and confused and I hate that feeling and—”
 
   “Laren, Laren, I just said it was okay. You are allowed to show me weakness. I’m still going to love you. You don’t always have to be the cold, calculating business woman who negotiates industry meetings in forests.”
 
   Laren smiled wide. “Thank you. I’ve never had anyone understand me the way you do.”
 
   A moment passed where a weight was lifted from Connor’s shoulders. He had Laren back, his Laren. Now with her at his side he felt like he could do anything.
 
   “What did you say you were doing before I walked in?”
 
   “I’m happy to have you back, Miss Abelardus.” 
 
   Connor filled Laren in on what happened as he showered and changed. His healing factor had already closed his wounds. The shower’s hot water still stung but it was a price Connor was willing to pay. 
 
   “So, your mother is here now?” Laren asked through the cracked door.
 
   “Yeah, I want to see her as soon as I can but Orion’s safety has to come first. I think I have a plan that will save him and let us confront Vercin once and for all.”
 
   “You do? What is it?”
 
   Connor stopped soaping his hair as he panicked and poked his head out of the shower curtains. Laren’s voice had come from somewhere very close, and sure enough, she was in the bathroom, perched on the counter. Connor pulled the white curtain close around him as his face turned a bright red. “Laren, what are you doing?”
 
   Laren feigned knowledge of doing anything remotely out of the ordinary. “What? I’m talking to you.” 
 
   “Yeah, but I’m taking a shower.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So. I need some privacy.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Connor. It’s not like I can see anything.”
 
   Connor speed rinsed the soap out of his hair and wrapped a thick towel around his waist before he stepped out. “I need to talk to Morrigan and Zheng. I’d like you to be there, too.”
 
   Laren bit her lower lip as she nodded. “I’ll go and get them and have them meet you in the war room.”
 
   Connor smiled. “Thank you, Laren.”
 
   Laren winked at him and walked out of the room. 
 
   Connor changed into loose fitting pants and a white shirt with large sleeves. While staying at the palace, Connor had quickly discovered that clothing options were limited. The simple monks that lived in the palace all wore billowing orange tunics. The only other choices for clothes were the pants and shirt Connor wore now. The monks used these somewhat ordinary clothing for long travels around The Island.
 
   Connor threw his damp black hair out of his face as strands tickled his forehead. Stepping into the hall, he was tackled with a warm hug.
 
   “Connor, you’re back!”
 
   Connor grimaced at the force of impact from his small friend. Reap was noticeably stronger than before. The small boy even had hair growing on his once bald head. “Hey, Reap. Yeah, I just got in. I’m heading to a meeting now. Want to walk with me?”
 
   The small boy was all too eager to join as he skipped next to his hero. “Connor, I feel so much better now. I don’t know what it is but I’m doing it. I’m fighting my battle and I’m winning. Do you remember? Do you remember when you told me that we all have a fight? That defeating my sickness was my quest?”
 
   “I do and I’m proud of you, Reap. I always knew you could do it.”
 
   The little boy beamed at the praise and his eyebrows raised as synapses fired. “Have you seen Spero yet?”
 
   It took Connor a second to remember that Reap had used the Latin word for hope as a name for the dragon. “No, I haven’t, but I’ve been wanting to.”
 
   “Wait till you see him! He’s changing, Connor. The Isla—”
 
   “There you are.”
 
   Laren poked her head out of the war room as Connor and Reap made their way down the palace hall. “Mom was looking for you, Reap. I think someone forgot to clean their room today and make their bed.”
 
   Reap frowned and raised a slender fist as fingers shot up one by one. “Making beds? No, I have more important responsibilities now. I have to take care of Spero, make sure the perimeter is secure, answer questions that visitors have—”
 
   Laren shook her head and rolled her eyes. “Yes, I know that you do a lot, but it would make Mom feel better if you also took care of the little things.”
 
   Reap thought about this for a moment and then nodded. “Okay, I will, but only because you asked so nicely.”
 
   The small boy waved and was off at a run, starting to sing a song that Connor found vaguely familiar. “He’s doing so well, Laren. I can’t believe he’s the same boy that I visited before.”
 
   Laren motioned Connor inside. “I can’t, either. You’ve given him hope, Connor… Now that that’s the dragon’s name, I mean that literally and figuratively.”
 
   Connor smiled, thankful for the compliment as he walked inside. Morrigan and Zheng were already there. Both were changed and sharing a small meal. Zheng was wearing a bandage around his head, aiding in the healing process from the wounds he had received at Vercin’s hands. 
 
   “I’m glad to see you are up and ready,” Morrigan said with a smile. “I would say I’m surprised that you’re ready to get moving so quickly, but that’s the Connor we all know and love.”
 
   Zheng nodded. “A man of action.”
 
   Connor eased himself into a chair. Laren took a seat beside him. “We have a lot to do. I want to get a plan set and your opinions. First, has there been any word on my father?”
 
   “He’s going to be fine. In rough shape and it will take a few days for even our healing process to mend the damage, but he will recover,” Zheng said.
 
   Connor let out a deep breath he didn’t know he was holding. “Orion, everything inside of me says to go after him now but without knowing where he is, it seems like we need a plan. If Orion is the only one able to come to and from The Island, does that mean we’re stuck here?”
 
   “Orion is the ferryman, but that title is bestowed on someone by the king of The Island. If Zheng were to appoint someone else, then Orion would lose his ability to find The Island within a day or two.”
 
   Zheng shifted and his amber eyes met Connor’s with unease. “Is that what you wanted me to do?”
 
   Connor shook his head. “No. I don’t think Vercin will hurt Orion. He wants to use him to get here. But if Vercin knows the title of ferryman can be changed, then he’ll be coming within the next few days.”
 
   Zheng let out a sigh Connor could relate to. “So you want Vercin to come to The Island?”
 
   “I think that’s the best way. It will ensure the humans are protected. We can determine where we fight and prepare our strategy.”
 
   Morrigan and Zheng nodded. 
 
   “Two days, then,” Laren said. “Two days to prepare, if he doesn’t come sooner.”
 
   “It’ll all be over soon,” Connor said, “one way or the other.” 
 
   With the realization that his father was safe and that Orion would be spared ensuring a passage for Vercin to The Island, Connor was reminded of his hunger. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten. He dug into grilled chicken, cheese, and fruit as Morrigan brought up another subject.
 
   “Lu has been—shall we say, encouraging, the doctor to start work on an antidote for the virus he created. We’ll need that and in large doses if Vercin is going to weaponize the virus. We have to anticipate that will be his first choice as the battle begins.”
 
   Connor was trying not to stuff his mouth but he was failing. He nodded along as Morrigan spoke.
 
   “The more I think about it, the more I feel like I should go now and make sure that Lu isn’t overeager in his motivation. The doctor will work best with all his limbs attached,” Morrigan said as she rose from the table.  
 
   “Now that we know the battle will take place here, I’ll ready the palace’s fortifications and natural defenses. I think we may have a trick or two for Vercin when he arrives. The palace has never fallen to an enemy and I don’t plan to be the King that allows it to,” Zheng said.
 
   Connor debated saying something, but with the chicken in his mouth, he settled for a thumbs up. Morrigan and Zheng left the room with their tasks as Laren scooted her chair closer to Connor’s. “You know, I think that’s one of the things I like about you the best.”
 
   Connor raised an eyebrow. “What is? That I can eat?”
 
   Laren laughed and shook her head, making her dark brown hair bounce around her face. “Well, yeah, but that’s not what I was talking about. I admire how you can hold the weight of being a Judge on your shoulders but still be that eighteen year old guy I met in the forest.”
 
   Connor cleaned his hands on a linen napkin and leaned toward Laren. “You know what I like about you the most?”
 
   Laren raised an eyebrow. “Please, Mr. Moore, do tell.”
 
   “I like that—”
 
   There was a knock on the door.
 
   “Come in,” Connor said, turning in his chair, expecting to see a messenger. Instead, Rebecca Moore walked in, her eyes locked on her son’s. She gave him a smile he hadn’t realized he missed.
 
   “Connor. Oh, and Laren. Am I disturbing you? I was told you would be here.”
 
   Connor rose from his chair and crossed the few feet between them in a second. “You’re never disturbing me. How are you feeling?”
 
   Rebecca took a deep breath. She let it out with a short laugh. “I feel like I’m a crazy person. Katie filled me in on everything but she talks so fast I’m not sure I have it all. Connor, son, are you all right?”
 
   “Yes, I’m fine. Come sit down with us.” 
 
   Rebecca smiled at Laren as she found a seat at the table. “Laren, you’re also one of the, the Elites, is that right?”
 
   “Well, I was, but I’m human now. That’s been a recent development. I’m sorry. I wish this wasn’t all so confusing for you,” Laren said.
 
   Rebecca adjusted her clothes that looked so out of place inside the palace. “I would be lying if I said it wasn’t a lot to handle but I’m glad you two have stayed so close with everything going on.”
 
   Connor confirmed what he thought his mother was hinting at as the corners of her lips twitched.  
 
   “Mrs. Moore, I think I should give you and your son some time to catch up,” Laren said, as her face turned red and she rose too quickly from her seat. Her knee bumped the underside of the table top. The whole table shuddered with the impact. 
 
   “Thank you, Laren,” Rebecca said, ignoring the awkward blunder.
 
   Connor smiled at Laren’s uncharacteristic shyness as he nodded a goodbye. Laren left the room in a hurry.
 
   “You’re in love with that girl, aren’t you?”
 
   “Mom.”
 
   “What? You’re still my son, Judge or not. A mother gets to ask these kinds of questions. It comes with the job.”
 
   Connor looked at his mother and nodded. “I think so.”
 
   Rebecca smiled. “Well, for what it’s worth, I think you’ve chosen wisely. Laren is a strong girl and I can see how much she cares for you just by the way she looks at you.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom. Are you okay? I mean, with all that has happened and all that you know now? It would be a lot for anyone to handle. Especially—you know—seeing him again.”
 
   Rebecca took in a long, slow breath as she shook her head from side to side. “I never thought I’d see your father again, Connor. He left me—he left us—when I still carried you. I’ve hated him for so many years. That’s why I never mentioned him while you grew up. It was too painful for me to remember. All his memory brought was grief.”
 
   Connor found himself in a position to give his mother counsel for the first time he could remember. Now he had to make the choice whether to encourage her to open up again to a man who had wounded her so deeply, or advise her in the opposite direction. Connor was thinking that maybe he should just remain silent but his mother wouldn’t let him off that easy.
 
   “What do you think, Connor?”
 
   Connor shifted uneasily in his seat. “If you had asked me a few weeks ago, I would have said to stay away from him. I know he loves you but he also knew the Law that stated Elites and humans are forbidden to intermix. But now I have Laren, who at the moment is very human. I know that I love her and there isn’t a law that could be created to stop me being with her.”
 
   Rebecca tried to sweep the tears in her eyes away without Connor noticing, but he saw the quick motion. Connor handed his mother a clean linen napkin from the table. 
 
   “He loved you, Mom, and he still does. When he realized that there was no hiding my birth from the Council, he turned himself in. He willingly sentenced himself to a horrible place to protect us.”
 
   Rebecca was strong like her son. No whimpers or sobs escaped her throat but she was crying. Small streaks fell down her face. Connor rose from his chair, as did his mother, and they hugged again.
 
   Rebecca wasn’t saying anything. Connor knew she had a big decision to make. “I don’t think I can tell you one way or the other. That’s something you have to decide. All I can tell you is the truth. But the truth is he still loves you, Mom.”
 
   A few moments of silence passed before Rebecca regained her composure and separated herself from her son’s arms. “Oh, for goodness sake, look at me. A grown woman crying like a teenage girl over a boy.”
 
   “Take your time. There isn’t any hurry. I was told he’s going to be fine. He just needs to rest.”
 
   “No, enough time has been lost. I want to see him. I think I need to see him to make my decision.”
 
   “Are you sure? You’ve been through so much today and—”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor gently opened the door to Caderyn’s room. The small room closely resembled his own. A bed, dresser, chairs, and a small table were the only pieces of furniture. A door in a corner of the room led to a small bathroom. Light was held at bay by a thick drape. 
 
   Connor and Rebecca did their best to quietly enter but Caderyn still turned his head at the sound. When he saw Rebecca, Caderyn smiled and tried to get up. He made it to an awkward sitting position half supported by an elbow before a grimace washed over his face. He grunted as his body forced him back down.
 
   Connor and Rebecca ran to his side. “Easy, how are you feeling?” Connor asked.
 
   “I’ve had better days.”
 
   Connor could only imagine how much pain his father was in. The damage Vercin had done to his body was far worse than Connor had at first thought. Caderyn was covered in bandages. He was shirtless with a huge wrap around his torso, cuts and bruises ran at will around his face, arms and chest.
 
   “Your healing factor will kick in. You’ll be fine in a few days.”
 
   “Bones take longer to mend. I should be up and around soon.”
 
   “Why didn’t you let them give you something to rest? To at least ease the pain and let you sleep?” Rebecca asked, speaking for the first time.
 
   Caderyn eased himself into a sitting position again. This time he moved slowly. His shoulder-length grey hair fell on either side of his face. “I told them I didn’t want anything that would make me sleep or dull the pain because I wanted to be awake if you came.”
 
   Connor started to feel uneasy. Put him in a hunt for dragons, a crowd of undead, or a fight with a genetically modified Elite and he could handle that. This was something far out of his comfort zone. He took a step back so his mother and father could be next to each other. 
 
   “Well, I did come, Caderyn. I came so I could hear from your lips what happened, why you left. I’ve been told, but I want to hear it from you.”
 
   Caderyn nodded. His eyes were locked on Rebecca and Connor could practically feel the weight of this moment. Connor’s unease was beginning to grow and he took another step back towards the door.
 
   “Connor, wait,” Caderyn said, “I want you to hear this, too.”
 
   Connor stopped moving but still gave them their space.
 
   “I fell in love, Rebecca. I fell in love with you and everything about you. You know now what we are and the rules we have. I, of course, knew that I wasn’t supposed to love you, but I didn’t have a choice. I tried not loving you, but you were the first woman in centuries that I felt this way about. I knew that I had found the one person I was meant to be with. I wasn’t going to lose you, no matter what the consequences.”
 
   So far Rebecca had been silent. She stood, arms crossed, next to Caderyn’s bed. Connor couldn’t see her face but he noticed a change in her posture. Instead of straight backed and rigid, she shifted her feet. Her head turned down as his father continued.
 
   “I’ve rehearsed this conversation and what I would say thousands of times. I had plenty of time to think during my stay in the Elite prison. I thought about what I would say over and over again, but you deserve the truth above anything else. I did what I had to, first to love you, second to protect you. I would do it all again in a heartbeat.”
 
   Connor couldn’t believe his ears. His father wasn’t apologizing for anything and Connor was sure his mother would lay into him. Connor tried grabbing his father’s attentions with a scared look on his own face and chopping motions made across his own throat with his right hand. His father ignored him and continued.
 
   “I would rather have loved you and spent the time we did together than obey the Law and leave you the second I saw you. I wish I could have said goodbye, but to ensure yours and Connor’s safety, I couldn’t. If the Council knew that you were aware of the truth, they would have killed you as well.”
 
   The room was silent. Connor wasn’t sure how his mother was going to react or what he would do if he was put in a position to stop her from slapping his father. But he didn’t have to worry about any of that as his mother opened her mouth.
 
   “Oh, Caderyn. I’ve hated you and what you did to me for so long. To hear the truth now is—is so hard to process. But after hearing what you have to say—I think—I think I can forgive you.”
 
   Connor let out a huge sigh before he could stop himself. The noise reverberated through the quiet room. Caderyn and Rebecca were both smiling as they looked at their son. 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   Only smiles returned from his parents as Rebecca took a seat on the edge of the bed and Caderyn reached for her hand. 
 
   Connor slowly turned. He left his parents to have a conversation that had been in the making for the past eighteen plus years.
 
   Connor was careful to close the door behind him without a sound. He didn’t want the slightest thing to disturb his parents’ reunion. 
 
   Making his way down the palace hall, Connor couldn’t help but feel happy. He knew war was just over the horizon. There was no assurance that the antidote for Laren’s virus would work. A dozen other things should be wearing him down with worry, but Connor still couldn’t help but smile.
 
   His father and mother were together again. He had pictured this scenario a hundred times as a boy. Without a father growing up, it was something he had caught himself thinking about far too often. Never had he imagined events would turn out as they did. This proved that there was always hope. That things happened for a reason no matter how bleak they seemed.
 
   Connor had lost all sense of time. Jumping between the human world he knew and The Island played with his concept of where the hands on the clock would be at any given time. Now as he rounded a sharp corner in one of the palace’s many halls, Connor caught sight of the dark sky and clouds. 
 
   The sky was showing signs that a storm was coming. 
 
   Well, I guess that makes sense. The weather is matching the times. A storm is coming. All we can do now is prepare.
 
   Connor was interrupted from his thoughts at Lu’s unfamiliar, kind voice.
 
   “Hey, Judge. I’ve been looking all over for you.”
 
   “What’s wrong?” A shadow passed over Connor’s face. Lu had been watching the doctor and if he had another one of his violent outbreaks, then they may never find the cure. “Lu, you didn’t—”
 
   “Calm down,” Lu said. “I didn’t kill the doctor. He’s working hard to come up with a serum to shield us from the virus that made Laren human. He’s promising us that he’s almost there now. Morrigan is watching him. I came to let you know that we should have something by tomorrow morning. After that, we’re going to put him to work right away on a cure for Laren.”
 
   “Great. Thank you, Lu.” Connor’s heart went out to the large man in front of him. Lu would never admit it but Connor knew he was still hurting, too. “If there’s anything I can do, Lu, just ask.”
 
   “This might be because I haven’t slept for a few days, but I think I’m going to say something nice to you. You’re doing a great job. But don’t stop now, the final battle is still coming. If there was ever a time to push forward, it would be now.”
 
   “Lu, I think that’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me. You must be exhausted.” Connor raised his right fist with two fingers extended. “How many fingers am I holding up?”
 
   Lu raised an eyebrow. He threw a peace sign up above his head as he turned his back. “Get some rest, Judge. You’re going to need it.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night Connor went to bed with a weariness that told him he would be out as soon as his head hit the pillow. He was. What he didn’t anticipate was his nightmare. 
 
   It wasn’t a Vercin-induced dream this time. This time it was all Connor’s psyche. 
 
   Connor was standing in a dark room with a pick axe in his hand. The same Elite he had killed in the cabin in the Catskill Forest was kneeling in front of him. The man was pale, fear in his eyes. He was begging. 
 
   The man was practically crying as Connor lifted the pick axe. Spittle dripped off his lips as he begged. He pleaded with every ounce of his being for Connor to spare his life.
 
   Connor was panicking. He was ordering his arms to lower. He wanted to save the man. He didn’t want to lift the pick axe, but still the weapon rose above his head.
 
   Connor screamed at himself to stop, to lower the weapon and to show mercy, but nothing was happening. It was like he was in someone else’s body, powerless to do anything but watch. 
 
