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				Chapter 1
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				With each passing heartbeat everything faded away. The once bright lights of the lamps were dim and grey. The figures around him became fuzzy and blurred. Connor’s tall athletic frame—normally muscular and solid—lay sprawled face-up. His jeans and white t-shirt were soaked with both the blood of his assailants and his own. Burning from the tear in his shoulder wasn’t even the worst part. The pain from the violent claw marks in his chest seemed to consume him. Breathing was painful and laborious.

				A howl of agony along with a sickening crunch met his ears, and he knew the fight was over. Although broken and dying, he succeeded in saving them. The howl belonged to their last remaining attacker.

				A small sense of satisfaction crept its way into his mind, but Connor knew he was dying. These would be his last moments on earth before he was thrust into the unknown. His eyes fought in vain to find her, to look on her one more time. Where was she? Blood fought its way up through his throat, blocking any chance for air. A violent cough raked his body and a new wave of pain threatened to steal his consciousness.

			

			
				When he thought he had taken his last breath and was ready to give in to the open arms of the blackness, he heard her voice.

				“Connor? Connor! No!”

				Panting for breath, struggling to see her one last time, he forced his eyes to focus. She was there kneeling next to him, tears filling the most gorgeous pair of green eyes he’d ever seen. Gently, she lifted his head and laid it in her lap. Disregarding the dark blood that seeped from his wounds, she ran her fingers over his cheeks and through his thick hair, trying to soothe him.

				“You’re going to be okay, Connor,” she whispered to him, tears running freely down her softly tanned skin. “I’m not going to let you die.”

				“Laren, let him go. We owe him our thanks but there’s nothing we can do.”

				“No,” Laren replied firmly, turning her gaze from Connor and fixing her older brother with a vicious stare. “He saved our lives!”

				“Let him go. His kind are destined for this end.”

			

			
				“I can’t. I won’t let him die.”

				Her brother finally realized what she was going to do. “Laren, it is forbidden. Who are we to play God? If this is how he meets his end, then let him. You know the Law. You know the consequences.”

				“And I accept them.”

				Laren turned her attention back to Connor, her long brown hair brushing his face. “Connor, you’re special. You carry the gene in your blood,” she paused for a moment hoping her last statement was true. “I know you’re going to survive this. I’m going to save you. I need you to understand this process will be the worst pain you’ve ever experienced. I’ll be there for you every step of the way. I need you to know it’s going to get worse before it gets better.”

				Connor managed a weak smile. “Sounds great.” The exertion of this simple statement brought on another savage bout of blood-filled coughs. His mind raced to catch up with his reality. Three days ago his biggest problem had been what college to attend or how to deal with his ex-girlfriend, now he was struggling to survive.
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				Three Days Ago

			

			
				Connor Moore ran on one of his favorite trails in the Catskill Forest Preserve. The leaves of the trees lining the path shimmered in the bright June sun. Sparrows and rabbits went about their morning routines, ignoring him as if he were part of the forest and belonged among them. Connor lived a few hours away from the preserve in a suburb of New York City, but he loved nature enough that he was willing to get up at 6 a.m. to make the drive.

				His black hair was matted with sweat. It gathered on his brow, threatening to blur his vision. Connor was used to physical exertion. Physical activity was therapeutic; it calmed a beast that sometimes raged to get out. Channeling this inner passion made him a true athlete. Once he learned to harness this intensity and use it as a tool rather than a hindrance, he was nearly unstoppable at any sport.

				The forest was a haven for Connor. He listened to his favorite mix of rock and rap music on his iPod and ran his worries away. As an eighteen-year-old high school graduate, he had a lot on his mind. Not only was he worried about college and a career, his personal life seemed more confusing than ever.

				Katie, his girlfriend of two years, broke up with him just before graduation. She was concerned that her moving away to college would make their relationship too hard to continue. On top of all of that, Katie said the worst thing a girl can say after breaking up with her boyfriend. She said she still wanted to remain “friends.” Connor couldn’t grasp the concept that two people who had felt so much for each other could just turn those emotions off and be completely platonic.

			

			
				As he pushed his body to run faster, Connor replayed the conversation in his head.

				“You know I love you, Connor. I’m doing this for us. Why can’t you see that?”

				“Because it doesn’t have to be like this. We can make this work. Things are great between us and I don’t want to lose you.”