   The pick axe rose higher and higher. The man screamed and begged. The tool-turned-weapon, came down with so much power it was nothing but a blur. 
 
   The axe sunk deep into the man’s skull, his eyes rolled into the back of his head. Bile and stomach acid made its way to Connor’s mouth as his stomach threatened to empty at the thought of the man’s death.
 
   Connor woke up in his bed. His heart was racing as morning sun was kept at bay by dark clouds. Connor knew it had been a nightmare but the thought of taking life again poked at his conscience in a sinister way. 
 
   Connor rose from his bed, freeing himself from the nightmare with a shake of his head. He knew there was still so much to do before the final showdown with Vercin. He even felt guilty for sleeping the few hours he had. Vercin would be coming soon and it was on him to get everyone ready. 
 
   Connor ran through the motions of dressing and washing before he exited his quarters. He made his way through the halls on his way to the palace’s main room. If Connor thought palace life had been hectic before he didn’t know what to think now.
 
   With the promise of war coming their way, everyone had kicked it up into a higher gear. Now not only servants but Elites from every family found a job. This was to be the greatest confrontation in history, Elite or human. It seemed as though everyone was aware of the importance of the conflict and was running to complete their tasks.
 
   Nods, smiles, and grim looks of determination met Connor as he entered the large hall. Zheng was in the center of the tornado of productivity, directing people like the calm eye of a storm. 
 
   Connor made his way to the King’s side. He caught the tail end of a conversation between Zheng and a small group of monks looking to their leader for direction. 
 
   “When they come, brothers, our walls must be strong and hold like they never have before. We must be prepared to propel the attacker from the battlements at all costs. Make sure they are supplied with enough weapons to last not just days but weeks. In fact, over supply the stockpiles. The last thing we need is to run low during the heat of the battle.”
 
   The monks nodded and bowed. A swirl of orange hurried away to do their master’s bidding. Zheng turned with a smile.
 
   “Connor, you are already awake.” 
 
   “Yes, I thought that I should check in with you to see what needs to be done. Where will I be the most use?”
 
   “Everything is moving well at the moment. Come, follow me.”
 
   Connor walked side by side with the King of The Island as they made their way out of the palace and into the large courtyard. Soldiers, monks, and servants ran around them, some stopping to say hello but most content with a smile or nod. 
 
   Zheng led them down the stone walkway to the large double gates that led from outside of the palace into the courtyard.
 
   “I imagine the bulk of the fighting will take place here. If we can repel them from the battlements and stop them from climbing our walls, then they will focus on the gate.”
 
   Connor nodded, taking in the thick stone walls. The outside wall protecting the palace made a perfect circle around the estate. It was fashioned out of large pieces of rock and rose what Connor guessed to be eight to ten stories high. 
 
   Even now monks ran up and down the long stairs that led from the ground to the tops of the walls. They carried with them all kinds of weapons. Connor caught sight of arrows, spears, and stones among others.
 
   “The arrows and spears won’t kill them, of course. Not with their Elite healing,” Zheng said as he noticed Connor’s eyes stray to the weapons. “But it will slow them down.”
 
   “I see. And the gate?”
 
   Zheng pointed a forefinger at a group of blue-eyed Elites. A dozen or more members were hammering away at the wooden doors. Steel and iron braces were being attached to the already thick wood. Connor noticed one man in particular directing the project. It was Randolph. The former enemy noticed the two men looking on and waved.
 
   Connor smiled and waved back.
 
   “I think he still feels guilty,” Zheng said.
 
   Connor turned to the tall lean warrior king. “Why do you say that?”
 
   Amber eyes playful, Zheng brushed his long goatee. “When the gates needed to be strengthened, he was the first to volunteer. Nobody wanted the job on account of the lifting and hammering. Randolph was eager for him and his family to show their worth.”
 
   Connor could see what Zheng meant. Although the sun was hidden by dark clouds, Randolph and his crew were sweating heavily. 
 
   “I’ve already told him it’s forgotten,” Connor said. “But maybe he needs to do this more to forgive himself.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re only eighteen years of age, Connor?”
 
   Connor laughed and turned his head to the King, “Yes, I’m sure. You’re doing a great job. But you still haven’t answered my question. What can I do to help?”
 
   Zheng pursed his lips as he looked first to the walls, then the gate, and lastly the never-ending business surrounding them.
 
   “We have this under control. You may want to check in with Morrigan and Lupus to see how the doctor is coming along. We have another day at the most before Vercin comes. He can’t chance us appointing another ferryman and Orion losing his power to travel to The Island. We’ll need the immunizations the doctor is producing to ensure our Elite genes stay active.”
 
   “I agree.” Connor turned to leave but thought twice and addressed Zheng again. “You said that when the battle starts the gate will be the area Vercin attacks the hardest?”
 
   Zheng thought for a moment then nodded. “Yes, if he can’t breach our walls then he will concentrate his force on the gate. Even with the reinforced wood it will still be the weakest access point into the grounds.”
 
   Connor’s eyes narrowed as he examined the two large wooden doors. Randolph and his family were working like dogs dragging and hammering large pieces of metal in place. “Then when the fighting starts, I want to be stationed at the gate.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
   “Connor’s going to be so pissed if you break his arm.”
 
   “Please! I’m working as fast as I can!”
 
   Connor walked into the converted prison cell that now looked more like a mad scientist’s lab. Beakers of all shapes and sizes bubbled, sizzled, and smoked. The doctor was cowering under a desk. Lu had one of his arms in his hands as he dragged the small man out from under his haven. Katie watched, shaking her head in disapproval.
 
   “What’s going on?” Connor said.
 
   The trio looked over at him, each with a different expression. The doctor with relief, Katie with a smile, and Lu with a roll of his eyes. 
 
   “Just in time. The doctor has finished the serum for inoculating us. Now when Vercin comes and uses what he thinks will cause us to turn human, he’ll have a surprise,” Katie said. “Morrigan just took the first batch out to the men now.”
 
   Katie was wearing a long blue robe with a deep hood that hung behind her neck. Blonde curls fell behind her at random.
 
   “That’s great news,” Connor said, motioning to Lu. “Now, what’s going on here?”
 
   “This animal is working me to the bone!” the doctor squealed. “He wants me to start working on the antidote for Larentia. I’ve slaved through the entire night! My brain is far past the point of exhaustion. Please, I need rest!”
 
   Connor walked closer and could see the doctor wasn’t lying. The scientist’s eyes were bloodshot. Bags were forming under his glasses and growing deeper by the hour. Instead of the swift Elite that had stabbed him in the street before him stood a weak and tired old man.
 
   “He has plenty left in him,” Lu said, jerking the doctor to his feet and roughly patting him on the back. 
 
   The motion nearly made the doctor topple forward. 
 
   “And we know the medicine that the doctor cooked up will work how?” Connor asked.
 
   “Oh, it will work,” Lu said, eyeing the doctor like a predator looking over its next meal. “I’d bet his life on it.”
 
   The doctor cowered under Lu’s gaze. “Yes, yes, it will work. I guarantee it. Please.”
 
   “Let him rest for a few hours, Lu,” Connor suggested. “If he’s tired, he’ll work slower. He’ll be more likely to make a mistake. We can give him a few hours.”
 
   Connor could hear Lu growl under his breath but the head of the Abelardus family nodded. 
 
   “Oh, thank you. Thank you, Connor. Rest and food and I’ll be up again as soon as I can to work.”
 
   Connor made sure no smile touched his lips as he looked deep into the doctor’s tired eyes. “Doctor.”
 
   There was something in his tone that made even Lu raise his eyebrows in surprise.
 
   “If you fail to cure Laren quickly, I’ll let Lu run his own experiments on you. Experiments that will make what you did to Faust Ulfric look like a game of dress up.”
 
   The doctor’s jaw dropped open. He nodded. Connor knew he had put the fear of god into him.
 
   “Okay, off to bed then,” Lu said, pushing the doctor in front of him and out of the room.
 
   Once the two men had left, Katie burst out laughing. “Oh, I’m sorry, Connor, but ‘dress up’? Really?”
 
   Connor took on a look of feigned injury. “What’s wrong with dress up? I thought it worked. I was going to say ‘a game of operation’ but I’m not sure he would understand the reference. I mean, he’s been locked up in Karnag for the last few centuries. ”
 
   Katie doubled over and Connor joined in. The two finally contained themselves and Katie was the first to speak.
 
   “Well, either way, I think you got your point across. I better get going. Morrigan will need help making sure everyone has had their vaccination.”
 
   Connor nodded as Katie brushed past him to the exit.
 
   “Kat, before you go… I mean, I don’t want to bring up a sore subject, but we’ll be in a war in under a day and… well, your mother is on the other side.”
 
   Katie stopped and turned, making her robe twist around her body in a way Connor would have once found attractive. 
 
   “I know. I’ve thought a lot about what I would do. I mean if it came down to—to me choosing her over all of you. I won’t kill her but I won’t let her hurt anyone, either.”
 
   “That’s good enough for me. I know you’ll do the right thing when the time comes. Morrigan is a great teacher. I’m sure she can teach you some non-lethal moves—spells, whatever you guys call them.”
 
   Katie smiled and her eyes twinkled. “Thanks, Connor. And they are spells, we aren’t football players, learning new ‘moves.’”
 
   Screams split the air. Running feet hit the hall outside of the makeshift laboratory. 
 
   Katie and Connor looked at one another with worried eyes. 
 
   No, not yet, Vercin. Not yet. This is too soon.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor found himself running side by side with Katie down the palace halls. 
 
   There was a stream of people running toward the front courtyard. Connor noticed with pride that warriors were grabbing weapons, armor, and shields and running towards the shouts.
 
   This was a people Connor was proud to lead. Not one person ran the opposite way. Not one Elite member slunk back in fear and sought a hiding place in the deep recesses of the palace. 
 
   Connor burst through the front gates of the palace and into the cold air. Grey skies seemed to darken by the second as Connor fought to catch sight of what was causing the commotion.
 
   He half expected to see Vercin leading an army of Karnag inmates over the walls. Instead he caught sight of both male and female warriors looking into the sky. Connor caught sight of Miyanda. Her strong rigid back was easily recognizable as she lifted a heavy spear into the air and shouted something in her native tongue.
 
   Connor skidded to a stop next to her, Katie still at his side. 
 
   “What—what’s going on? Has Vercin made it to The Island?”
 
   His violet-eyed friend turned. Miyanda was wearing a pearl white smile that split her mouth wider than Connor would think possible.
 
   “No, Judge, your dragon has come.”
 
   Connor’s confusion must have been plain. Miyanda shook her head, still smiling, and pointed to the sky.
 
   Connor followed her outstretched hand and squinted. Even with his enhanced vision the figure was hard to catch. It looked like a bird. As the seconds ticked on, Connor knew that no bird alive was that large. Realization hit Connor at the same time all the reasons that what he was seeing was impossible registered. 
 
   “The Island restored your pet to his natural state,” Miyanda said. “To the way his kind were intended to be.”
 
   Connor was beyond words. Instead he ran to the castle wall and climbed the stairs. The air was cold and with each step, the wind gathered strength. Connor rushed past dozens of warriors gathering weapons. His eyes still locked on the impossible. 
 
   Vaulting over the last few steps, Connor stood on the battlements. The dragon was close now. Connor could make out large wings flapping through the air. The same roar Connor had heard while he was running from the dragon in the Amazon vibrated through his ears. The noise echoed through the entire palace as the dragon came closer.
 
   Reptilian eyes must have seen Connor because the dragon angled towards him. Connor knew he should be scared. The appropriate response should be fear. But all he felt was wonder. He felt like a small child again, embracing the fantasy of having his very own dragon. His hands gripped the edge of the stone wall as he leaned out with a smile. 
 
   The dragon came closer and closer. It had grown since it’s time on The Island. Not only had the dragon’s small wings expanded in size but the animal itself had doubled to nearly twice its original mass. The dragon let out a roar that sounded like a hundred diesel engines starting at once. 
 
   The creature flapped its long wings, slowing itself as it settled for a spot right outside of the palace wall. Dozens of warriors had joined Connor on the battlements. Arrows, spears, slings, and throwing blades pointed at the creature.
 
   “Wait!” Connor ordered.
 
   The men around him licked their lips. Eyes darted from Connor to the dragon, every instinct in their body telling them what they were seeing couldn’t be real. 
 
   Connor raised a hand. Looking around him, he motioned for the men to lower their weapons. 
 
   “If he wanted to kill us he could have already.” Connor looked back at the dragon. “Isn’t that right, Spero?”
 
   The dragon sniffed the air like a dog as it lumbered over to the wall. Raising itself on hind legs the size of tree trunks, it rested two huge paws on the palace wall. Arching his neck forward, he was at eye level with Connor.
 
   Hot breath radiated out of the monster’s jaws in waves. Everyone had known a dragon was on The Island, a few had even seen it. But the dragon they saw compared to the dragon they were told about was so different. 
 
   Connor’s first trial was to capture a fire serpent, a long time descendant from the ancient dragons who could fly and breathe fire. When he had captured the beast, the dragon was no larger than an eighteen wheeled truck. Its wings were small and feeble from lack of use and folded permanently on its back.
 
   The dragon everyone expected to see was small, a pet. What was now a few feet from Connor was a beast. 
 
   “I told you you should have come and visited him sooner,” a small voice said.
 
   Everyone turned to see who the voice belonged to. Reap had somehow squirmed through the crowd and was now standing by Connor’s right elbow.
 
   “See? The Island cured him. Just like it healed me.”
 
   Connor nodded, still at a loss for words. Instead, he reached out an open hand. Gasps filled the air as warriors witnessed their leader do the unthinkable. The dragon ignored them all. Instead he gently rubbed his massive head into Connor’s palm.
 
   The air whipping around them was cold. The heat emanating from the dragon felt like sitting next to a crackling furnace. With war so close at hand, and now a true dragon on their side, Connor knew that their odds had increased exponentially. 
 
   A laugh broke out, ending the silence. It took Connor a moment to realize that he was the one laughing. Warriors on all sides looked to their leader for an answer to his mirth. Connor ignored the stares and looked at his small friend. 
 
   “You were right, Reap. Hope—I mean Spero, that was a perfect name for him.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 24
 
    
 
    
 
   With breakfast skipped, Connor would have enjoyed a bigger lunch but this was not the time to think about food. Connor chewed the last bit of meat as he examined the work that had been done in the courtyard. 
 
   The walls had been loaded with supplies. Although Randolph was covered from head to toe in sweat, he pushed on. The front gates that had been made of wood now practically looked like they were formed from solid steel plates. Metal pieces crossed and weaved back and forth. Iron bars secured the doors in a dozen different places. 
 
   Morrigan and Katie had accepted Miyanda and her people’s help in ensuring everyone had been inoculated with the doctor’s serum. It was actually quite a sight to see huge onyx-skinned warriors dressed in traditional Amazon garb with weapons in hand and war paint handing out shots. All but a few of them were shirtless, wrapped in strong sinewy muscle. 
 
   “Kind of weird to see them playing doctor, right?”
 
   Connor turned to see Laren beside him. She placed a hand on his shoulder. Just that simple small touch made Connor feel stronger. 
 
   “It’s weird and it’s encouraging at the same time. I doubt that giving shots is their first choice of work but when they were asked, they didn’t hesitate to help.”
 
   “How about you? Have you received your shot?”
 
   “Who, me? No. I was going to get it lat—”
 
   Connor was stopped mid-sentence as Laren flagged down Miyanda. 
 
   “Miyanda, I think our Judge here has been shying away from the needle.”
 
   Miyanda raised a dark eyebrow. “Oh, really. Our Judge isn’t afraid of a little prick now, is he?”
 
   Connor rolled his eyes at Laren. “Please, I just haven’t gotten around to it.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re not scared?” Laren asked with mischief in her eyes.
 
   “Of a needle? Of cour—Owww! What? Why?”
 
   “There you go. All done,” Miyanda said, pulling out the slender needle from Connor’s rear end. She held a look of satisfaction on her face that seemed too genuine to be anything but mischievous glee.
 
   Connor scowled at her, rubbing his rear. “Did you have to give it to me in my right cheek? I at least deserve a warning. Do you think this is funny?”
 
   The girls answered with a laugh as Miyanda walked away, headed to her next victim. 
 
   “I think she’s enjoying her new job way too much,” Connor said, still rubbing his rear.
 
   “She’s just having fun,” Laren said. “So Lu woke the doctor up after a few hours of rest and some food. He’s working on a way to reverse my dormant Elite gene now. I want to be ready for when Vercin comes. It would kill me to be on the sidelines while everyone fights.”
 
   Connor could see the fire in Laren’s eyes. Despite her being human, her intensity was back. 
 
   “I’m sure the doctor will work fast. Lu’s been threatening him all day and I added some motivating words as well.”
 
   Laren burst out laughing.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh, nothing. I just almost feel bad for him now. I threatened him, too. I told him that if he didn’t get me in this fight before Vercin made it to The Island I was going to have him eating out of a straw for a month, with or without my Elite gene.”
 
   Connor looked into Laren’s eyes again and didn’t doubt her for a second. 
 
   “How are the preparations coming?” Laren asked, changing the subject.
 
   “Everyone is doing their part. I think when Vercin does come he’ll have more than he bargained for.”
 
   “And how are you holding up?”
 
   Connor opened his mouth but stopped short as he was reminded of how good Elite hearing was. Even if they weren’t intentionally listening in to their conversation it was possible wandering ears would hear what they weren’t intended to. 
 
   Laren caught the hesitation. She took Connor by the hand and led him around the side of the palace.
 
   The front of the palace courtyard had been cleared of bushes and rocks to make room for the visiting Elites from the five families. The area on either side of the palace, however, still displayed its normal arrangements of thick bushes and colorful flowers. There was a cold breeze that played with the bushes and flowers in the palace garden. Laren didn’t say a word as she walked with Connor.
 
   There was a comfortable silence as they walked hand in hand. Oblivious to the world around him, Connor let himself relax for what he imagined would be the last time in a very long while. 
 
   Laren’s hand was warm. Her skin was soft. The amount of joy that the simple act of holding hands brought Connor was silly. But he liked it, anyway. A few more moments of silence brought them to an area halfway from the front of the palace to the rear doors. 
 
   Here Laren stopped. Her slender frame pushed against Connor’s chest as she kissed his cheek and then nestled her head against his jaw.
 
   “So this is what it’s like,” Connor said, holding his treasure.
 
   “This is what what’s like?” Laren asked, still pressed against him.
 
   “This is what it’s like to have the strongest woman I know trust me. To open up and be vulnerable.”
 
   Laren tilted her head and grinned. “I know, you must be just the luckiest guy.”
 
   Connor smiled but his joy soon faded as he was reminded of the events in which they were still trapped. A thought pushed its way to the front of his mind. He knew that this may be the last chance he had to talk with Laren alone. Kicking himself for ruining the moment, he knew he had to say what was on his heart.
 
   “Laren?”
 