				Katie sighed, her blue eyes looking sadly into his. “If it was meant to be, then—things will work out. I know you and I are supposed to be together. That’s why this is all going to work. You and I are going to be hundreds of miles away from each other focusing on school. Don’t think of it as a break-up, instead think of it as a break. We can still be friends. That will never change.”

				Connor shook his head. He knew she’d made up her mind and he wasn’t one to beg. “Friends, huh?”

				“Friends,” she agreed. “We can still talk and hang out before I leave for school, and I’ll be there if you ever need me.”

				Connor ran faster, just shy of a full sprint. What did “just friends” mean, anyway? In the months since their break-up, Connor and Katie talked on the phone and even saw each other a few times, but there was no denying it was very different now. Where once warm hugs and kisses passed freely, now awkward embraces and unsure high fives took their place.

			

			
				With his frustration rising over the whole ordeal, he forced himself to a sprint, losing himself in the feeling of pushing his body to its limit. His favorite place was the line between what his body told him he couldn’t do and what his inner drive told him was possible. Having already run for forty minutes, his body insisted on a rest. His legs burned, his lungs screamed for more air, and his heart felt as though it might pound out of his chest.

				At this point most athletes would take a break, but not Connor. Now he called on his beast within—that power, that drive—that would not let him fail. Legs pumping, he flew through the forest. Nothing else existed except the amount of effort he could put forth. Gone were the worries of being a teenager, gone were the nagging questions he didn’t have answers to and instead there was something he could control. He could push himself harder, and when his body asked him to stop, he could provide a simple answer, “No.”

				After a few minutes of this dead sprint, Connor slowed down to give his body a much-needed rest. Laughter rang out from his heaving chest, he was never happier than when he allowed himself to lose control. He loved the feeling of freedom. Alone in the woods, he let himself revel in the joy.

			

			
				Jogging over to a worn wooden bench, he removed his earphones and began to stretch his aching muscles. As his body recovered from the run, Connor lapsed in being conscious of his surroundings. The sound of a snapping twig made him jump. He turned and saw a female figure standing behind him.

				She was about his own age, and dressed in a knee-length black business suit. Lightly tanned, she had long brown hair that fell in soft curls and the most intense green eyes he’d ever seen.

				Neither one of them spoke for what seemed an eternity. She finally broke the silence.

				“Stare much?”

				Still pouring sweat and panting, Connor searched for words. “I… I was running and… I didn’t know anyone else was here.” He was shocked not only by her presence but by her sarcasm.

				“Do you usually laugh when you stop to take a break?”

				Connor stood up straight, wiped the sweat from his forehead and gathered himself. “Only if it’s a really good run.”

				She nodded slightly as if she understood.

				“I’m Connor.” Walking toward her, he extended a hand.

			

			
				“Connor, I’m Laren, and I’d love to shake your hand but—” Glancing at his sweaty palm, she raised an eyebrow and gave him an amused smile.

				“Oh, right,” Connor said, lowering his hand and wiping the perspiration on his already soaked hoodie. “What are you doing out here? It seems like the wrong place for someone dressed so nicely.”

				“Apparently. I was supposed to meet someone here for a business meeting. He didn’t show.”

				Connor was about to ask what type of business meeting would take place in the forest but instead was drawn to her necklace. The bronze emblem that hung from the gold chain around her neck was a symbol he had never seen before. It looked to be a family heirloom, hundreds of years old.

				Noticing his gaze on her necklace, she looked down and cupped the small symbol in her hand. “It was a gift from my father.”

				“It looks great on you.”

				“Well, thank you, Connor.” She searched him up and down. “Your running shoes look… quite becoming on you as well.”

				They both smiled at this and shared a laugh.

				“Where are you from, Laren?”

				“New York mostly. And you?”

			

			
				“Same, born and raised. I love it, but sometimes it can be overwhelming and I need to get away. So I come here.”

				“It’s gorgeous, isn’t it?” Laren said.

				“It is… everything about it,” he said more to himself than to Laren.

				Laren looked at him and as their eyes met, she blushed.

				“Oh, I’m sorry, I just meant—”

				“No,” she stopped him. “That was a very sweet thing to say.”

				Before Connor could get another word out, the sound of someone running through the forest interrupted them.


				


			

				


				Chapter 2
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				Both of them turned and saw a huge man, also dressed in business attire, maneuvering through the trees and making his way toward Laren.

				“Are you okay, Laren?” He turned his dark green eyes on Connor. “Who’s this?”

				“I’m fine, and this is Connor. He was just out for a jog.” Laren turned to Connor. “I’m sorry, my brother can be quite rude sometimes. This is Lu.”

				Connor gave the man a friendly smile. Sensing the tension, he tried to think of something to say. “Hello, Lu. Is that short for something? Lewis or Luke?”

				“Yep, it is short for something.” He turned to his sister and whispered, “They didn’t show. More than likely this means trouble. We need to contact Father and see what our next move is. Come on, let’s go.” Lu turned his back and without a second glance, stalked off into the forest.

			

			
				“It was nice meting you,” Connor half shouted to his back.

				“Sorry, don’t take it personally. I actually think he likes you. You were talking to his little sister and he didn’t threaten to kill you.”

				“So, does that mean I have his approval?”

				“Shouldn’t you be worrying about my approval?”

				“You’re right. So, do I?”

				“Laren, come on!” Lu, although out of sight, was apparently not out of yelling range.

				“I really have to go now, Connor, but it was very nice meeting you.”

				“Wait, am I going to see you again?”

				Laren hesitated a moment before replying, “Usually I’d just say no. My family isn’t big on me dating outside of their approved circle. But if we meet again, then we’ll know it’s fate and you’ll have yourself a date.” She then turned and disappeared among the trees.

				Connor was stunned. Not only had he met an incredibly attractive and witty woman, but he was powerless to do anything about seeing her again. His boldness at asking her out surprised even him. He had never been good at striking up conversations with complete strangers, especially those of the opposite sex.

				In his truck on the drive home, Connor couldn’t get Laren out of his head. He kept wondering what type of business meeting would take place in the woods, but mostly he wondered how he could feel so drawn to a stranger after one short exchange, and why he kept thinking about her necklace.

			

			
				Shaking off these thoughts, he pulled into his driveway. His single story, three-bedroom house was in a middle-class suburban neighborhood just outside of New York City. The dark brown fence and freshly trimmed yard gave him a sense of greetingas he walked to the front door.

				An only child, Connor lived with his mother. His father left them when he was just a baby. Connor didn’t have any memories of his father, nor any desire to find him, and his mother rarely mentioned him; a clue for Connor to leave the topic alone.

				Connor had decided to take the summer between his senior year of high school and his freshman year of college off from his normal job at the gym to help his mother with her store. He didn’t ask her for any compensation but he knew she would eventually insist or find some excuse to give him money.

				After taking a quick shower and throwing on his favorite pair of old jeans and a black shirt, he was off again. Connor’s tastes had never been expensive. His vehicle embodied this trait. He owned an older model pickup, but it was reliable and quicker than it looked. Within minutes, he pulled up to his mother’s shop.

			

			
				The store was located on Park Avenue, the main business street of town, a perfect location for enticing the everyday passersby with sales and new products. The store boasted a huge brightly colored sign that read Moore’s Flowers and More. Connor warned his mother that the store name was cliché but she insisted it was catchy. He pulled into the back parking lot and headed into the tastefully decorated store.

				The sign on the door that should have read “Open” at this time of day was flipped over to “Closed.”

				That’s odd, he thought as he unlocked the door. A familiar jingle met his ears as he entered the building. The smell of fresh flowers, newly delivered mulch, and insect repellent greeted him like old friends.

				Aisle after aisle was lined with everything imaginable needed for landscaping. Posts, pots, shovels, rakes, and hoses stood like rows of Spartan soldiers waiting to be deployed.

				“Connor, is that you?”

				“I’m here, Mom.”

				Walking to the rear of the store, he saw his mother. At forty-two, Rebecca Moore hadn’t lost a bit of her youthful charm and elegance. She was average height, with shoulder length light brown hair that was just beginning to turn white.

			

			
				She smiled and motioned him to follow her to the back.

				“Why did you close the store?”

				“We have a guest,” Rebecca explained. “Come and say hello.”

				Connor followed his mother to the small back office, which held a desk and three folding chairs. Ledgers lined the walls and a tall lamp stood guard in the corner. Entering the office, Connor did a double take when he saw his mother’s guest. There, sipping on a cup of tea and wearing the same suit she’d worn earlier that day, sat Connor’s mystery woman.