   Laren caught his tone, the shift in his warm embrace to a tense stand. She separated herself from him and looked into his deep brown eyes.
 
   “Yes? Connor, what is it?”
 
   “Laren, if things don’t turn out the way we plan… I mean, if for whatever reason I don’t make it—”
 
   Laren pressed a finger to his lips.
 
   “No, there’s been enough talk about death. You will make it, Connor. Morrigan’s prophecy is about you. You completed the trials. You united our people. You are going to succeed.”
 
   Connor bit back a rebuttal. Laren’s eyes were firm and her tone was unmovable. Nothing he could say was going to convince her otherwise. In that moment he was beyond grateful to have her in his life. He had started speaking thinking he was doing the right thing. Covering all his bases in case the worst happened. Now as she moved her finger from his lips he realized she had told him exactly what he needed to hear.
 
   Connor leaned forward and kissed Laren but their lips touched for only the briefest of moments. A sound like thunder reached their ears. But it was only similar to thunder, Connor knew exactly what the noise was. It was the sound of a portal being opened. Vercin had arrived.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 25
 
    
 
    
 
   Shouts filled the air as the sound grew. Connor passed over Laren’s eyes as he broke their embrace. She was already forming a plan.
 
   “I love you, Connor. You are the man we all know you are. You are the Judge. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Right now I have to see a doctor about an antidote.”
 
   Connor nodded and the two ran in different directions, Laren toward recovering her Elite gene, Connor toward the shouts and sounds of thunder.
 
   Connor sprinted to the front of the palace courtyard. Aided by his Elite gene, he made the trip in just a few seconds. The sky had been dark before, angry clouds preparing The Island for a storm. Various shades of grey consumed the air above them. Now grey wasn’t the only color. 
 
   Just over the high wall Connor could see blue and black energy highlighting the dark sky. Warriors of both genders ran for weapons and armor. Connor caught sight of Lu and Zheng.
 
   Both men were shouting orders as they ran up the long flight of steps that led to the top of the wall. Connor ran to join them. He caught up with them as they reached the last step. As one the three men witnessed the coming of the once Judge turned tyrant.
 
   The palace grounds sat near the middle of the large island. All around were mountain ranges and hills covered with thick jungle foliage. Aided by their eyesight, Elites could see the ocean miles away if they focused. The blues and greens of the water were barely visible from the wall.
 
   But today none of this was the focal point. The air vibrated as a portal was ripped through space. Just over a hundred yards from the palace wall a door was being opened. Thick tendrils of energy appeared and disappeared as the portal grew. It looked like a gigantic octopus was coming from the other side as thick arms of energy quivered and twisted through the door.
 
   With each second the portal grew. The amount of power and energy needed to create a portal that large was staggering. Previously, Connor had only ever seen the portals Orion and Morrigan had opened. They were large enough to comfortably walk through and on one occasion even big enough for the dragon to travel through. Each successfully opened portal had left Orion and Morrigan weary and exhausted. This display of raw power was something else entirely. 
 
   The portal grew and grew. It spanned nearly as tall as the castle wall and dozens of yards across before the first figures appeared. There was no doubt it was an army. The Elite inmates freed from Karnag poured through the portal like ants. Hundreds, thousands of them came in waves. 
 
   Connor chanced a look at Zheng and Lu. Both men had their jaw set with worried but determined looks. Before doubt and fear could snake their way through their veins, Connor took action.
 
   “Zheng, do all the men know where they’re going to be stationed for the fight? Lu, we’re going to need some weapons and armor. Do we have any for us to use?”
 
   Zheng ripped his eyes away from the enemy and nodded before he turned and ran off, shouting orders. 
 
   Lu looked at Connor with a grin. “Do we have weapons and armor? Does a one-eyed ferryman need saving?”
 
   “I’m telling you this is the way to go.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Connor looked at the huge breastplate Lu was strapping himself into. Not only was the piece of steel ancient but it looked cumbersome. Any quick motion he needed to make Connor imagined would be impeded by the armor’s thick and unwieldy design.
 
   “I’m not a knight of the round table or the tin man from the wizard of Oz,” Connor said. “Isn’t there anything else?”
 
   Lu looked around the diminished armory. The large room that had once held hundreds of pieces of protective gear and weapons was bare. It looked like Lu and Connor had arrived late to the party.
 
   “He might have something for you,” Lu motioned behind Connor to a figure standing in the doorway.
 
   Connor turned and saw his father. Caderyn was looking better. The small wounds and cuts over his body had all but healed. The large white bandage covering his ribs however, was still securely in place. As Caderyn made his way over to his son he wobbled on unsteady feet. He carried a large dark bag in both hands. 
 
   Connor ran to his father and placed a hand on his shoulder to steady his swaying. 
 
   “Thank you. Whatever you do, Connor, try not to get old. It’s not as great as everyone makes it out to be.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Connor grinned, getting a better look at his father’s condition. Caderyn was healing quickly but he still was in no shape to fight. A look into his father’s eyes told Connor his father knew this as well.
 
   “Here.” Caderyn handed Connor the bag. “I thought I had lost these years ago, but it seems Zheng had kept them safe for me.”
 
   Connor gave his father a quizzical look before he peered into the dark bag. Whatever was in the bag was heavy. Connor reached in and pulled out an intricate piece of chain mail. The metal used was flexible and sturdy. It could cover him like a shirt. Also in the bag was a thick leather belt, vambraces that would cover his wrists and forearms, and a tunic.
 
   “It will give you protection while still allowing you to move freely. I used them myself when I wasn’t much older than you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Of course. Here, let me help you.”
 
   Caderyn pulled the steel material over Connor’s head. The metal felt cold against his face. Goosebumps prickled at his exposed flesh as the chain mail made contact with his bare skin. 
 
   Caderyn handed him the thick leather belt and vambraces and Connor got a better look at the tunic. His father straightened out the cloth with a reverent hand. A musty smell filled the room. Connor got the idea that the tunic was much more than a piece of clothing his father once wore.
 
   What Connor at first thoughts was a shirt or tunic proved to be more of a cloak. The black material extended down to his knees and a deep-set hood fell behind the cloak’s shoulders. 
 
   “This belonged to my father and his father before him. Judges for a very long time have worn our family colors and crest.” Caderyn motioned for Connor to lower his head. With a grunt that reminded Connor how injured his father remained, Caderyn placed the material over his son’s head.
 
   The steel vambraces covered his forearms and wrists like they were meant for him. Sturdy leather straps tightened the steel around his solid arms. Connor began to strap the thick leather belt around his waist. That’s when he noticed a dark crimson colored emblem embroidered into the cloak’s chest. Faded with time, the emblem was hard to see. Almost indistinguishable, Connor made out the head of a large dragon. The animal was looking out of the cloak head on. Reptilian eyes squinted, daring anyone to come close.
 
   “It was our family crest a very long time ago. Judges from our family have worn it and survived for thousands of years. Today will be no different, Connor. You will defeat Vercin, I know it like I know the sun will rise and set. Stay the course.”
 
   The lights seemed to dim in the room but Connor knew it was his imagination. He looked into the eyes of the man who had brought him into this world. Eyes that said without uttering a word that they would trade places with him in a second if they could. But this was his journey. It was his battle to win or lose. Nobody could do it for him.
 
   Caderyn broke the silence as Lu approached the two men. “The steel is enchanted. It won’t break but you can be sure Vercin has the same. Lupus, how are you feeling?”
 
   Lu wore a thick breastplate and gauntlets and carried a war mace bigger than Connor’s head.
 
   “I feel like I’m ready for this to be over. I’ve waited long enough for things to come to a head. It’s time for my father’s death to be avenged.”
 
   Caderyn cocked his head to the side, taking in Lupus. In a tone more befitting a father, Caderyn looked to Lu. “Lupus, your father would be proud of you putting your anger aside now to confront the enemy level headed. I knew him well. Despite our differences, he was a good man.”
 
   Connor half expected Lu to come back with a sarcastic comment. He was sure Lu would snort or shrug it off. Instead, Lu blinked a few times. He stared at Caderyn and opened his mouth. Where words should have come a soft silence filled the air. Lu nodded, closed his mouth, and walked out of the room.
 
   Connor had never seen anyone put Lu at a loss for words so quickly.
 
   “He still has some growing to do, but Lupus Abelardus has too much of his father in him to be anything but a great man.”
 
   Connor looked at his father, the man who had been imprisoned by the Council for breaking the Law. The same council Lupus’ father had sat on. Still, his father had forgiven him. Caderyn had let go of his hate. That was something Connor admired in his father. An admiration he knew would continue to grow as he got the opportunity to know his father better. If, he got the opportunity to know his father better.
 
   “Looks like you have a limited choice for weapons. I’m sorry that my own aren’t here.”
 
   Connor was brought back to the present with his father’s last words. It was true the armory was almost completely bare. Only a few items had escaped the storm or warriors preparing themselves for battle.
 
   Connor walked over to an aisle that looked more like a basket at a grocery store with ninety-nine cent items. It had been picked over thoroughly but inside he spotted what he needed, a dark hand axe in a shoulder sling and a long knife. 
 
   “They need you now, Connor. Be the leader that you were born to be.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 26
 
    
 
    
 
   “Have there been any changes?” Connor asked.
 
   Morrigan shook her head as she peered at the hundreds, maybe thousands of tiny fires through the darkness. “No. They will wait for the dawn. Maybe Vercin will try and intimidate us, maybe not. But he won’t attack during the night.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   Morrigan turned to Connor and the torchlights on the wall reflected across her eyes in a dangerous way. “Because when you have lived as long as I have you realize that men like Vercin are all the same. They are hungry for power and fame. Vercin will have no fame if he attacks at night. He’ll wait for morning so everyone can see.”
 
   Connor swallowed a knot in his throat. The anticipation sat heavy on his shoulders. He looked out over the wall again. Hundreds of tiny lights marked campfires and torches. 
 
   “How many of them do you think there are?”
 
   Morrigan took a moment to respond. She tilted her head like she was consulting an internal calculator. “I would say roughly four thousand.” As though she knew exactly where Connor was going with the conversation, she continued, “They outnumber us almost four to one.”
 
   The words hung in the air and the knot in Connor’s throat became harder to swallow. It wasn’t fear that was clenching his stomach. It was the anticipation of fear. He knew that sooner or later he would feel fear ink itself through his veins. He knew when that happened he would push it back through force of will. The problem was that it hadn’t happened yet.
 
   “I would ask you how you’re feeling but I’m sure you’re getting that enough. And I doubt you’ve heard it asked for the last time.”
 
   “I’ll be better when this is over.”
 
   Morrigan chuckled at the plain simple truth. “We all will, Connor.”
 
   Connor flexed muscles that ached under the weight of stress and worry. He wished more than anything for things to have turned out different. He wished that resolution could be found without bloodshed. But he knew that with men like Vercin this was the only way.
 
   Dark- skinned warriors passed by, talking in low voices. When they saw who they were walking by, they both broke into large smiles and bowed their heads respectfully to Connor and Morrigan. Connor did his best to smile back.
 
   “Your people love you, Connor. They will stand with you till the end. We all will.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   That night Connor couldn’t sleep. He had only left the wall at Morrigan’s reassurance that nothing would take place till the morning and a firm promise to wake him if anything should. 
 
   He lay awake in bed for more than a few hours. Tired of staring at the dark ceiling, Connor got up from his bed and paced back and forth across his small room.
 
   The hours were ticking by and the time would come when he would face the tyrant king in battle. The question of if he could be one with his Elite gene when the time came bore its way to the forefront of his mind. 
 
   He had failed once when his mentors had taken him up the mountain. He had managed to tap into the fury without losing control once as well when he was fighting Faust and the doctor. But which version would he channel when the time came again?
 
   Connor forced his mind away from these thoughts and instead focused on how he would free Orion. He knew Vercin would keep him alive to ensure passage to and from The Island. But the one-eyed ferryman was sure to be under heavy guard. More than likely, Vercin would have him imprisoned in the heart or rear of the camp.
 
   Think. How are you going to get him out? There’s a way—you just haven’t found it yet. 
 
   Connor stopped pacing as a wild plan slowly grew. Details began to blossom, and questions were answered. Connor knew that his idea was crazy. It was ridiculous. No one would give it a second thought. Even as a Judge he would be forbidden to carry it out. So that’s why Connor decided not to tell anyone. Instead he slipped out of his room in the middle of the night, leaving by himself to free Orion. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 27
 
    
 
    
 
   “You look like you’re up to no good.”
 
   Connor wheeled around, his eyes adjusting to the dark even as he sought out the person who had caught him off guard. The bushes and plants in the palace courtyard made it hard for even him to see. But he recognized the voice. He could never forget the voice that had raised him for eighteen years.
 
   “Mom, you scared me.”
 
   Rebecca Moore was sitting on a stone bench. A thick blanket was wrapped around her shoulders.
 
   “Sorry, I couldn’t sleep. I needed some time to think so I decided what better place to remind me of home than a garden.”
 
   Connor hesitated. He knew that daybreak was close. If he was going to try and free Orion on his own he needed to go now. 
 
   “Oh, well, I’m glad you found somewhere to rest. I have to go—patrol the area now.”
 
   “Connor, you know how much I love you, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, with all that love comes special abilities of my own. I’m not extra strong or fast but I do have special powers. Like knowing when you’re lying or going out to do something you’re not supposed to.”
 
   Connor stopped, knowing there was no getting around his mother’s intuition. She was a master at finding the truth. He had hated lying to her, anyway. As if his mother sensed his hesitation, she continued, almost laughing.
 
   “Connor, do you remember the time you tried sneaking out of the house to go to Katie’s party?”
 
   Despite the siege being laid on the palace, Connor had to smile. He took a deep breath and crossed his arms.
 
   “You mean the time I tried to climb out of the window? I fell into all the garbage cans and broke my wrist. You came out running from the side of the house with a rolled up newspaper.”
 
   Both Connor and Rebecca laughed out loud at the memory. 
 
   “I’m not sure what I was going to do with a rolled up paper,” Rebecca said through fits of laughter.
 
   “You even hit me a few times with it before you knew it was me,” Connor said, wiping the joyful tears from his eyes. 
 
   “Oh my goodness, Connor. Anyway, you have that same look on your face now as you did back then. The same look when I asked you where you were going.”
 
   Connor had stopped laughing. It only took him a second longer to decide to tell his mother the truth.
 
   “I’m going to try and free Orion. I know that if I told you or anyone else that you’d try and stop me.”
 
   Rebecca nodded in the dark. Connor couldn’t make out her distinct features but he knew his mother well enough to know she was pursing her lips. She was thinking of the right words to say.
 
   “I’m not going to try and stop you son. I just want you to be careful and do what you think is right. Don’t make decisions because you’re impatient but because you know that deep down this is the only way.”
 
   These words were worse than hearing Rebecca tell him not to go. He hated when she did that because she was right. She wouldn’t give him direct advice but she would ask him questions about his decision. Then he would think it out on his own and decide he was doing the wrong thing.
 
   “Just think about it,” Rebecca said. “I know it’s easy to be impatient. You and your father are both doers and that’s not a bad quality, you’re a leader. Just make sure you’re making your decision based off what is best for everyone, not because of a lack of current activity.”
 
   Connor felt his shoulders slump. Somewhere deep inside he had known his plan was risky and brash. He knew his chances were slim but he hated waiting for Vercin to make the first move. He felt helpless. 
 
   Connor walked over to the bench, taking a seat beside his mother. Years working at her own floral shop had given Rebecca the perpetual smell of flowers and warm earthy scents. Connor hadn’t realized how much he had missed her till now.
 
   Rebecca smiled at her son, reaching over to place a soft but firm hand on his shoulder. 
 
   “You’re going to do great. I always knew you were special. I mean, I guess every mother thinks their children are, but you were different. I knew from the second I held you in my arms, when you were taking your very first breaths. You were born to do great things, Connor.”
 
   Connor felt a smile spread across his face. A smile of thankfulness to his mother and for all the years she had taken care of him and believed in him. 
 
   “Thanks, Mom. Just saying thank you doesn’t seem like enough for all you have given me.”
 
   Rebecca’s hand fell off her son’s shoulder but she didn’t stop smiling.
 
   “Oh, Connor, it’s more than enough to see you now.”
 
   Connor sat with his mother in silence. His type A personality was still telling him to jump over the wall and take action. But he knew that this meeting in the garden had happened for a reason. His mother was right. He would still rescue Orion. He would still find away to bring his friend back but this decision to go alone was born from impatience not wisdom.
 
   Connor wasn’t sure how long he sat with his mother talking about what had happened in the time he had left her till now. Time must have flown by faster than Connor had guessed because he jumped to his feet as the dark sky evolved from shadow-like clouds to a soft grey.
 
   As if on cue there were shouts from the palace’s front gate. A loud horn blew, reverberating through the air. 
 
   Connor looked at his mother. Rebecca’s eyes told him everything. She hated him going, she wanted to tell him to stay. She wanted to hold him again like she had when he was a child, to protect him from everyone. But she knew she couldn’t. Tears for her son filled her eyes, but she gave him a hug and a determined smile.
 
   “Be safe, son.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 28
 
    
 
    
 
   “What’s going on? What’s happening?”
 
   “Connor,” Morrigan said as she peered over the top of the wall towards the enemy camp. “I just sent a messenger to go and get you. It seems as though Vercin would like a meeting with you.”
 
   Connor followed Morrigan’s gaze to a small group of figures breaking away from the main camp. One of the small silhouetted figures held a long pole with a large white flag. 
 
   Connor strained to see who was coming but they were still too far away. His best guess was that it was Vercin and Julie, accompanied by maybe one or two of his captains.
 
   “I doubt he’s going to change his mind. I’m not even sure why he wants to talk.”
 
   Morrigan tilted her head. Her hair was wrapped behind her. A long red robe draped across her body, hiding everything besides her neck and head. 
 
   “What makes you say that?”
 
   “Vercin didn’t march his army here to talk.”
 
   Morrigan beamed at Connor like she was his own mother.
 
   “You’re right. I’m not sure why he wants to talk but he’s not going to give up or bargain with us. He probably wants to gloat or try to instill fear before he attacks. All tactics a man sure of victory would use. He’ll be very surprised indeed.”
 
   “Well, let’s go see what he has to say.”
 
   Morrigan nodded and the two moved down the stairs. Warriors from various Elite families lined the walls. A large group had been stationed at the front entrance. Connor noticed Randolph giving his men final instructions near the main gate.
 
   The gate itself was a vast interlocking network of steel and iron plates welded together. The once wooden doors were now solid steel gates. 
 
   Randolph looked exhausted. Bags dropped from under his eyes and his black hair poked in a dozen different directions. Nevertheless, Randolph was there, a sword in his hand as he stationed his men. 
 
   “Randolph,” Connor said as he and Morrigan approached the gate.
 
   Randolph stopped mid-sentence as an older blue-eyed man he was talking to saluted Connor.
 
   “Yes? Everything is in place. They won’t be getting though the gate easily or without great cost to their own army.”
 
   Connor nodded in approval at a man he still knew was trying desperately to wipe red off of his slate. 
 
   “It looks amazing, Randolph. You’ve done a fantastic job. Thank you.”
 
   Connor took a moment to pause so that Randolph would know his words were genuine. Connor looked past Randolph at the handful of Ulfric family members who had sided with him. It was beyond his ability to imagine what they must be feeling now, to know that they stood against their own family.
 
   Randolph, as well as his followers, knew very soon they would be drawing the blood of their own kin. When Vercin and Connor had called the Elites of the five families to their banners, all had joined Connor except for the Ulfric family. The majority had sided with Vercin, except for the few that now stood in front of him.
 
   Connor looked at grim faced warriors, all with bright blue eyes. He knew they would fight for him until the end. He knew that their sacrifice in no way would be less than anyone else’s, maybe they even had more to sacrifice. 
 
   Connor was brought back to the moment as a genuine smile crossed Randolph’s lips. He was clearly pleased by Connor’s words. It was in that moment that Connor made the decision to bring Randolph with him.
 
   “Randolph, Vercin wants to talk. About what I’m not sure, but Morrigan and I are headed there now. Would you like to join us?”
 
   Connor could see Morrigan’s jaw drop and then quickly close beside him. Her gesture of surprise was followed by Randolph’s own. 
 
   Randolph raised his eyebrows and opened his eyes wide. 
 
   “You would want me to come with you? I mean after—”
 
   “I wouldn’t have it any other way. You deserve it just as much as anyone else. If you feel uncomfortable I would understand.”
 
   Randolph shook his head furiously. He dropped to one knee and a gloved hand fell to the sword at his waist.
 
   “It would be an honor to be by your side.”
 
   Connor clenched his hand nervously. He wasn’t used to having anyone bow or bend a knee to him. All eyes in the courtyard, not just of the Ulfric family but of every family were on him and the conversation taking place. Connor felt compelled to do something, but what, he wasn’t sure. The seconds ticked by. The pause only became more and more awkward.
 
   “Rise—good—ser—I mean—my chil—You can stand up.”
 
   Randolph rose to his feet. If he had noticed Connor’s fumble of words he didn’t let on. Instead he beamed with pride as he turned and shouted orders to his men. 
 
   “Open the gate!”
 
   Connor walked with Morrigan on his right and Randolph on his left. The path from the palace gates to the enemy camp was a wide road made of hard packed earth. Greens and browns paralleled the road on either side as the jungle surrounded them.
 
   Vercin, Julie and a man holding a pole with a large whit flag could be seen fifty yards down their path.
 
   Connor walked with purpose. He made sure his shoulders were back and his chin was high. The thought that this could be a trap crossed his mind but he shoved it away in a second. 
 
   If this is a trap then so be it. Worrying won’t help. You know what to do. Morrigan and Randolph are with you. It may even be better if it is a trap. Then all of this can end here and now.
 
   These ideas and thoughts were soon gone as the trio stopped a few yards short of Vercin and his companions. Connor could see who the third member of their party was now. Christof Ulfric. The same man who had acted as a lawyer, trying to prove Connor as an imposter during hearing in front of the Elite council that seemed so long ago. In a strange way Connor almost had to thank the man for making him take the set of ancient trials. It had banded the remaining families together. The same families that now made up the army inside the palace walls.
 
   Vercin was wearing full armor with a thin steel crown on his brow. Julie practically mirrored Morrigan, wearing a similar black cloak. 
 
   “So here we are,” Vercin said, smiling. He placed a hand on the hilt of his sword.
 
   It didn’t surprise Connor at all that the would-be king was the first to speak. In fact, he had expected it.
 
   “Here we are. What did you want to talk about? Unless it has to do with your surrender or the release of Orion, I have nothing to say.”
 
   Vercin’s eyes twinkled. His one blue and one brown eye that set him apart from everyone else practically laughed all by themselves. 
 
   “Oh, Connor, you are getting so much better as a leader. I’m almost proud of you. What is the saying?” Vercin looked at Julie. “Something about a little engine?”
 
   “The little engine that could.” Julie nodded, refusing to take her eyes off Morrigan.
 
   “Right. I have to say there have been so many wonderful analogies created since I have been away.”
 
   Connor clenched his jaw. He knew Vercin was enjoying himself. The man had an ego the size of the palace itself. He was flaunting his calm demeanor in front of Connor now. A demeanor that said he was sure of victory and couldn’t care less about the bloodshed that was coming.
 
   “I’ll take that as a no,” Connor said. “So, what is it that you want?”
 
   “Ahhhh… always straight to business. Nice outfit, by the way. I have seen our ancestors wear it. I wore it once, before my eyes were opened and I realized that as Judges we were not meant to save the Elite world, we were meant to rule it. I’ve come here to give you one final chance to stand down. Join me or not, I don’t care anymore. Just stay out of the way. The human world was born to be ours. It is our fate as the top of the food chain to stand in a position of dominance and power. Anything less would be a true waste of what we are.”
 
   “We’re here to protect them, not to rule. We have been given a gift to use to help people, not to enslave them.”
 
   Vercin shook his head like he was sad to hear the news. His eyes flicked over to Randolph as though he had noticed the man for the first time. 
 
   “And you, Randolph Ulfric? You are going to follow a young Judge into impossible odds and die at his side when most of your family is with me?”
 
   Randolph answered but he was looking at his cousin Christof when he spoke. “I was tricked into helping you escape. I was lied to by members of my own family. That’s not what family does. I have found a new family that doesn’t lie, doesn’t manipulate, and yes, I will die by their side.”
 
   Christof met Randolph’s gaze with a sneer. Hate shot out like lasers from his eyes. “You are a bloody idiot and a fool, Randolph Ulfric. I will kill you myself for standing against our true king.”
 
   Connor was shocked for a moment that a once timid lawyer could have grown so bold. The approving nod that passed from Vercin to Christof that followed explained it all.”
 
   Randolph must have also caught the exchange, “You are a fool, Christof, and nothing more than a dog pleasing a master.”
 
   Christof moved forward, a hand sliding to the long sword at his side. Vercin stopped him with an outstretched hand.
 
   “Well, then I guess we do, in fact, have nothing to talk about,” Vercin said. “But before I go, Connor, before you go back and hide behind your joke of a wall, before I come and slaughter you all, I want you to realize how flawed your thought process really is.”
 
   Connor didn’t want to hear Vercin talk. He was sick of listening to his voice. But what made him feel even sicker was that he wanted to know what Vercin had to say.
 
   “You follow an ancient set of rules. You are a Judge. A Judge that comes when the Elite race and the world needs them. But what about all the little times the world needs you? All the small occasions when a Judge doesn’t rise and still hundreds, maybe thousands of people die. In a way, you’re no better than I am. You come when you feel you are called. You save some while others die.”
 
   Connor watched as a wicked smile passed Vercin’s lips and he turned to walk away. Julie took a few steps backwards, following her king’s lead. “I’ll have my daughter back, Morrigan. When your body is lying cold on the field of battle, I’ll take her back and clear her mind of the poison you left.” 
 
   “We can let her make her own decision, Julie. While you were lying to her and turning into the monster you have become, she has grown up into a very capable young woman.”
 
   Julie sneered and turned to follow Vercin and Christof.
 
   Connor looked at Randolph and Morrigan as they also turned to go. 
 
   “Well, that went well,” Connor said. “Do you think they’ll attack soon?”
 
   Trumpets rang out from the enemy camp. A rumble like a thousand feet marching filled the quiet air. Shouts from deep throats and roars from the insane members of Karnag peppered the air.
 
   “I had to ask.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 29
 
    
 
    
 
   “Close the gates! Shields on the doors!” Randolph yelled over the chaos in the palace courtyard.
 
   Connor and Morrigan ran up the long flight of steps leading to the palace walls. Lu, Miyanda, and Katie were already there. Connor looked out past the jungle foliage and saw Vercin’s monster of an army begin to move.
 
   Just like chess. Think a move ahead of Vercin. No, think two, three moves ahead of him. But this isn’t a game… people are going to die today.
 
   Connor stood directly in the middle of the palace wall. He could feel the stones underneath his feet shudder as Randolph and his family braced the gate for impact. He could hear Zheng shouting orders to his men.
 
   Lu was on his left, glaring into the enemy as if he was killing them all in his mind there and then. He was in charge of repelling attackers off that side of the wall. His own family members, members of the Abelardus house, stood shoulder-to-shoulder hefting spears, arrows, and rocks. 
 
   Miyanda and her mother were on the wall to Connor’s right. Dark-skinned, violet-eyed warriors stood tall, unwavering with their female leaders. 
 
   Connor could feel his heart quicken. The enemy was forming ranks now and it would be only minutes before they came. 
 
   “I never thought I’d say this, but I would actually prefer sitting in Miss Jones’ history class than be here now.”
 
   Connor looked over where Katie and Morrigan stood; Katie directly next to him, her eyes full of contained fear. Morrigan was the polar opposite. She was unwavering, strong, and calculating. 
 
   “I know what you mean. Miss Jones meant well but I could never make it even halfway through one of her lectures before I fell asleep. That seems like heaven compared to where we are now.”
 
   Katie adjusted the sleeves on her long robe. She dried the sweat from her hands with quick rubbing motions.
 
   “We’re going to be okay, Kat. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”
 
   Katie released a long breath. The air came out steady and slow. “I know. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, either. Even though we’re friends now—well, you’re still my best friend—I mean, if that’s not over stepping any boundaries with you and Laren.”
 
   “No, that’s fine. When this is all over I hope we can all spend time together. I want you to get to know Laren. I think you two might be able to be friends one day, too.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Connor could still hear the hint of pain in her voice. He kicked himself for choosing this moment to bring up Laren and Katie’s friendship. He just wanted so badly for them to be able to get along. He loved Laren but Katie was still his friend and someone he didn’t want to lose in his life. 
 
   These thoughts made him think of Laren. How she would be dying inside not to be here now. He was sure it was only through her own mother’s words that she was staying in the palace now. Despite her humanity, Connor knew she would want to be out in the fight. 
 
   Connor felt a twinge of worry for the doctor. If he failed to procure an antidote for Laren, what was she going to do to him? 
 
   The increase in noise volume demanded his attention. He made himself look out again across the horizon at the enemy army. Morrigan had been right in her rough estimation of the enemy number. There were thousands of them. Not just ordinary Elite men and women. These were the very worst their species had to offer. They were murderers, manipulators, liars, and psychos. No official uniform set them apart like the men Connor had seen while rescuing Laren. They wore anything from rags and dirty clothes to suits and fine linens. 
 
   Their numbers were massive. Vercin’s army only looked larger as the seconds ticked by. There was no doubt that the defenders inside the palace walls were vastly outnumbered. Morrigan had guessed a ratio of four to one. As the enemy numbers became clearer, Connor was guessing that a more accurate number would be a five to one ratio. The freed inmates of Karnag siding with Vercin had vastly put the odds in his favor. 
 
   Glancing to his right and left, Connor knew he wasn’t the only one doing math in his head. Warriors from every family were glancing at one another with large eyes. Even the most battle-seasoned soldier had to know that the odds they were facing were bleak at best. If they were going to stand a chance, then belief in victory and determination to win would have to be at the forefront of all their thoughts. With only moments to spare, Connor turned on the battlements to address his people. 
 
   “The time has come when we are forced to sacrifice for what we believe.” Connor turned his back to the enemy army advancing on the wall and shouted above the clamor of war. “We stand here now as men and women who believe in something far greater than any of us. We are here now because we believe in hope. In a future free from a tyrant king’s rule.”
 
   Nods and grunts were beginning to ripple among the crowd. Connor did his best to make eye contact with as many of the defenders as he could. 
 
   “If they want a future full of death and slavery, if they want to claim the world and cast it into a time history will remember as a second dark age, then I say let them come and take it. But they will have to pry it out of my cold, dead hands because I will not go quietly!”
 
   Roars and yells erupted from the crowd. His followers bellowed and screamed their defiance. Randolph and his family started pounding weapons on their shields in beats of three when Connor paused to take a breath. The beats spread across the rest of the palace as Connor continued, shouting at the top of his lungs.
 
   “If they want to take our futures, then let them come!”
 
   BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.
 
   “If they think they can take our hope, then let them try!”
 
   BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.
 
   “I say let them come!”
 
   BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.
 
   “Let them come!”
 
   BOOM, BOOM, BOOM.
 
   A cheer that shook Connor from the inside out ripped across the palace. Connor took a deep , clearing his hoarse throat. He knew they were ready now. Fear and worry had melted from their hearts. Grim determination was painted across the faces of all inside the walls. Adrenaline pumped through every vein at dangerous speeds.
 
   Connor checked the progress of the enemy. The front lines were almost in range. They marched twenty across the path leading to the palace. More were spread out on either side of the jungle. 
 
   The Elites of Karnag were close enough to see details. Every one of them carried a large, intimidating gun. A short black barrel with a huge revolving chamber behind it made it look like a giant revolver. 
 
   Connor raised his right hand as he signaled for his men to cover their faces. Connor wrapped a black cloth around his own nose and mouth. 
 
   So far Vercin was making the moves they had predicted. He was confident the same virus that had turned Laren human would work on them. What he hadn’t anticipated was that his own doctor would be so eager to help. Even beyond helping, that he would have worked so fast that all the defenders in the wall would be immune now to the virus. 
 
   Just like chess. 
 
   Connor raised his opposite hand, signaling all the defenders on the wall to hold. The sky was a rippling mass of grey clouds still threatening rain. But the air was soon filled, anyway. Not with rain but with canisters of gas launched into the air and over the wall. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 30
 
    
 
    
 
   The grenade launchers made loud thumping noises as they catapulted thick metallic canisters into the air. Hundreds of the containers sailed over the palace walls like tiny shooting stars. Each one of the containers brought with it a tiny tail of gas. When the canisters made contact with the ground, that tail of gas turned into a giant plume.
 
   Smoke filled the palace courtyard and walls. The small metal tubes released giant clouds of toxic gas into the atmosphere. Connor drew his hood as smoke ran across his body and seeped into his eyes. 
 
   Watering tear ducts hindered his eyesight for the briefest of moments before he blinked away the gathered moisture. One hand over his mouth and the other protecting his head from the flying containers of gas, Connor took in the scene around him.
 
   Hundreds of gas containers lay on the ground shooting out smoke. Still more flew through the air. The defenders stood, resilient to the virulent gas that should be able to render their Elite gene dormant. It was now nothing more than a nuisance. Still, it was quite a nuisance.
 
   Even with his mouth and nose covered, Connor found himself wanting to cough. The smoke was seeking its way through the cloth covering his mouth. His eyes continued to water despite his best efforts at blinking through the onslaught.
 
   Minutes passed as the enemy continued to fire round after round of the air-borne virus. Connor looked for Katie. She was standing a few feet to his right, her own bandana wrapped around the bridge of her nose and mouth.
 
   Katie noticed Connor watching her and gave him a weak thumbs up. Despite this sign of affirmation, Connor knew her eyes were stinging just as much as his. 
 
   Connor coughed involuntarily as smoke entered his lungs. 
 
   When would it stop? When would Vercin be content that his plan was working and attack?
 
   While Connor was debating whether or not to pull the men back until the canisters stopped coming, the air was still. No more metal cans flew through the air. For the briefest of seconds, all was quiet. The moment passed too quickly. Suddenly the air was filled again. This time not with smoke but with battle cries as the monsters of Karnag attacked.
 
   Connor watched as they came. Aided by their Elite gene, they made short work of the space between them and the castle wall. They ran with wild cries, eager for the taste of blood. Howls ripped the air as Elites gave in to their own urges. These were men and women who didn’t give a second thought to controlling their Elite gene. These were the people who gave in to their beasts within, to the primal rage that set them apart from humans.
 
   More animal than men, the enemy approached. Connor knew they expected a massacre instead of a fight. They had been told by their leader that the gas would inhibit their enemies’ Elite gene. That this would be a slaughter, not a fight. They were in for a rude awakening. 
 
   Connor had ordered the men on the wall not to engage the enemy as they approached. No spear or arrows or rocks collided with the enemy as they surged forward. The element of surprise would be their greatest ally. Connor had no intention of losing whatever advantage they had. 
 
   Vercin’s army hit the outside wall with skull-cracking force. The entire wall shook as maddened beasts collided with steel and iron. 
 
   “HOLD!” Randolph screamed.
 
   Connor could hear him through the sound of war as he and his few dozen family members supported the inside of the gate with shields and their own body weight.
 
   The gate holding for the moment, Connor turned his eyes on the rest of the army seeking a way over the high palace walls. Even with their strength and dexterity, the wall was much too high for any Elite to jump in a single bound, but it seemed Vercin had taken this into consideration. Grappling hooks appeared out of nowhere as climbers sought anchoring spots. 
 
   Along with this new threat were those holding metal spikes in their hands along with footwear that reminded Connor of the spikes mountain climbers wore. These crampons were strapped onto boots with metal spikes protruding out at dangerous angles. 
 
   Aided by their Elite gene and blood lust, Vercin’s soldiers were scaling the stone wall just like a climber would a snow topped peak. With each step, a spike was driven into the side of the wall with a hand or a foot.
 
   Still Connor held. Left hand in the air he could practically feel the eyes on him. His heart was beating at a thunderous pace. Sweat was forming on his brow under the dark hood he wore.
 
   Not yet. You only have one chance at this. They think you’re weak, that you can’t fight. We need to take out as many as we can before they can regroup. Just a few more seconds.
 
   A wicked looking grappling hook flew by, just inches past Connor’s head. The hard steel hooks rattled across the wall’s stone surface and caught on the battlements. Connor saw the rope grow taut. 
 
   He could feel his hand shaking as he grabbed his black war axe in his right hand. He drew his knife from the sheath at his waist with his left. Everything burned a bright red as Connor found the force inside of him that made him different. 
 
   Still he waited.
 
   Finally a hand reached the top of the palace wall, followed by another. Then the very top of a head. 
 
   “NOW!” Connor shouted at the top of his lungs. His throat was dry and scratchy from the smoke but he must have been loud enough because a noise like thunder answered him. Elites of the five families roared as one and the battle for the fate of human and Elite kind began.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 31
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor almost felt sorry for the man who had climbed the rope directly in front of him. He only saw the leather-beaten face and sunken-in orange eyes for the briefest of seconds before he slammed a fist into the man’s surprised face. The blow knocked him backward and sent him plummeting to the jungle floor below. 
 
   Morrigan and Katie lit the sky with gigantic bolts of energy that reminded Connor very much of lightning. Connor couldn’t be more proud of Katie as he glanced her way. She was standing beside Morrigan, her brow furrowed, sending sizzling energy bolts into the grouping of enemy soldiers below who had begun battering the iron gate.
 
   All around him yellow, red, and orange eyes fought the enemy back. Lu was leading his family as they hacked at ropes and threw back those who had scaled their side of the wall. 
 