				“Connor, this is Laren. Her family owns most of the real estate in the area, including this location. Since we opened the shop, they have been very generous landlords.”

				Both Connor and Laren were dumbfounded. Laren set her tea cup on the desk and was the first to find her voice.

				“Hello, Connor.” She stood and extended her hand, “It’s very nice to meet you.”

				As her intense green eyes met his, she shook her head slightly, indicating she didn’t want Connor to show recognition. But why?


				For the time being, he chose to play along. “It’s a pleasure, Laren.” Connor stopped his hand mid-reach and looked at her palm. “And I would love to shake your hand but—”

				Laren couldn’t hold back a smile, however she quickly straightened her lips.

			

			
				Connor’s mother stood back, aghast. “Connor, I thought I raised you better than that.” Looking over at Laren, she began to apologize. “I am so sorry, Laren. I don’t—I can’t—”

				“No need to apologize, Mrs. Moore. Thank you for the tea and for letting us know about the men who visited you. Rest assured the matter will be dealt with quickly and professionally.”

				Still recovering from her son’s rudeness, she took Laren’s hand in her own and addressed her with sincere gratitude. “Thank you, Laren. Thank your family for me as well.”

				Now it was Connor’s turn to be out of the loop. What men had visited his mother? What did they want? And why didn’t Laren want his mother to know they’d already met?

				As Laren moved toward the office door, Connor intercepted her. “Please allow me to walk you to your car. You never know who you might run into out there.”

				“That would be very nice, Connor. Thank you.”

				The two walked side by side, neither saying a word until they reached the door. Once outside, Connor turned to Laren. “If you wanted my attention, you could have just asked me out like a normal person instead of stalking me and finding out where I work.”

				Laren rolled her eyes. “Please.”

			

			
				“But seriously, all joking aside, it’s time for some answers.”

				The cool mid-day June air, accompanied with a slight breeze, met them on the other side of the door. People walked busily from shop to shop. Cars cruised by at slow speeds, wary of pedestrians.

				Still walking to her car—a brand new black BMW 5 series—Laren said, “Ask me.”

				“Who are you and what are you doing at my mother’s shop?”

				“Connor, it’s really not that mysterious. I work for my father, who owns a lot of real estate in the area. My brother and I are just here making sure his assets are in order.”

				“And earlier today you were at a meeting in the woods?”

				“Granted, not the most professional of settings, but yes.”

				“What were you talking about with my mother when you said ‘the men who visited you would be dealt with?’”

				Laren chose her next words carefully. “Another large company has recently moved into the area and is trying to buy our properties by scaring our renters off or strong-arming them into signing bogus contracts and giving them illegitimate rights to our land.”

				“And why didn’t you want my mother to know we met before?”

				“The less people know about what’s going on, the better. My father values discretion above all else. It just didn’t seem important to tell your mother about our meeting earlier today.”

			

			
				Connor was a great judge of character and he knew when people were lying to him. The subtle shift in tone, the wandering eyes, the hesitation, all told him that Laren, though maybe not lying, wasn’t revealing the entire truth. Connor knew Laren’s cryptic answers should have sent up warning signs, but instead something urged him to find out more about her. “You said that if we met again, it would be fate.”

				“I was wondering when you were going to get to that. I do remember saying something along those lines.”

				“Tomorrow night? There’s a new restaurant downtown on Main and First, six o’clock?”

				Laren hesitated, but then gave in. “Okay, Connor, you have yourself a date.”

				Connor watched Laren drive away and couldn’t help but wonder what the odds were that their paths would have crossed again so soon. He was interrupted by a familiar voice.

				“Penny for your thoughts?”

				He recognized this voice all too well; he’d looked forward to hearing it every morning for years. Yet now, it held pain, not pleasure.

				Connor turned to see Katie, his “friend,” behind him. Fashionable as always, she wore a new pair of white shorts, a loose-fitting top that hung off one shoulder, and a headband that gently held back her honey blond hair.

			

			
				“Just thinking, Kat,” he said using his pet name for her. “What are you up to?”

				“Out with a to-do list for the day. Going to stop by your mom’s shop to pick up some insect repellent. We have an invasion of ants in our guesthouse and it’s gross. Oh, by the way, have you told your mom yet?”

				Connor knew what she meant. He’d been admitted into numerous universities on athletic scholarships, but he knew he couldn’t leave his mother and the shop. Instead of moving away from home, he’d elected to attend the local community college. He chose to keep this information from his mother. Connor knew she would insist he travel away from home, getting the full college experience, so he was still waiting for the right time to tell her.

				Katie, on the other hand, didn’t have a care in the world when it came to deciding on a college. Her father and mother were both attorneys and very wealthy. She didn’t have a second thought about leaving for school and pursuing her dream. Katie had wanted to be a doctor as long as she could remember. She had been admitted into a leading university in that field. It just so happened this university was on the west coast, on the other side of the country.

			

			
				“No,” Connor said. “Just haven’t found the right time.”

				“You know, the longer you wait the harder it’s going to be, right?”

				“I know, I know.”

				“If you want, I can be there with you when you break the news.”

				“Thanks, you’re a great friend.” He added just enough emphasis on the last word for Katie to take notice.

				“Connor.”

				“What? I love being your friend. It’s great.” With that he winked at her and they both couldn’t help but laugh.

				“It’s for the best, Connor, you’ll see.” She reached up and placed her hand on his left cheek. “I gotta get going but I’ll call you soon.”

				When she left, Connor was more confused than ever. He resented her for breaking up with him, although a small part of him couldn’t blame her and even understood. And as much as he didn’t want to admit it, he still had feelings for her.

				Heading into his mother’s store, he finished the day by helping her clean, perform inventory, and fill purchase orders.

				That night Connor had a dream that left him in a cold sweat. In it he was running through the woods on the same trail he’d taken earlier that morning. But this time he was being chased. His pursuer crashed through the underbrush as it barreled through the woods behind him. The darkness surrounded Connor and would have engulfed him if not for the full moon shining down through the forest’s canopy. A light mist rose from the ground and consumed his feet every time they touched the dirt path.

			

			
				Connor pumped his legs faster and faster; his heart beating like a war drum. Daring to take a look behind him, all he saw were two huge yellow eyes gaining on him. Looking forward, he increased his pace.

				As he rounded a bend, he saw two figures sitting on a bench. The first was Katie, white as a ghost—unnaturally white. She wore a doctor’s coat and urged Connor to escape the beast behind him.

				Beside her was his mother. Dressed in her green work apron, she added her voice to Katie’s, yelling at him to run. He passed them at record-breaking speed, unable to slow himself. His chest was burning; air came in sporadic gulps. He longed to rest.

				That was when he saw another group of figures. There were a dozen of them, all wearing long brown cloaks and standing directly in the middle of the path.

				“Move!” he tried to yell, but instead an oxygen deprived gasp escaped his lips.

				As he approached the group, he realized he recognized faces. On the right was Laren, her piercing emerald green eyes and stoic beauty made her easily recognizable. On the left was her brother Lu. Standing like a wall, he glared at Connor as he approached. Yet by far the most disturbing figure out of the group was the one that stood immediately in his path.

			

			
				Like the others, this figure wore a long brown cloak, hood pulled back from his face. Connor was sure he never met him before, yet he seemed somehow familiar. Like he’d known this man his whole life,

				He was taller than most men. A square jaw and straight nose with light wrinkles around his eyes gave him a noble appearance.

				Connor was mere feet away now, preparing to maneuver around the group, when the stranger’s eyes changed from brown to a vicious red. His eyes were the most terrifying thing Connor had ever seen. They were half human, half something else. The man moved towards him.

				Connor couldn’t stop himself. His forward momentum was too great. The strange man opened his arms and rushed to meet him.

				“It’s time to stop running!” the stranger yelled, waking Connor from his nightmare.

				The next morning, Connor had to force himself to concentrate on something other than his dream. He took his normal morning run, this time opting to skip the trip to the forest, and jog around his neighborhood just to be safe.

			

			
				He threw himself into work at the shop, moving fifty pound bags of fertilizer, stocking cinder blocks, and sweeping every square inch of the store. His mother couldn’t help but notice.

				“Connor, are you all right?” she asked.

				“Of course! Why wouldn’t I be?”

				“Because you haven’t stopped moving since you got here, and if you sweep the floor any harder, you’re going to start digging a hole.”