   To his right, Connor could see Miyanda, spear in hand, ordering her orange-eyed warriors to throw spears and shoot arrows at the enemy below as fast as they could.
 
   More ropes were thrown over the center of the wall. More heads crested the middle of the battlements. Connor hacked at ropes left and right. Whenever a head was seen, his fist soon followed. Connor couldn’t help but think of the game where moles popped up out of various holes and it was up to the player equipped with a hammer to knock them back down. 
 
   As the minutes wore on, Connor thought about how easy it would be to end life. How easy it would be for him to slice or stab an attacker instead of cutting the rope or knocking them to the ground. Even as these thoughts came, the memory of his dreams came as well. The picture of the man’s face Connor had killed in the Catskill forest rescuing Laren and Lu still haunting him.  
 
   Connor ignored the thoughts of killing, instead he continued to slash at ropes and bully attackers back down the high wall. The section of the wall was held by himself and the red-eyed members of his own family.
 
   Although he didn’t know the warriors personally, they fought side by side like they were involved in a war every weekend. Grunts passed between them, nods of warning, or shouts of danger.
 
   The preferred weapons of the men and women he fought with were swords and axes. They wore thick leather armor with the occasional animal pelt draped across their shoulders. They reminded Connor of Vikings. Men and women who had led normal lives until the call to arms was announced. They had traded in their everyday clothes and embraced their heritage, the culture of the Elite race and the history that came with it. 
 
   As the minutes wore on, Connor knew their plan was working. Where eager faces had crested the walls and ropes thrown up by the second had been, now those below were not so eager to come up.
 
   No doubt the enemies who were readying themselves for the ascent up the wall had seen what happened to those who reached its peak. 
 
   Connor knew his plan had succeeded. Vercin assured his men that the virus inhibiting the Elite gene would work on their enemies. That all they had to do was crest the wall and they would be free to take revenge on those who had imprisoned them for so many years. This, however, had not been the case. 
 
   Instead of finding humans choking on smoke, the inmates of Karnag  found a group of warriors enhanced with the Elite gene. Even as the last of the smoke was thrown from its canisters, the palace defenders remained ready to die for a cause in which they whole-heartedly believed. 
 
   Amidst the screams and yells, Connor kept a careful ear out for anything out of the ordinary. He knew that he had to be ready for anything. Connor saw that the defenses were holding. Lu on his left and Miyanda on his right were throwing back eighty percent of their attackers. Those who did make it over the wall were soon overwhelmed and dealt with severely.
 
   It seemed as though neither Lu nor Miyanda shared Connor’s beliefs on sparing life. Blood spattered their ends of the walls. Connor’s stomach twisted as he witnessed Lu exact revenge for his father and Miyanda do the same for her grandmother. 
 
   Connor’s eyes blazed red as he controlled his urge for more power. 
 
   Not yet, he told himself, You don’t need to tempt fate yet. Control it now, there will be plenty of time for that later.
 
   Seconds seemed like minutes and minutes like hours. With the clouded sky hiding the sun, it was impossible to tell how much of the day past. It felt like he had been on the wall all morning.
 
   The muscles in his arms bulged as he swung over and over again. Dozens, maybe a hundred ropes were hacked. Time and time again Connor forced the attackers off his wall. 
 
   Sweat from the exertion fell down his face and chest. Connor tore off the scarf that had been protecting his nose and mouth from the smoke. The smoldering canisters had all but burned out. Only the lingering taint of the toxic fumes permeated the air.
 
   The dark hood also came off, hanging from his back. Pushing and shoving attackers back, Connor tried to listen past the sound of war. He didn’t know how he would know the plan had worked, but he would know.
 
   Then it happened. A lone horn was blown long and loud over the chaos of battle. The inmates of Karnag looked at one another, confused. Loud battle cries and screams of pain rang out from across the jungle. 
 
   Their plan was working. Connor and the defenders on the wall had managed to fend off the first attack. Now it was up to Zheng and his warrior monks to successfully carry out the second part of their plan.
 
   As soon as the fighting had started, Zheng had led his monks out the rear of the palace grounds and around the fighting. The Island was their home and King of The Island and his men knew the terrain better than anyone else. They moved quickly through the thick jungle interior to the enemy encampment. Taking the enemy by surprise, their goal first and foremost was to rescue Orion.
 
   The way the horn pealed and the enemy army hesitated during the attack, Connor knew Zheng and his men had arrived at the enemy camp. 
 
   Get in and get out, Connor whispered to Zheng and his men. They’re coming for you now.
 
   Sure enough, the attack on the wall ended. Connor couldn’t see or hear Vercin through all of the moving bodies, but he knew he was down there somewhere. The tyrant king would be furious. Connor had to keep himself from laughing at the expression he imagined on Vercin’s face. 
 
   A cheer rose up past the sound of metal and the screams of war. A cheer from the defenders as hugs were passed around and grins exchanged. 
 
   “They’re leaving! We did it!” Miyanda said, watching the fleeing enemy.
 
   “They’ll be back. They’ll be back soon,” Morrigan warned, wiping the sweat from her brow. 
 
   Connor felt his adrenaline slow as his eyes dilated from red to brown. They had fended off the attack and that was something to be happy about, but how happy could he be, should he be, when so many lay dead and wounded?
 
   Looking over the wall, Connor saw the battlefield littered with dead and dying bodies. Most of the limp forms belonged to the enemy, but only most. Defenders that had been torn off the wall or pulled down were out there as well. 
 
   Connor pushed all the feelings of worry and doubt aside. He pulled his eyes from the dead and dying bodies and focused on what was next. He knew the only way to prevent more death was to prepare for what was coming. 
 
   Vercin was a proud and stubborn leader. He would not take defeat very well, much less Orion’s release if Zheng and his monks were successful.
 
   Connor sheathed his knife and placed the war axe in his shoulder sling. Elites along the wall were already in movement. The celebration of victory had been short-lived as Lu and Randolph’s voices could be heard ordering their men to prepare for the next onslaught. 
 
   Connor hurried down the long flight of stone stairs carved into the wall and headed for the gate. 
 
   When he arrived at the steel structure, his heart sank. 
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   “What happened?”
 
   Randolph looked up as he directed his men to hammer bent nails back in place. “No steel or metal has been made to take the kind of punishment an Elite army can produce.”
 
   “Can’t we get Morrigan to put a spell in place or strengthen the steel?”
 
   Randolph shrugged. “I wish it were that easy. She can strengthen the steel but that’s not our problem.” Randolph pointed a gloved hand to the large metal doors and the area where the gates met the stone wall. 
 
   Connor could see what he was referring to without him even needing to open his mouth. The steel was bent but holding. The area that was not able to withstand the constant battering were the hinges that anchored the doors to the stone wall. Even now Randolph was ordering his men to bend back the large nails and secure the hinges but how much longer the gate would hold was anyone’s guess. 
 
   As if Randolph were reading Connor’s mind, he ran a hand through his black hair and shrugged. “I’m sorry. I wish I had better news. It will come down next time they attack.”
 
   Connor’s mind searched for an answer. He knew if Vercin was allowed into the courtyard, it would be over. Even though they had made the enemy pay for their first overeager attack, they were still outnumbered. Before Connor could come to a solution, he heard Katie yelling his name.
 
   “Connor! Connor! Hurry, come look!”
 
   Katie was pointing an outstretched finger over the top of the wall. Connor left Randolph to deal with the door and took the stone steps four at a time. Katie was pointing to a spot in the jungle that ran parallel with the main road. Connor squinted, willing his eyes to see past what any human could. 
 
   First nothing, then a blur of movement. Men running. Connor raised a hand to place above his eyes, not shielding himself from the sun but his body instinctively trying to find a way to look closer. 
 
   Then Zheng sprang out of the jungle foliage, Orion’s limp body over his shoulder. 
 
   “Open the gates!” Connor screamed below. 
 
   Zheng was running fast with a trail of monks behind him. Further down the path, Connor saw what they were running from. 
 
   Vercin had marshaled his men. He had ran back to his camp to fend off Zheng but the monks had escaped with Orion. Vercin was not pleased. 
 
   Connor ran down the steps faster than he had climbed them. The clouds were beginning to part and sun shown down at awkward angles, gleaming off of warriors’ weapons and the battered steel gates.
 
   “Open the gate!” Connor yelled again as he reached Randolph and his men. 
 
   Randolph was already lifting the large steel bar that ran across both doors. Metal nails were being pried open. Grunts of exertion escaped the lips of the Elites at the door but in a few seconds the metal gates were open and Zheng ran inside, followed closely by his men. 
 
   Orange-clad monks were bruised and bloodied. They had all paid a high price for the rescue of the ferryman.
 
   Connor helped Zheng place Orion on the courtyard floor. The usual fun-loving dark-haired man entrusted with the passage between The Island and the human world was not moving. 
 
   “Zheng, is he…” Connor’s voice trailed off and he hated how small he heard himself sound but he couldn’t finish the sentence. 
 
   Zheng was sweating with a line of blood coming off his own scalp. His long ponytail fell across his shoulder as he lowered an ear to Orion’s still lips. 
 
   The courtyard was quiet. The air that had been filled just minutes ago by the sound of war and death held now for the uncertain fate of Orion’s future. 
 
   Zheng looked up into Connor’s worried face. “He’s alive. His breaths are shallow but he will live. We need to take him inside.”
 
   Connor moved to lift Orion’s still form but another shout stopped him in his tracks. 
 
   “Connor! They’re coming!” Lu roared from the battlements. 
 
   Connor left Orion with Zheng and ran to the front gate. That was the thing about being a Judge, in time of war, you were the one people were depending on. When Connor looked out of the palace entrance, he knew why Lu had shouted. 
 
   Vercin had not stopped his chase of Zheng and his monks, even when they had reached the safety of the palace walls. 
 
   Randolph and his men were securing the battered steel gate. Connor had just enough time to look out the gate before it was closed and secured. What he saw chilled him to the bone. 
 
   Vercin was leading the charge this time. His eyes were alive with hate and the lust for blood. Beside him was Julie and the monster that had once been Faust Ulfric. Following behind them were the prisoners of Karnag, howling for war. 
 
   “Here, you’re going to need this to brace the gate. When it falls, you just worry about Vercin. I’ll take care of Faust. I’m sure Morrigan and Katie can handle Julie.”
 
   Despite it all, despite the situation, despite what Connor knew was coming, her voice brought reassurance. Beside him, Laren was holding up a shield. 
 
   “Laren? You can’t be here, can you?”
 
   “Yes, the doctor pulled through. It’s you and me against the world right now and it’s going to stay like that for a very long time.”
 
   Connor felt a smile spread across his lips. Laren’s eyes were yellow. A fire hotter than hell itself burned inside the woman he loved. He knew she would stand by him until the end. It was her strength that gave him support now.
 
   Connor grabbed the heavy metal shield she offered and he took his place in line with Randolph and the soldiers at the gate. 
 
   “Hold the walls!” he shouted up to Lu and the rest of the defenders. He was done with the wall. The brunt of the fight would now take place at the gate. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 33
 
    
 
    
 
   Left shoulder pressed against the shield, Connor braced himself and waited for the impact he knew was only seconds away. He could feel the pressure of the soldiers behind him pressing their own shields against his back. He could smell the sweat they had poured into holding the gate through the first attack all around him. 
 
   Dirt was churned underfoot as footholds were found and lost. Laren was beside him on his left, her hair pulled behind her in a tight ponytail, armor glimmering in the emerging sun. She was gorgeous. 
 
   “Here they come!” Lu’s voice boomed from the wall. 
 
   The first impact made Connor’s teeth rattle. The blow from the opposite side of the large metal doors was deafening. The impact of the shock flowed through the steel walls and pushed Connor backwards.
 
   Lowering his head, he resumed his place on the door. His shoulder was tingling with the sensation of the hit. Yells filled the air as men from the opposite side of the barricade threw their Elite gene against the obstacle. Steel groaned and iron bent. 
 
   “Hold the gate!” Connor yelled at no one and everyone. It seemed an obvious thing to say but it gave the men hope as they pushed against the steel doors. 
 
   Connor felt the door rumble and vibrate again and again under the unrelenting force of Vercin’s army. Through red eyes he could practically picture Vercin, Faust, Julie, and the rest of the army hurling bone crushing blows at the door from the other side. 
 
   Laren was yelling with him. She was shouting encouragement to the men and women beside her. But Connor knew that no shout, no verbal inspiration would save the gate. The sound of tearing steel met his ears and he knew he was right.
 
   The gate was a dimpled mess of twisted metal. The hinges holding the gate to the palace walls had held as long as they could. With one last charge from the enemy the hinges burst, sending steel pellets down on the defenders. 
 
   “Back!” Connor yelled.
 
   He could hear shouts to follow his orders coming from behind him as men fled from the tottering wall of metal. 
 
   Connor threw his shield to the ground and braced the gate with both hands. He needed to buy them whatever time he could before the gate crushed them. Hands on steel, he gritted fanged teeth. Out of the corner of his red vision he caught Laren on his right.
 
   “Laren,” Connor grunted under the pressure of the gate. “Run, I can’t—I can’t hold it up!”
 
   “I’m not leaving you!” she shouted back over the hammering of weapons on the steel gates from the opposite side.
 
   “If you don’t, we’ll both be crushed!”
 
   “Well, then you better Judge up and throw this thing back at them. If they want it down so bad, then let them have it!”
 
   Connor knew what she was getting at. She wanted him to tilt the gate and send the pounds of solid steel on top of the enemy. Connor’s arms trembled as the top of the gate inched closer and closer to his head. His feet churned in the dirt trying to find a hold.
 
   “I can’t—it’s too heavy!”
 
   “Find a way, Connor. I know you can!”
 
   The steel wall was coming down on him and Laren. If there was ever a time to call on the untapped power that he held deep inside, this was it. Tears filling his eyes with intensity, Connor let the power that he held inside free. 
 
   Every muscle bulged. From his arms to his back to his legs, every fiber of his being reached a new level of strength. Hands on the steel gate, Connor let out a long breathe and took a step forward. 
 
   The steel bent under the pressure. Connor could feel the metal forming around his hands as it was submitted to a force not of this world. The raw animal force inside him told him to go forward. It tried to take over his body with the idea that he was capable of anything. It was intoxicating but Connor knew that he needed to focus. He thought of the woman beside him and he moved forward. 
 
   Two steps, three, the gate was beginning to tilt. It stood perfectly upright now. The yards of steel structure began to bend the other way as it swayed down toward the enemy on the opposite side of the gate.
 
   A cheer rose from all around him as Connor dug his feet into the dirt and pushed forward. Men witnessed the impossible as the lone Judge bent the gate toward the enemy outside. 
 
   Sweat poured down his back. Muscles burned and threatened to buckle under the pressure but Connor pushed forward. One, two, three more steps. The army on the opposite side was falling back. Every second Connor could feel less and less resistance against the gate as the enemy fled in fear of the giant steel doors collapse.
 
   With one last step, with one last push forward, the gate came down. Dirt and dust exploded into the air. A loud boom rocked the entrance, chasing the enemy away.
 
   Those who had not been quick enough to escape the steel door’s wrath were crushed under tons of solid, unforgiving steel. 
 
   Connor was trembling at the power, the rage that being a Judge of the Elite race provided. It was her voice again that pulled him back. 
 
   “I knew you could do it!” Laren handed him his shield and smiled as she unsheathed the sword by her waist. “They’ll be through the wall any second—quick, the line.”
 
   Connor followed her gaze to where Randolph stood with the rest of his family, along with Zheng and the remaining monks who still stood battle ready after their daring rescue attempt. Ranks of burnished shields and tempered steel weapons glinted in the sun. 
 
   Much like them, the sun was fighting back the clouds. The light was making its way through the sky, slowly making itself seen. 
 
   Connor ran with Laren to the front line. He was trembling with power as the rage inside him grew. The animal inside begged him for a target. Shield on his left arm, axe on his right, Connor stood with his people. 
 
   Laren was beside him, narrow eyed and  teeth bared. Randolph and Zheng stood on his left. 
 
   “Here they come!” Randolph shouted. “For your families!”
 
   “For your home!” Zheng added.
 
   “For your futures!” Laren yelled.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 34
 
    
 
    
 
   The enemy gushed through the broken gate as if they were made out of one solid mass of snarling teeth and steel. They came so fast that Connor barely had time to brace himself against the horde. The Elites of Karnag, led by Vercin and the monster that was once Faust, collided with the defenders with a force unlike any Connor could comprehend. 
 
   Bodies flew through the air on both sides. Bones were snapped in half and lives ended on impact. Connor had tried to position himself to meet with Vercin but the mutated giant sought him out first. 
 
   Faust was wearing a shirt that looked like it belonged to a wild animal more than a man. The sleeves were torn and steel bands with chains hung off his neck and wrists. The monster held a sledgehammer that came down on Connor’s shield when the warring sides collided.
 
   The blow from the hammer sent bolts of blinding pain down Connor’s arm and shoulder. Again and again the giant landed the hammer, forcing Connor to his knees under the constant pressure. 
 
   Move, you need to get out of here. Get up. Roll. Do something!
 
   Connor knew he had to move but he couldn’t. It seemed every second brought another blow. If he moved the shield, his head would be exposed. A plan eased its way into his mind as more blows fell. Connor knew for his plan to work, timing had to be perfect, timing would be everything.
 
   Another blow fell, denting his shield inward. Connor waited the length of a heartbeat before dropping his shield and axe, opening himself to the attack. The hammer came down again but this time instead of meeting steel, Connor grabbed it in both hands.
 
   The war hammer was long with a solid oak staff attached to an iron piece that resembled an anvil. Connor caught the weapon just below the metal. The giant hesitated for a moment, trying to form a new plan. 
 
   Before even Connor could react, Laren appeared out of nowhere and shattered the oak pole with one blow of her sword. 
 
   The giant that was once Faust stepped back and roared with anger. 
 
   “Go,” Laren said out of the side of her mouth. “I can handle him. You have someone else to deal with.”
 
   Connor hesitated as the mutated giant prepared himself for attack. “Are you sure you can take him?”
 
   Laren raised an eyebrow. “Connor, please. He may be bigger than I am but give an Elite girl who’s lived over a hundred years some credit. This isn’t my first fight.”
 
   As if to validate her words, Laren side-stepped a clumsy swing from Faust and struck out with her sword, drawing blood from her enemy’s forearm.
 
   Connor nodded. He hated leaving her even if she could take care of herself but she was right. There was an enemy present that was beyond anyone there but himself, or so he hoped.
 
   Connor grabbed his axe and searched the courtyard for Vercin. To say that chaos had broken out seemed like an understatement. This was madness. Fighting had spread to every inch of the palace courtyard. Lu and Miyanda still led their families’ fighting on the wall, with Randolph and Zheng below. 
 
   Connor’s eyes glanced over more dead bodies than he wanted to see. The battle was raging so loud his ears started to ring. Still he couldn’t find Vercin. What he did see next took his breath away. 
 
   Julie Huber stood dead center in the middle of the courtyard, fearless of any enemy. Those who did try and impede her progress toward the palace doors were met with sizzling blue and black electric bolts that flew out of her hands like extensions of her reach. 
 
   At the steady pace she was using to walk forward, she would reach the palace doors in minutes. There would be no telling how many she would kill once she was inside. 
 
   The injured and elderly were hidden inside the palace, along with Connor’s mother, father, Reap and Kora.
 
   Connor was reminded how his last encounter with the sorceress had ended, with him smoking from a lightning bolt that sent him soaring through the air. Still he knew he had to stop her. He couldn’t let her inside the palace, not while he was still capable of drawing breath. 
 
   Connor took a path that led him directly in her way to the door. Julie stopped and smiled at him as if she was seeing him for the first time. 
 
   “Walk away, little Judge. I am so far beyond you it would be a waste of time to send you to your death. Besides, I’m sure Vercin would be disappointed if I killed you first. He has special plans for you that involve a lot of pain.”
 
   Connor ignored the fear crawling over his skin even as he wondered how he could defeat her. 
 
   “The time for walking away is past. I don’t know what happened to you, how you could change so much from the woman I knew. From Katie’s mother—”
 
   “Please, that was a mask I let you see. It was a cover I had until it was time for Vercin to rise and for us to make our presence known. It was all a lie.”
 
   “All of it? Was I just a cover?” Katie had found the two among the crowd of warriors. Connor could hear the pain in Katie’s voice and also the poor attempt she made at hiding it. “Me, Dad—we were just a cover for you? A way for you to fit into the human world until it was time for you to make your move?”
 
   Julie Huber stopped in her tracks. A brief flash of humanity crossed her black eyes. “No, Katie, you were the only thing that was real. I love you like any mother would love her daughter. But somewhere along the way you were bitten, awakening your Elite gene, and now you have chosen the wrong side in this fight. You’ve been deceived by Morrigan and this false Judge. Come back with me. Come back with me where you belong.”
 
   There was no hesitation in Katie’s response. “No. I love you, Mom. I don’t know if I can ever stop loving you, but you are not the same person who raised me. Maybe it was a mistake, but you were a good person. You let your guard down and you loved Dad, I know you did. Whatever you are now, you can go back. You can be the woman I looked up to and loved again. But I can’t do that for you, you have to do it.”
 
   Julie was stopped as her shoulders hunched and she hesitated as an internal debate went on that would decide her future. For a moment, Connor thought that she might surrender to her daughter’s pleas. That maybe Katie was right and a small part of Julie had actually liked leading a normal life. But that moment passed quickly as Julie’s gaze shifted from her daughter to Connor.
 
   “This is all your fault. You led my daughter to this.”
 
   “No, the decision was mine,” Katie shouted, but it seemed Julie had made up her mind.
 
   “You’ll pay for turning my daughter against me!”
 
   Julie’s feet rose off the ground. Dark currents gathered at her hands. Her dark blonde hair waved in the air despite the absence of a breeze. Julie lifted her hands in a violent motion. Black streaks of painful electric magic raced towards Connor.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 35
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor braced himself for the impact he knew was coming. He could practically feel the bolt collide with his skin and burn his flesh. He would be thrown into the air like he had been before. But instead of the pain he should have felt, a cool breeze touched his skin.
 
   Morrigan had appeared next to Katie and both sorceress and apprentice extended their hands, creating a barrier from Julie’s attack. 
 
   Forces of magic collided with dangerous intensity as the air sizzled and shimmered all around them. 
 
   Julie let out a scream of frustration as her anger was turned from Connor and directed at Morrigan. 
 
   “She’s made her choice, Julie,” Morrigan said as she held the barrier in place. “Neither Connor nor myself turned her from you. You did that all on your own. If you want someone to blame, then you have no further to look than a mirror.”
 
   Connor sensed that this was his time to go as the sorceresses squared off for a battle that would be talked about for years, decades to come. He almost wished he could stay and witness history but he knew there were more pressing matters to deal with.
 
   Connor left Katie and Morrigan with a nod and ran to find Vercin. He took in the defenders’ situation even as he knew what he had to do next. The Elites defending the palace were putting up an amazing fight. To have been so vastly outnumbered at the beginning of the battle and still be holding on was amazing. 
 
   But their numbers were dwindling. The Elites from Vercin’s army were too many. The war was continuing to rage all around him but he knew they were still vastly outnumbered. Even if they did win, the loss of life they would pay for the victory was something Connor refused to accept. 
 
   You have one last move to make. Once last chance to save lives. But what if things go wrong? What if you do more harm than good?
 
   While Connor’s mind ran though the possibilities, a group of Karnag inmates who looked more like pirates than soldiers spotted him. There were three of them, and as soon as their orange eyes saw Connor, they grinned with wicked pleasure.
 
   No words were said as they charged at the Judge. Their intentions were obvious. The first man was lanky and swung with a long sword. Connor opened himself up to the power once again. Not just the Elite gene but the animal inside that set him apart as a Judge. Connor parried the blow with his axe and stepped in, sending a fist to the man’s crooked jaw. The fist Connor used held his knife, pointed blade down. Very easily he could have sent the steel through the man’s skull but he chose not to. 
 
   Without pausing, Connor moved on to the next attacker. In one fluid motion he dropped his knife and hit the man square in the chest with an open palmed strike. The man shot from the ground and flew across the battleground. 
 
   Connor stood, daring the next man to come at him. The last Elite stood wide-eyed in a crouched stance with a knife in his left hand. Earrings clattered around his ears and he bit his lower lip with stained yellow teeth. A moment passed as the two men stared at one another. The next thing Connor knew the man had dropped his knife and started running in the opposite direction.
 
   Connor spared a moment to smile before he was brought back to the dire situation by shrieks of pain. He didn’t know where the howl was coming from but he knew he had to stop the fight. Life was being lost by the second, and that’s when he made his decision. 
 
   Throwing enemies out of his way and dodging blows, Connor made his way up the left stairwell were Miyanda and her men still held the wall. There was no doubt their numbers had dwindled. Miyanda had defended her assigned area of the wall at great cost to herself and her men. Deep cuts crossed her abdomen and left arm. Blood trickled down her left temple. 
 
   “Miyanda!” Connor shouted above the noise. “It’s time!”
 
   Miyanda nodded and pointed toward a steel case that stood by a lit torch. Connor pushed two more attackers off the wall, sending them plummeting to the ground below as he made for the chest. Dropping to his knees, Connor reached inside for the bow and arrow. 
 
   The arrow was wrapped with a small cloth around the point that Connor wasted no time in dipping into the fire. The gas-soaked cloth caught faster than the eye could see and flamed bright. 
 
   Although the clouds were yielding to the sun’s bright rays, the arrow would be visible to anyone who was watching. Far from an experienced archer, Connor notched the bow and drew the string back like he had seen in movies. 
 
   The oak bow was strong and fought against his grasp as Connor drew the string to his face. His left arm was completely straight. His right hand pulled back on the string as far as he dared. 
 
   Connor said a silent prayer. Please let this work. Please know what to do and help us.
 
   Then the arrow was away. The flying flame punctured the sky at an incredible speed. Like a comet reaching for the next level of the heavens, it arched upward. Higher and higher is sped until its forward momentum was exhausted and it came down in a perfect arch to land somewhere far below. 
 
   It’s done, Connor said to himself. Somewhere Pete and Joe had seen the flame and would release the dragon. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 36
 
    
 
    
 
   After firing the arrow, Connor waded into the thick of battle once again, still looking for Vercin but stopping and helping whenever he could. It had only been minutes since the arrow was loosed from the bow. Connor was dispatching a group of nasty looking enemy soldiers wearing tattered black and white striped clothes that reminded Connor of patients in an old school insane asylum.
 
   These men gnashed their fangs and attacked with wild howls and strikes. They had given in to their Elite gene. They had chosen to let their animal rule them. As a result they were stronger, but the attacks that came at Connor were sloppy and far from strategic. Only rage pushed these men forward. 
 
   Connor dodged and parried blows. It was in the middle of the fight with these men that the monster’s first roar was heard. 
 
   Connor lifted his red eyes to the heavens. An unspoken peace treaty agreed on by all combatants passed, as everyone paused from the fight and searched for the origin of the terrible noise. 
 
   The roar came again. It shook men from the outside in. Connor could practically feel his bones rattle as the intensity of the monster’s bellows increased. 
 
   A brief moment passed as all eyes searched for the creature or whatever was making the alien sound. Then shouts broke out from both sides—cheers from the defenders and gasps of astonishment from the attackers. 
 
   All eyes witnessed the impossible as strong leathery wings beat the afternoon sky. The animal was only a speck at first but within seconds all could see what bellowed the fury of war. A dragon. A dragon had come to join the fight. 
 
   Even though Connor had witnessed Spero in his true form, his breath was still stolen by the violent wonder of the creature. As the dragon approached the battle, the fearless inmates of Karnag started to fold. The men Connor had been encircled by looked at one another and ran. Attackers begin to shy away from the fight and head back towards the gate they had once been so eager to enter. 
 
   Spiro’s form grew larger and then impossibly large as the beast flew toward the sound of battle. The behemoth hovered in the sky for a moment before it bellowed another roar and landed next to Connor with a force that shook the very ground itself. 
 
   Connor stumbled from the impact, even as he reminded himself there was no reason to fear the animal. Fear, however, had a mind of its own. An uneasy feeling still sat deep within Connor’s heart as he looked into huge serpentine eyes. The dragon looked at him as if for direction, lowering its long, scaled neck to Connor’s height. 
 
   Connor took a deep breath. He was reminded of how this species of dragon was the most clever. It had survived its kind’s extinction because it had adapted. It was the most intelligent of all species of dragon. 
 
   “I don’t know if you can understand what I’m saying, but we need your help.”
 
   The dragon gave him a blank stare. Its cocked his head to the side like a dog when it was given an order it didn’t understand.
 
   Oh, this is crazy. It’s an animal. It has no idea what I’m saying.
 
   As Connor searched for an answer to his problem, help came in an unexpected form. 
 
   Some of the Karnag inmates had started to run, others began to back away. The bravest of Vercin’s army edged forward and formed a circle around the creature. Connor was surprised to see Christof as one of these men.
 
   The relative to both Randolph and Faust inched forward, a long spear in his right hand. He led a group of his own family. Black-eyed Elites who brandished steel armor and swords. 
 
   In that moment, Connor knew what Christof was trying to do. He was trying to earn favor with his master. Inching forward, sweat pouring from his hairline, Christof drew back the spear and hurled it through the air. 
 
   Both blade and shaft flew at an astonishing rate. The weapon hit the dragon named Hope perfectly in his chest, the exact area where his heart would be. 
 
   The spear clanked off the dragon’s scaled skin with a metallic sound that sounded more like it had struck steel rather than flesh.
 
   Spero turned its attention from Connor to the men surrounding them, shouting a roar of anger. Yellow eyes glaring, the dragon raised its neck high. From his spot next to the dragon’s side, Connor began to feel warm.
 
   Heat was emitting from the dragon in with blazing intensity. Christof and his followers stood wide-eyed as the dragon lowered his head and opened its huge jaws. Fire spouted forth like water from a broken fire hydrant. Flames burst through teeth and tongue as the dragon drenched its enemies in flames hotter than Connor could fathom. 
 
   Twisted steel armor and skeletons with burnt flesh dropped to the ground where Christof and his men had been just seconds before.  
 
   Now the dragon knew why he had been summoned. Wings beating into the air even as ages of primal instinct took over, the dragon’s large dark green mass rose from the ground and Connor knew the tides of war had changed. 
 
   Those with any sense ran from the beast. The enemies that chose to stand and fight were torn apart with jaws and claws the size of their own bodies. Heat permeated the air as the dragon made short work of its attackers. 
 
   The day was almost won but Connor knew there was still one man capable of turning the nearly accomplished victory into defeat. 
 
   Connor’s black robe flew around him as he ran from the battleground in the courtyard to the wall. Pockets of resistance were still scattered around the courtyard but the defenders were pushing back. In some cases, even taking prisoners. With the arrival of the dragon, most of the inmates of Karnag fled or surrendered. 
 
   Connor ran up the stone steps to the left of the wall, where he found Lu drenched in blood. Connor ran to his side with a look that said what a hundred words couldn’t. Lu grinned at him.
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s not my blood—well, most of it isn’t, anyway. Are you okay?”
 
   Connor let out a sigh of relief as fatigue settled into his muscles and bones. He was beyond exhausted but he knew that this was not the time for rest. He needed to find Vercin and end the battle for good.
 
   “Have you seen Vercin?”
 
   Lu jerked his chin toward the courtyard. “I saw him fighting in the courtyard when the dragon arrived. He was making his way to the palace gates but Randolph and a group of monks stopped him, I think.”
 
   Connor turned his eyes on the scene below. It wasn’t easy to make out individual people even with his Elite eyesight. He squinted as he tried to make out his nemesis’ form through all of the swirling and turning figures below.  
 
   He grunted in frustration as once again he failed to make out the tyrant king. What did catch his eyes however, was the crackling magic exchange that was still taking place between the three sorceresses. 
 
   Warriors on both sides, even the dragon, had given the women a wide berth in the palace courtyard. The battle of magic was taking place to the left of the palace doors. Smoke rose as the combatants sent sizzling energy and lightning bolts at one another. Every time two magical forces of power collided, a loud snapping noise would explode. 
 
   Connor could see Morrigan bending under the amount of pressure Julie was putting her under. Katie ran to stand between the women but she was no match for her mother, who sent her reeling backward to Morrigan’s side. 
 
   Katie was swatted out of the way quickly as Julie focused on her real enemy. Even though she was thrown, Katie refused to give in and ran again at her mother. Over and over Julie pushed her away and over and over Katie tried to get between her and the dangerous magical strikes directed at Morrigan.
 
   Morrigan and Julie both floated inches from the ground. Sweat poured off Morrigan’s brow as she clenched her jaw, countering any strikes of magic sent against her, and at the same time pushing the fight with attacks of her own.
 
   As Connor moved to help Morrigan and Katie in whatever way he could, the fight came to an unexpected end.
 
   Katie pushed forward once again but this time instead of trying to be a human barrier between the two women, she shot off a bolt of sizzling electric magic at a section of the wall above her mother’s head. 
 
   Stones fell and mortar plummeted to the floor below. Julie raised a hand and shielded herself with a wall of energy from the falling debris. This was the opportunity Morrigan needed.
 
   Morrigan took a huge breath, allowing a ball of red and brown energy to grow between her hands. As she did so, she seemed to grow in size. Connor was yards from the women now. He witnessed first hand as the sky darkened and Morrigan Hayes grew like a shadow on a long wall. Releasing her breath, Morrigan shrank back to size. The ball of energy launched from her hands broke through Julie’s shield and caught the sorceress square in the chest.
 
   Connor witnessed Katie scream and run to her mother’s still form. Smoke rose from her black robes like an extinguished fire. Morrigan fell to her knees, exhausted.
 
   Connor ran to comfort Katie, unsure if her mother had been killed or simply put out of the fight. That’s when he heard someone screaming his name. It was Laren.
 
   Connor wished at that moment that he could be two, three people at the same time. He wanted to comfort Katie, help Morrigan to her feet, and run to Laren but he was only one man. Without another second of hesitation, he took off at a sprint towards the screams.
 
   “Connor! Connor!”
 
   He reached Laren even as her screams stopped. She was kneeling beside a broken and bloodied Randolph. She gently cradled his head in her lap. The doors to the palace had been broken inward and hung off the entrance at awkward angles. 
 
   Connor skidded to a stop beside Laren and Randolph. He looked at Laren with a worried expression. 
 
   Laren wasn’t a crier. Even now as she held Randolph she didn’t cry but her green eyes were swimming in tears. Tears she refused to shed. 
 
   “Con—Connor…” Randolph took a painful breath. 
 
   Connor looked down on his friend reaching for his hand. Randolph’s eyes were beginning to lose their brightness. A thin line of blood fell from the corner of his mouth. His chest was all but caved in. 
 
   “I’m here. I’m here, Randolph.”
 
   “Connor—Vercin, he’s made it—he’s made it inside. I tried to stop him.”
 
   “Shhh… it’s okay.”
 
   “I’m—I’m sorry for—”
 
   Connor could feel water form in his own eyes. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I couldn’t have asked for a better man—a better friend to stand by my side today.”
 
   Randolph smiled weakly as he struggled to breathe. “Stop him, Connor. Stop him for both of our families.”
 
   Connor wished he had more to say. He wished he could come up with some words that would give more comfort to Randolph in his darkest hour. Instead of words, only rage made itself available. 
 
   Anger boiled to the surface. Connor gave Randolph’s hand one final squeeze and stood. 
 
   “Stay with him?” Connor asked Laren.
 
   She nodded, still refusing to cry.
 
   Connor left the woman he loved and the friend he was sure to lose that day behind. He entered the palace though the broken doors. 
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   The inside of the palace opened into a large hall. Bodies of the men stationed to protect the palace should anyone make it inside were strewn like pieces of art along the floor. Dozens of warrior monks lay still. Orange robes once clean and bright were crimson with blood. 
 
   Connor ran faster. Ahead he could hear men talking. In the large banquet hall, Connor skidded to a stop. Vercin stood in the middle of the room, a sword dripping with gore in his right hand. Caderyn and Zheng stood blocking his path. 
 
   “Oh this is perfect,” Vercin said as he grinned at Connor. “Three birds with one stone.”
 
   Connor looked past Vercin at his father and the King of The Island. His father still wore no shirt with his ribs and torso heavily wrapped. Two knives glinted from his hands. 
 
   Zheng stood next to him, a long spear held in his left hand. His orange robes looked like the robes of the men Connor had passed in the hall, bloodied and red. 
 
   Both men looked at Vercin with determination in their eyes. Connor focused back on Vercin, who was talking like he had been invited over for lunch instead of mounting an attack on the palace. 
 
   “I’m not sure what you three hope to accomplish here, certainly not victory. Caderyn, you can barely stand. Zheng, not on your best day could you hope to defeat a Judge, and Connor…” Vercin turned and smiled. “You are still learning to control the power that sets us Judges apart from the rest of the Elites. You have no hope.”
 
   “Men like us will always have hope against people like you,” Caderyn said. 
 
   “Oh, here we go, the courageous words, the misplaced bravery. You can say whatever you want but the fact that you believe and support a race of superior beings who only come out to help others every few decades says it all. At least I am making the moves to bring constant order to the human race. I don’t appear when I deem fit, give them hope, and the fade back into the shadows of obscurity.”
 
   “By ‘order’ you mean rule,” Zheng said in his quiet way.
 
   “One and the same, Zheng. There is nothing you can do to stop it. I couldn’t even stop it. Like I told Connor, as we speak the best and brightest of Karnag are climbing their way up the political and corporate ladders of the world.”
 
   “We will stop you,” Connor said.
 
   Vercin rolled his different colored eyes. “Yes, yes, I’m sure you think you will. So there is nothing I can do or say to change your mind?”
 
   “Nothing,” Connor said.
 
   Vercin shrugged and the long cloak he wore fell from his shoulders. “Remember as you lay dying next to your father and Zheng that this was your choice.”
 
   Four pairs of eyes changed colors as kings and Judges clashed. 
 
   Connor knew that this was the moment that would define history. This was the time to hold nothing back and move forward. His heartbeat quickened as his eyes changed red. He gripped his axe in his right hand and knife in his left like they were the very things keeping him grounded to his humanity. 
 
   As the rage washed over him he forced himself to think of those who needed him to succeed. He thought of his friends, his family, but most of all he thought of Laren. 
 
   He could see her in his mind, hear her voice laughing for him. He imagined her rolling her eyes at his jokes and giving him that smile that told him he could be the man he was meant to be. 
 
   Connor was ready. 
 
   Vercin stood with his knees bent and both hands on the long sword that was held above his head. The thin iron crown he wore matched his stance, strong and rigid. 
 
   Caderyn moved first. Even with his wounds the warrior in him pushed ahead. Zheng was right by his side with his own spear raised high overhead. 
 
   War cries burst from both men’s chests and Connor felt a roar of his own break from his lips as he moved forward. 
 
   All three men collided with Vercin at the some moment. 
 
   Connor had never witnessed someone so fast. It wasn’t only Vercin’s speed that made him nearly invulnerable to strikes, it was the skill set he now possessed after centuries of war. 
 
   Blades flew through the air in all directions at the once Judge now turned tyrant. Vercin moved to avoid a blow faster than they could aim their blows. Those strikes that he couldn’t avoid he deftly parried to the side. 
 
   Within a few seconds Connor knew why Vercin was feared the way he was. The Elite was a god when it came to war. Connor struck out with his axe in a wide arc that aimed for Vercin’s back. As if he had eyes in the back of his head Vercin lunged forward, avoiding his blow and at the same time connecting with a wicked slice across Zheng’s chest. 
 
   Zheng staggered backward even as Caderyn lunged forward. Vercin blocked both of Caderyn’s daggers with his sword. Connor saw his opening and rushed forward. 
 
   With his free hand, Vercin struck Caderyn across the jaw with an audible crack. Caderyn flew across the room and slammed into the far wall. 
 
   Connor was close enough to strike. He feinted with his axe again but as Vercin blocked the blow with his sword, Connor plunged his knife forward. Vercin caught Connor’s wrist in his free hand. The knife hovered inches from Vercin’s stomach. 
 
   “You could have been a great general in the world that is coming,” Vercin said through clenched fangs.
 
   Connor grunted as he pushed forward with both arms. “I prefer to be a great Judge in the world we have now.”
 
   Vercin glared at him through his red and black eyes. Axe held in check by Vercin’s sword, Connor leaned his strength into pushing forward with his left hand. The knife inched closer. 
 
   Both men struggled to gain the upper hand. Locked in a struggle Connor knew he couldn’t win, his eyes caught motion. Both Zheng and Caderyn were struggling to their feet. 
 
   Connor knew he had to buy them time. Feet fighting for traction on the smooth wood of the palace floor, Connor braced himself and pushed forward. 
 
   Vercin countered by bringing more pressure down on his sword and shortening the space between Connor’s head and the axe he held under the sword’s pressure. 
 
   Chess, this is a chess match. You have to anticipate his moves. Think ahead. 
 
   Connor allowed Vercin to push the sword trapped by his axe closer and closer to his own head. The knife in his other hand was slowly being twisted away from Vercin. Connor’s wrist was being forced to move in an angle that nature had not intended. 
 
   Pain shot through his wrist and up his arm as tendons and muscles were strained. The sword was coming down on his head like the sun destined to set. 
 
   With a yell of pain, Connor made a decision, a decision to sacrifice himself. Caderyn and Zheng were on their feet and coming forward. Vercin’s eyes were glowing hate as he twisted Connor’s wrist to its breaking point. Vercin heard the racing footsteps behind him as Connor’s wrist snapped. Everything else happened at once. 
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   Blinding pain coursed through Connor’s left wrist and arm as he fell backwards under Vercin’s sword. As he toppled back, he dropped his own axe and grabbed onto the hilt of the very sword that had threatened his life a moment before. 
 
   With Vercin’s weapon trapped and Connor pulling him down on top of him, Vercin had one of two options as Zheng and Caderyn charged him with their own steel drawn. He could release the sword and meet this new attack weaponless, or he could allow himself to be pulled to the ground and wrestle his weapon free from Connor. 
 
   Vercin released his sword and for the first time ever Connor saw something besides pride and anger in his eyes. Through the pain, Connor saw fear on Vercin’s face. 
 
   Zheng swung low with his spear, forcing Vercin to jump over his blade as Caderyn came high with both knives. Vercin was off balance from the jump but despite this managed to dodge one of the knives in Caderyn’s hand; the other stuck hilt deep in his right shoulder. 
 
   A scream of rage that did not befit Vercin’s political personality rushed out between fanged teeth. Landing hard, Vercin wasted no time in extracting his revenge. He caught Caderyn’s arm that held the second knife as it arched down on him with one hand and sent a strike to his chest that rocketed him off his feet through the air into a large table that sat in the hall. 
 
   Zheng struck forward with his spear again. This time Vercin sidestepped the weapon, meeting Zheng’s chest with a kick that made a crunching noise as he too was sent flying through the air and crashing into the far wall. The impact of the strike brought down bricks and wood from the palace structure on Zheng’s limp form.
 
   Connor watched this happen in a matter of seconds. In the time it had taken him to get to his feet with Vercin’s sword in his right hand it was already done. 
 
   Connor and Vercin met again. His left hand limp and held close to his chest, Connor brandished the sword in his right. Eyes locked on his opponent, Connor welcomed the Elite strength that coursed through his body. As both men prepared to charge, a voice shattered the intense silence. 
 
   “Randolph is going to make it, and that’s more than I can say for you.”
 
   Vercin and Connor looked toward the entrance of the hall. Laren walked toward both of them, her head held high. Eyes yellow with rage, a shield in her left hand, sword in her right.
 
   Vercin opened his mouth and snarled, “The first and only time I was defeated it took a coven of sorceresses and an army. I don’t think—”
 
   “Enough talking. Just die already!”
 
   Laren ran forward and crashed into Vercin, shield first. Like an angel of death, she pressed the fight. Connor joined her, still in shock at her boldness and at the same time admiration and respect growing in his chest for the woman he loved. 
 
   Vercin grabbed Laren’s shield in both hands and tore it off her arm, sending her flying though the air over his head. 
 
   Connor brought Vercin’s own sword down with his one good arm. Vercin caught the hilt and tore it from his hands. Both men stood weaponless. Rage building inside, Connor called on his Elite strength to see him to the end of the fight. Moving as fast as he could, he hammered away at Vercin’s face with his one good fist. 
 
   Vercin and Connor exchanged a series of brutal punches that would have ended the life of anyone else, Elite or human. But for every punch Connor landed, Vercin was landing two. 
 
   Like two titans in a heavyweight slugging match, fists collided with faces.
 
   Blood spurted from Connor’s mouth and cuts were opened on his forehead and cheek.
 
   Vercin pushed the fight forward despite his nose spraying blood. Between the searing pain in his left wrist and the brutal beating his face was taking, Connor began to move backwards. 
 
   Blow after blow landed on his temple and jaw in an attempt to bring him down to his knees. But Connor knew if he fell, even stumbled to a knee, that would be the end of him. Staggering backwards, Connor felt the wall behind him. 
 
   Vercin took this opportunity to land multiple strikes to Connor’s chest and body. Just as the edges of Connor’s vision began to dim, Vercin stopped striking and now placed both his hands around Connor’s throat. 
 
   A sick grin spread across his own bloodied face as he squeezed the life from Connor. Connor gasped. He tried to tear Vercin’s fingers from his throat but with one hand it was impossible.
 
   As hope began to fade, as Connor gave in to defeat, both men heard a wet sliding thunk. Vercin’s grip on Connor’s throat faltered as he looked down at his chest. 
 
   Connor followed his gaze to see a foot of steel sprouting from his torso like a plant budding from the earth’s surface. Wet, red blood oozed out of the huge gaping hole. 
 
   Vercin looked like he would fall. The wound was enough, should have been enough to end him there. But Vercin was the most powerful Elite in history for a reason. 
 
   Sword still sticking through him, Vercin twisted and gripped Laren around the neck with a hand. Now, with Connor in his left and Laren’s throat in his right, Vercin squeezed.
 
   But his hold had lessened. The tyrant king was weakened by his wounds. Connor’s face was a bloodied mess. His left hand hung useless by his side. He looked through curtains of red to see Laren tearing at Vercin’s grip around her throat.
 
   Laren’s hair waved back and forth as she gritted her teeth and refused to give in to defeat. She struggled and fought but most of all she inspired Connor to continue to fight. 
 
   Vision blackening from pain and red with blood dripping into his eyes, Connor prepared himself for what he knew he had to do. For what he was born to do. To be the Judge they all needed.
 
   One more rally. One more go. Get back up. Get back up, Connor! They need you! She needs you! 
 
   Body numb, tears of intensity and rage fell from his eyes, mixing with the crimson blood already pouring down his face. His Elite gene consuming his body, Connor found his footing. Black boots on hard ground, he stood rather than be pinned to the wall by Vercin’s grip. 
 
   Right hand tingling with power, Connor struck at Vercin’s grip. Nothing. He struck again and again like he was beating on a drum. Breathing had been unmanageable at first. When Laren had stabbed Vercin, breathing became hard but not impossible. Vercin’s grip was fading. 
 
   Connor beat on Vercin’s forearm, threatening to shatter bone. 
 
   Vercin’s legs were quivering underneath him as blood flowed out of his near immortal body and onto the dark wooden floors of the palace. But still, head bowed, he held onto both of their throats.
 
   Again and again and again Connor struck with his only good hand. Looking at Laren for the silent strength her eyes provided, Connor drew back and landed a strike that sent a tremor through Vercin’s body. Vercin’s grip all but failed. 
 
   It was enough. Connor felt the pressure lessen and he made his decision. The decision to take a life.
 
   Reaching across Vercin, Connor grabbed the hilt of the dagger that still stuck in his shoulder from Caderyn’s previous attack. Gripping the dagger’s hilt, Connor tore it free.  
 
   The simple act of this motion showed how far Vercin was already gone. Vercin’s arms dropped to his side. Laren fell to the ground, gasping. Vercin slumped to his knees, face pale, breathing in like a man drowning.
 
   Connor moved to stand in front of him, dagger brandished in case it was some kind of trick. But Vercin was past all tricks as he swayed on his knees. Eyes dilated back to their normal brown and blue, fangs receded. 
 
   Blood dripped from his lips as he fought to breathe. A look of wonder was on his face, almost admiration for the man who had killed him. 
 
   “How—how did you defeat me?”
 
   Connor let his father’s dagger clatter to the ground as the intensity subsided inside of him. Red eyes turned brown as he looked at the dying man. 
 
   “Because there are greater things in this world to fight for than to rule others. Because hope and the people who you love around you are stronger motivators than the lust for power.”
 
   Vercin considered Connor’s answer as if he had never heard the words before. An expression of understanding passed over his face as realization struck him the same moment as death. 
 
   Vercin slumped over and lay motionless. The once Elite Judge was dead. 
 
   Connor stumbled to Laren’s side where she was beginning to rise. The two more fell into each other’s arms than embraced. 
 
   “We did it,” Laren said. 
 
   “We did it,” Connor repeated. “Laren.”
 
   Laren pulled herself away just far enough to look into his eyes. “Yes, Connor?”
 
   “Don’t be scared. I’m not going to die but I think I’m going to pass out now.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 39
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor woke up with a start. He was lying in his bed. The blinds were drawn to hide the bright sun and every inch of his body was sore and bruised. His left wrist was wrapped and hung in a sling across his bare chest.
 
   It was only as he moved to stand that he noticed a chair beside his bed and a small figure staring at him with a smile. 
 
   “Reap.” Connor grinned through a split lip. “How long have I been out?”
 
   Reap raised a tiny fist and started to count as he raised one finger at a time. He quickly disregarded this idea after running out of fingers on both hands. “I think fourteen or sixteen hours.”
 
   So much had happened over the course of the last few weeks and still so much more needed to happen before he could rest. Memories of the previous day hit Connor at once; the battle, Julie’s defeat, and Vercin’s death. Vercin’s reign was over but he had left chaos in his wake. There was so much to do. Connor was almost upset with himself for being out for so long. 
 
   Questions flooded Connor’s memory as another wave of pain coursed over his body. 
 
   “Reap, how is everyone? My father, Zheng, Randolph?”
 
   “They’re okay. Hurt like you. Some worse than you but Morrigan and my mom are fixing them all up.”
 
   Connor let out a long breathe that he didn’t know he was holding. 
 
   “You have to get up and get ready. They’re all meeting right now. I told them you should be there but they said for me not to wake you up but now I don’t have to because you woke up on your own.”
 
   “They?”
 
   “Yup. Everybody is getting together to meet, you know, to decide all the stuff that happens now.”
 
   Connor had to smile again as he caught on to exactly what Reap was saying despite his interesting way of delivering news. 
 
   “They said you had to sleep and should get rest but I thought you should be there. I mean, you are the Judge. Spero did good, right?”
 
   Connor was struggling out of bed. Every inch he moved sent another wave of pain through his body, especially his wrist and arm.
 
   “Spero did great, Reap.”
 
   The small Abelardus grinned, knowing his pet helped. 
 
   Connor very slowly and painfully lowered a shirt over his head. Taking off the sling, he maneuvered his arm though the hole one inch at a time. Reap moved to make himself useful by opening up the blinds and grabbing Connor’s shoes and socks. 
 
   The simple acts of dressing had exhausted Connor. Despite this he knew that if a meeting was taking place he should be in attendance, not lying in bed. 
 
   “How do I look?” Connor asked as he stood up with a grimace.
 
   Reap tapped a small finger on his chin and shook his head. “Your face looks horrible and your hair is really messy.”
 
   Connor started to laugh at his friend’s honesty but stopped short as the gyrating motion his chest made sent more stinging sensations of pain through his battered body. 
 
   Connor stumbled to the side bathroom and looked at himself in the mirror. Reap was right; he was a mess. His Elite gene had already aided in the healing process but scabs still crossed his face, a thin growth of stubble marked the beginnings of a beard, and his hair shot up in every direction like he had been electrocuted by a sorceress. 
 
   With one hand, Connor patted down his hair, pushing the front to the side and the rest forward or down. He exited the room looking to Reap for approval.
 
   “Any better?”
 
   Reap put out a hand showing a tiny space between his thumb and pointer finger.
 
   “Well, buddy, it’s going to have to do. We have a meeting to get to.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 40
 
    
 
    
 
   Connor knew the only room large enough to house all the members of the Elite families that were on The Island at once was the large hall where Vercin had met his final end. 
 
   Connor made his way there now, accompanied by Reap. As they neared the location, Connor could hear voices ahead. One voice in particular made him smile. It was Morrigan. 
 
   “We cannot take leadership of a Council unless it has been properly voted on by all of the families. Our history—”
 
   “Morrigan,” Lu’s voice cut in. “You know I have nothing but respect for you and our traditions but what better time to set a new Council than now?”
 
   A rumble of murmurs agreed with Lu. 
 
   Connor passed entries into the large hall on his right and headed towards a door that would lead him into the room in the rear so as not to disturb the meeting taking place. 
 
   Connor stepped through the back entryway to the hall getting an exact look at what was going on. 
 
   The hall was packed shoulder to shoulder with hundreds of Elites from every family. Most of the attendees Connor recognized from the battle. He didn’t see anyone without a cut, sling or bandage of some kind as he entered. Towards the front of the room a raised podium was placed with Morrigan standing behind it. 
 
   Morrigan was about to speak to Lu again when she noticed Connor enter. Now, instead of addressing Lu, a large smile spread across her lips. She extended an open hand towards Connor. “Ladies and gentleman, our Judge has returned.”
 
   Heads turned and eyes of varying degrees all held one thing in common, admiration. The room erupted in applause as Connor sheepishly nodded and made his way to the front of the room and a beckoning Morrigan. 
 
   Connor tried not to grimace as slaps on the back and hugs were absorbed. Reap did his best to shield his friend as he walked in front of Connor with his hands held up yelling through the applause, “Stop! Stop! Don’t touch him, he’s still hurt! Look at him, he looks horrible!” But the boy’s yells were lost in the applause and cheers from the crowd. 
 
   When Connor and Reap finally did make it to the front of the room, more hugs were waiting for him. Every familiar face, all his family and friends were in attendance. 
 
   His mother was the first to gently embrace him. “Connor, they told me you would be out for hours with your gene healing you. If I had known you could have woken up, I would have stayed.”
 
   “Mom, it’s okay.”
 
   “I don’t think anything would have kept him from waking up and being here,” Caderyn said, also air-hugging his son. Caderyn looked in worse shape than Connor with a swollen jaw and bruised face. 
 
   Laren kissed him gently on the cheek and whispered in his ear, “Love? Did you let my little brother fix your hair?”
 
   They both had to stop from grinning as Miyanda, Lu, a wounded Zheng, Orion, and Randolph all said hello to their hero. 
 
   Katie was last as the applause died down. She hugged him quickly. “I knew you would save us.”
 
   Everyone now looked at Connor as if he was prepared to give some kind of speech. The hall was silent as Connor looked out into the sea of faces. 
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb the meeting that was taking place but I overheard the possibility of electing a new Council here and now.” Connor looked at Lu and winked at him, an act he immediately regretted as even that small action made a scab by his eye itch.
 
   “I think for the first time I’m going to have to agree with Lupus Abelardus. What’s holding us back from electing a Council immediately?”
 
   A roar of affirmation rose to the ceiling. 
 
   Connor raised his one good arm in the air and motioned for silence. “As a recent member of our race, I would like to put forward my humble motion for Morrigan Hayes to act as head of the Council and representative for my family.”
 
   Another loud applause and it was all but set in stone. Morrigan gave Connor a smile that spread from her eyes down to her lips. “Thank you, Connor, but if we are going to elect a new Council here and now, we should keep to our customs and do this properly.”
 
   “Is there anyone else who would like to nominate a candidate for either head of the Council or representative for my family?”
 
   Not a sound. 
 
   The rest of the nominations and elections went forth as quick as the first. By lunch a new Council had been elected by the Elite race. The members were Morrigan, Miyanda, Lupus, Zheng, and Randolph. 
 
   Connor couldn’t think of five better suited people to lead. Dozens of matters still needed to be addressed but the first step had been taken. Plans to reconvene were announced. There would be a break for the Council to discuss the fate of the captured inmates and what to do about those still loose on The Island.
 
   Connor found himself sitting at a table eating a mid-day meal between Zheng and Orion. Both men were in as bad if not worse shape than Connor. They grunted and winced as they struggled to eat. 
 
   “We sound like old men.” Connor laughed as he accepted the pain of chewing if it meant more delicious food in his stomach.
 
   “I am an old man,” Orion said through his thick beard.
 
   “He is an old man,” Zheng agreed.
 
   The three men laughed and moaned again. It was while Connor was getting over this last joke that he realized with Zheng on the Council, The Island would be in need of a king. 
 
   “Zheng,” Connor said, “can you be king while on the Council at the same time?”
 
   Zheng used a napkin to wipe his mouth and long goatee. “That is a great question. I have decided to hand over rule and protection of The Island to someone who I believe is worthy of the calling.”
 
   Connor waited in silence for him to continue, a pineapple slice halfway to his mouth. 
 
   “I asked Caderyn first but he has other plans. So I have decided to ask Orion.”
 
   “You told me I would be a great ruler to lead The Island and you couldn’t imagine anyone else for the job,” Orion said.
 
   “And that is all true, after Caderyn turned the position down.”
 
   Orion glared at his friend for a brief second but then shrugged his shoulders, turning his attention back to the food.
 
   “But then what about the ferryman? Who is going to be the intermediary between the world and The Island?” Connor asked.
 
   “Oh, I have someone in mind. He’s a little young for the position, but heck, I figure if he can hang out with a dragon, then that’s enough job experience for me.”
 
   Connor turned with a grin to the end of the table, where Reap sat between his mother and brother eating vegetables with a grimace. 
 
   Still smiling at the future ferryman, Connor was reminded that his father had turned down the role as king of The Island. “Zheng, did my father tell you why?”
 
   “He did but I think that you should hear it from him rather than myself.”
 
   The way Zheng chose his words and the manner he tiptoed around the subject piqued Connor’s interest. His father and mother were sitting near Morrigan and Miyanda laughing at some joke. It was good. It was great to see people laughing again, especially those who Connor cared about so much. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter 41
 
    
 
    
 
   Afternoon approached quickly. The new Council had spent the better part of lunch and the last few hours deciding behind closed doors how to move forward. Decisions had to be made for the future of the Elite race. The gathered Elites would soon be heading home to mourn their losses and honor their loved ones’ memories. 
 
   Connor was walking down a long hall with his mother and father when the conversation at lunch with Zheng reminded him his father had passed up a very prestigious position. 
 
   “Dad?” Connor said, stopping short and realizing that this was the first time he had chosen that title to address the man who walked hand in hand with his mother. 
 
   Caderyn must have noticed as well because he hid a smile. “Yes?”
 
   “Ummm… so I heard that you were asked to be the new king of The Island but you turned it down?”
 
   Caderyn nodded as they continued to walk forward. “That’s right. I was going to wait to tell you after the Council meeting but I guess this is as good a time as any.”
 
   Caderyn slowed his pace, still holding Rebecca’s hand, and motioned Connor to follow. The trio stopped in a small alcove down the hall. It wasn’t the most private of places as people made their way to the large meeting hall, but it would do. 
 
   “Our world is changing, Connor. A new era has begun with the forming of a new Council, enemies that still need to be tracked down and… a way for an Elite to chose to dormant his or her gene and live life as a human.” Caderyn said this last part as he looked at Rebecca and smiled. 
 
   His father didn’t have to say another word. The hesitation before he spoke about the cure, the way he looked at his mother with nothing but the deepest love for her in his eyes. 
 
   “I want to spend my remaining years with your mother. I want to grow old with her. I want to live a normal life and never have to worry about being separated from her or you again. I know it might sound selfish but I’ve made my decision. It’s a decision that we will all have to make sooner or later.”
 
   Connor felt a smile spread across his lips all on its own. He saw how genuinely happy his mother was again. Through the years, his mother had been content and a very happy person. The expression that seemed to emanate from her was something else. It was a happiness that only being with one’s soul mate could bring. It was a feeling Connor knew well as he thought of Laren.
 
   “I don’t think it’s selfish at all. I think you two deserve to be together after everything you’ve been through. I’m so happy for you both.”
 
   Tears were running down his mother’s face as she sniffled and embraced him in a gentle hug. “Connor, I’m so proud of the man you have become and the person you will be.”
 
   Caderyn placed a hand on Connor’s shoulder. “We both are, son.”
 
   “Cough, cough.”
 
   The Moore family separated as Connor turned to look at Lu. “When you want someone’s attention, you’re actually supposed to cough, not just say the word ‘cough.’”
 
   Lu raised an eyebrow. “Please. I know the rules of interrupting a sensitive moment. I wrote the rules. As a member of the Council, I just wanted to let you know we’re beginning and humbly ask for your attendance.”
 
   “You made all of those decisions in a few hours?” Connor asked.
 
   “Ummm… yeah, man. Morrigan and Miyanda moved that meeting along with an agenda. They had an itinerary and everything.”
 
   Connor grinned and he and his mother and father followed Lu into the large meeting hall.
 
   Everyone was gathered to hear the first official assembly and the decisions that had been made by the Council. Connor and his family took a seat in the front of the room with Orion, Laren, and Katie. 
 
   As Connor sat down, he was surprised to see Laren and Katie carrying on a civil conversation. 
 
   “Are you kidding me? The way you can shoot lightning bolts out of your hands—that’s definitely one of the coolest things I’ve ever seen,” Laren said.
 
   “Really? But you have all the fighting experience. I mean, I saw you out there. I think there were actually guys running away from you. The way you took down that giant.”
 
   Both girls stopped talking as Connor took his seat. 
 
   “Katie and I were just catching up on battle details.”
 
   “I heard…” Connor laughed. “So what’s next for you, Katie? When this is all over, I mean. Are you going to stay on The Island? Take the cure and go back to lead a normal life?”
 
   Katie shook her head. “No, I think that I’ve been given this gift for a reason. It’s my responsibility to use it now. Morrigan will need help restoring and securing Karnag and my mother is still alive. I can’t lose hope for her. I know that woman I loved and looked up to for eighteen years is still in there somewhere.”
 
   Connor smiled and nodded as he looked at the girl who had grown up so much in the last few weeks. He was beginning to wonder if she was the same person at all as a gavel was pounded, cutting through his train of thought.
 
   They were all silenced a second later as Morrigan stood from her seat at the head of the makeshift Council table. 
 
   The crowd quieted out of respect. Morrigan wore a long red robe, her brown hair falling behind her in soft curtains. Lu and Miyanda sat to her right, Randolph and Zheng to her left. 
 
   “Thank you for coming at such short notice. A great victory has been won by all of us at great cost to our families. After the meeting, there will be a celebration dinner and a time for us to remember those who have fallen. You are all free to leave The Island whenever you like. We have decided to hold a short meeting to let you know what steps the Council will take to ensure that our battle, our sacrifice, was not in vain.”
 
   Connor sat straight in his chair. Morrigan’s last words forced him to remember Vercin’s counter argument for ruling humans. That he and previous Judges only stepped up when things were at their worst. What steps were the Council planning to take to ensure this would not happen again?
 
   “Zheng and Miyanda have volunteered to stay back with a group of warriors to round up the fleeing inmates of Karnag who escaped the battle. I will personally see to the fortification of Karnag along with Katie Hubar, ensuring another breakout will be impossible in the future. 
 
   “As for those who have already been captured, especially Julie Hubar and the doctor who created the virus that inhibits our Elite gene. They will be imprisoned again. A sentencing hearing will occur later for their term of imprisonment. I know it’s not a perfect system for imprisoning our own kind but it’s a start. I’m looking forward to setting in place a way for inmates to prove that they have changed. Perhaps even introducing a rehabilitation system to help them and reintroduce them back into the world. This will be another item the Council will have to deal with and address in a future meeting.”
 
   Morrigan took a breath and looked directly at Connor with a fond but weary smile. “There’s still work to be done but today we start to rebuild. Once again, chaos has risen and a Judge has led us out of darkness. But Connor Moore is not just any Judge. He is the chosen one and I do not think that his work has ended yet. Isn’t that right, Connor?”
 
   Puzzled looks were exchanged all around. More than a few glances turned from Connor to Morrigan and back again. 
 
   No one was more surprised than Connor himself. Not only that Morrigan was right but that he still felt a sense of responsibility. Even though Vercin was dead, he knew he still had more to do. He was meant for more than rising as a Judge and then fading back into the shadows. In a strange way he had Vercin to thank for helping him see this. 
 
   An awkward silence filled the great hall as whispers where exchanged in all directions. 
 
   “Connor,” Morrigan started, “if you need more time to—” 
 
   Morrigan’s voice trailed off as Connor found himself standing and then making his way to the front of the room to address the Council and the gathered assembly. He stopped by Morrigan.
 
   His heart was beating as fast as words came to him and disappeared. He looked at Morrigan through narrowed brown eyes and a tilted head. “How did you know?” he whispered.
 
   Morrigan moved to take her seat but before she did, she whispered back, “I was the one who foretold the prophecy, Connor. You are not a Judge, you are the Judge. Speak from your heart.”
 
   Connor was left standing in front of the room as eager eyes looked at him to catch the very first words from his lips. He knew what he needed to say but he didn’t know how what he felt would work on a realistic basis. 
 
   Morrigan’s words to speak from his heart echoed in his ears. 
 
   “We have all been given a great gift. To be born with these abilities as Elite humans, we stand apart from our human counterparts. Throughout history we have lived side by side with them but have hidden our abilities. We have remained content to stand in the shadows until things get so bad that we are forced to step in or let the world destroy itself.”
 
   Connor took a deep breath. All eyes were glued on him. He licked dry lips as he pressed on. “I’m not saying we should make ourselves known to the human race. I’m not sure they’re ready for that yet, but I do think we have a responsibility to do more than sit back and abandon our brothers and sisters that inhabit this world.”
 
   Nods were beginning to come forward as those in the room saw where he was going. It wasn’t the cheers of approval he had received in previous speeches but at least they weren’t throwing tomatoes at him. 
 
   “Before Vercin’s death, he ordered his most manipulative and conniving men to infiltrate the ranks of human politics and power to rule the world. I think we owe it to ourselves, to the next generation, but most importantly to those who fell during this confrontation to take a stand and stop this from happening again. Because I promise you if we do nothing, it will happen again.”
 
   Connor must have struck a chord. More heads began to nod and whispers of agreement floated to the top of the vaulted ceiling. 
 
   “Like Morrigan said, this is only the first step. We won’t be perfect as we learn and grow, but trust me—this is the right step. A plan will have to be set in motion but I think the Law can be upheld without us abandoning the world of men to a rule of fear and death. We have all sacrificed so much, but if we stop now, all of it will be for nothing. But I can’t—I won’t do it without you. We stand together or not at all. What do you think?”
 
   A moment of silence passed so intense that Connor could hear his own quick heartbeat in his ears. Then applause erupted from the crowd. Whoops and hollers of agreement and pride in the man they called Judge. It was decided then that the fate of the world would not be abandoned to the rule of men like Vercin. 
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   “Remind me again how all of this is possible?”
 
   Connor was stunned as he stood staring out of the top window of a high rise in the heart of New York City. A scene that was black and white from the greens of the jungle they had left on The Island just hours before. Through huge paned glass windows he looked out at the sprawling metropolis below.
 
   “You’re forgetting my family owns most of the property in the surrounding area. Remember how we first met?”
 
   Connor dropped his bags and turned to look at Laren. She was standing with her arms crossed and a raised eyebrow. Connor tried to remember the last time it had just been the two of them without having to hurry off or the fear of being interrupted by anyone. 
 
   He took the opportunity to grab her in his arms and swing her around the penthouse. She laughed out loud. A sound Connor had missed.
 
   “What’s gotten into you?” Laren said, breathless as Connor placed her on her feet with a huge grin. “Where’s the serious Judge giving speeches?”
 
   “That guy’s still here. He just needs a break.”
 
   “Well, Mr. Moore, if anyone deserves a break, you do.”
 
   “We both do, an uninterrupted break. Well, at least until tomorrow when Lu and Randolph get here.”
 
   Connor knew there would be plenty of time to worry about the future but for now he was alone with the woman he loved. He stepped in closer and wrapped large arms around Laren’s slender waist. 
 
   “You are up to no good,” she teased.
 
   “Remember our first kiss?”
 
   “Every day.”
 
   “Well, I’m looking forward to revisiting that memory over and over and over again.”
 
   Laren and Connor looked out the large window at the city. Laren rested her head gently on his chest. “Is this real life? Did we actually do it? I feel like it’s too good to be true, too perfect. Like I’m going to wake up and it’s all going to shatter right in front of me.”
 
   Connor rested his cheek on her head. “It is real. This is the future that we fought for and together we’re going to keep it, no matter what comes our way.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue 
 
    
 
    
 
   “Okay, Ralph, I’ll see you tomorrow. Yeah, going to get some sleep, I’m dead tired.” 
 
   She waved goodbye as she exited out of the back of the old beaten down diner. Wrapping her thin coat around her waitressing uniform and the cheaply made nametag that read Cynthia, she started the long walk down to the corner parking structure where her car waited for her.
 
   The cold bit at her and for a moment she grabbed onto the thought of a toasty car with a heater and comfortable seats. Then she remembered her vehicle had neither one of those things and was more likely to break down on the way home than provide warmth.
 
   It’s okay, she told herself. A few more added shifts like this one and maybe you’ll be able to get a new heater.
 
   Just the idea of buying something cheered her, even if it was a car heater. It was while she was thinking about the simple pleasure of the inside of a warm car that she first heard the footsteps behind her. 
 
   It was three o’clock in the morning. She had just gotten off working the late shift for the first time. It was dark and the streets were empty except for her and the steps that now followed her own.
 
   Her imagination was getting the best of her down the lonely street as images of vampires and zombies caressed her mind. To put these fears to sleep, she quickly turned to look over her shoulder. 
 
   Two men followed behind her, hidden mostly by the dark. Even though they walked in and out of the sparsely placed streetlamps the night never seemed to catch enough of them for her to make out features. They weren’t running but definitely walking faster than she was. They would catch up to her before she made the parking structure. 
 
   Calm down. Not everyone is a murderer or thief. They’re probably off work just like you and just want to get their car and go home.
 
   These ideas were shattered as the footsteps behind her picked up in speed and the men closed the distance. 
 
   Some inner flight mechanism she didn’t know existed kicked in and she ran. There was something that told her the men were chasing her. Why? She had no idea. She could be wrong but the panic was there, the feeling that she was prey to these men was more real than anything she had ever felt. Just like a sheep instinctively knows the wolf is its natural born predator, Cynthia knew these men were after her. 
 
   So this is how an animal feels when it’s being chased. 
 
   Despite high heels and carrying a large purse on her left arm, she ran. She ran like her life depended on it because as far as she knew, it did. 
 
   Her eyes searched up and down the street for someone, anyone to help her or at the very least deter her attackers with the presence of a witness. Heck, right now she would settle for a witness to just be with her. She had never felt so alone.
 
   The footsteps behind her were gaining. She could see the parking structure in the dark sky but she knew she wouldn’t make it to her car before they caught up to her. 
 
   “Help! Somebody help!” she screamed as she kicked off her high heels and continued to run down the dark New York street. The usual busy streets were all but deserted. That’s what happened when you worked a night shift at a sleazy diner in a sleazier part of town. 
 
   She had taken the job because it was all she could find. She had added the night shift because she needed the money. Now as the men chasing her gained ground, she regretted volunteering for more work. 
 
   Then bad became worse as two more figures rounded a corner in front of her and blocked her path. Mind running faster than her legs, she ducked into an alley to her left and continued to run.
 
   Garbage cans flanked the walls of the alley and the smell of urine and rot made her cringe. Her heart sank as she came to the end, a tall brick wall that rose more than ten feet into the night sky. A wall that said the chase was over.
 
   She turned, her lungs gasping for breath, fishing in her purse for anything she could use as a weapon. Why don’t you carry anything with a blade?
 
   The men had joined at the mouth of the alley and now walked in. She got a better look at them as they approached and what she saw was not encouraging. They were all tattooed from neck to forearms, wearing baggy jeans and expressions that said they had all of the worst intentions. 
 
   One man stepped forward ahead of the others as they reached her. He was tall, with sunken-in eyes and a smile that flashed yellow teeth. “It’s late for a young lady to be walking the streets. Not safe, you know.”
 
   “Leave me alone. You can take my purse if you want. Just go.”
 
   There was a burst of laughter from the men as they exchanged looks of wicked pleasure. “Listen to you. Giving orders and taking charge like you’re the one in control. That’s cute. You have spunk. I like spunk.”
 
   “If you like spunk, you should try me. I have spunk by the truckloads.”
 
   The voice was female and strong. The entire group of men wheeled around to see where the voice was coming from. A lone female figure stood in the alley, dark hood over her features, eyes that seemed to capture the faint light and glow yellow.
 
   “Ha, look at us boys. Two for one and this one has those cool contacts,” the leader of the gang said. “Okay, which one should we—”
 
   The female with the hood and yellow eyes closed the distance between her and the man speaking in the blink of an eye. She grabbed him around the throat and lifted him off the ground with one hand. 
 
   “You were saying? Which one what?”
 
   The man sputtered and gurgled as the remaining men and the waitress looked on. 
 
   The waitress couldn’t believe her eyes. A woman not much bigger than herself with glowing yellow eyes was taking on the group of men by herself. 
 
   “We aren’t killing them, remember?”
 
   The waitress jumped and staggered back at the voice. It came from a tall man she hadn’t realized was standing next to her. He wore a similar black cloak and hood masking his features. Two red orbs dully glowed where his eyes should be. 
 
   “Yeah, yeah, I remember, but a girl can dream, right?”
 
   The cloaked female dropped the man she held by the throat. He stumbled to his knees, gasping for breath. Glaring daggers at his enemy, he motioned to his men. “Kill them!”
 
   Knives, brass knuckles, and steel bars were in hand as all four men converged on the lone female with the glowing yellow eyes. 
 
   The waitress knew she should do something to help. She even took a step forward. A gentle but firm hand was placed on her shoulder by the man behind her. 
 
   “She’s fine.”
 
   The waitress flinched under his touch at first, but in the matter of a second, the hand became a reassurance more than a fear. “But it’s so uneven. It’s not fair.”
 
   Although the hood shadowed his face, the waitress got the idea that the man was smiling. “Oh, you haven’t met Lar—ummm—you haven’t met her.”
 
   It was true. As the waitress looked back, the battle was almost over. The blur of motion with yellow eyes was making short work of the men around her. Outnumbered four to one and all of them much bigger than she was, they were still no match for her speed and strength. 
 
   Bones cracked as her fists met ribs and her feet kicked out to shatter shins. Men screamed in pain as they fell to the ground one by one. In a matter of seconds it was all over. 
 
   The leader of the gang, the man who had seemed so sure of himself just moments before, was crawling on his hands and knees to the alley exit. He was pulled back and once again lifted off his feet by the female with yellow eyes. 
 
   “Tell your boss, your friends, the other gangs, whoever you see, that New York is under our protection now.”
 
   “Who—who are you?” the man cracked through broken teeth.
 
   “We’re the Judges and this is our city.”
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