				Connor relaxed his grip on the broom. “Sorry, there’s just a lot on my mind.”

				“I understand, sweetie. Things with Katie can’t be easy right now and with all you have to do before you leave for college, I know things can seem a bit daunting.”

				Connor bit his lip. He hated lying or even telling half-truths to his mom. He knew if he told her his plan of staying in town she would force him to go. It was better to tell her in a few weeks when there would be no possible way to do a late registration and he would have no choice except to stay.

				Instead he just gave his mother a hug, “Don’t worry, Mom, I’ll be fine. Really.”

				[image: Flourish 13.ai]


				That night, as Connor prepared to meet Laren for dinner, he wondered why he was so attracted to her. Of course she was beautiful and witty, but there was something else, a force that drew him to her and he didn’t know why. He hadn’t even felt this way about Katie when they first met. These thoughts of Laren led him back to his dream as he dressed for dinner. He tried to clear his mind.

			

			
				He put on a pair of clean jeans, a dark grey button-up dress shirt, and perhaps a spray too much of his favorite cologne. His generosity when applying cologne proved true as he was forced to roll down the windows in his truck or suffocate in the fumes of Axe.


				On this cool Tuesday evening, the downtown plaza was busy as usual. Bright lights welcomed customers to enter the cozy shops for their annual summer sales.

				Spotting the restaurant, he recognized Laren’s new black BMW, parked his truck beside it, and walked inside.

				Inside, the aromas of French bread, pasta and marinara filled the air. The walls were decorated with black and white photos of Italy and Italian families. They told stories of pride, love and joy. The lights were dimly lit to add to the atmosphere, and Frank Sinatra’s familiar voice sang quietly in the background.

				Entering the lobby, he saw Laren scanning the photos on the wall. She was wearing a black cocktail dress that hugged her feminine figure perfectly.

			

			
				“I was just thinking, I don’t know that we’ve actually shaken hands yet.”

				Laren turned, her green eyes twinkling. “You know, I think you’re right.” She extended her hand. “Laren. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

				“Connor, and the pleasure’s all mine.”

				A hostess soon ushered them to an intimate booth and provided menus. Sitting across from Laren, Connor couldn’t help but realize how little he actually knew about her. This was to be expected, since they just met the previous morning, but still he felt that he should know more, that he needed to know more. Connor would never be called a ladies’ man, but he was a decent conversationalist when he felt comfortable, and lucky for him, Laren wasn’t the shy type.

				“So, Laren, I know you’re here on your father’s behalf. Is that your full-time job?”

				Laren responded in a relaxed fashion with an answer that sounded well rehearsed. “I’m lucky to be part of a family that has been in New York for generations. My ancestors were smart enough to buy land in the city and the surrounding areas. As a result, property and business management has long been the family profession.”

				“Being so close to your family must be nice.”

				“It has its pros and cons. You met my brother. I love him to death but he’s not the most social person.” Changing the topic ,she returned the question. “And you, Connor? You look like you’re close to your mother. From my limited interaction with her, she seems like a wonderful person.”

			

			
				Connor smiled, reflecting on how fortunate he was to have such a loving parent. “She’s the strongest person I know and has always been there for me.”

				“And your father? Does he work at the shop as well?”

				Connor shifted his gaze to the white tablecloth. “I never knew my father, he left when I was a baby.”

				“Oh, I’m sorry, Connor. I didn’t know.”

				“Please. There’s no way you could have, and besides, tonight we’re just getting to know each other. So tell me, what is that emblem on your necklace?”

				Laren shifted her eyes down and gently cupped the tiny bronze trinket in her hand just like she had done in the forest. “It was a gift from my father, a token passed down from my ancient ancestors. It represents our family crest. My family and I are descendents from landowners that originated in early Rome. The symbol is our house sigil. It stands for strength, honor, and family loyalty. My last name is Abelardus, Latin for ‘noble strength.’”

				“That’s so cool. I mean, to be able to trace your heritage back that far. I don’t even know my father. Is Lu your only sibling?”

			

			
				“Uh, no… I have a younger brother, who’s… who’s off at school.”

				Connor could hear the hesitation in her voice when she spoke about her family, so he decided to redirect the conversation. “And I’ll throw out a guess. You’re probably my age, eighteen, and going to college to study—” He looked her up and down. “Cryptozoology.”

				Laren’s eyes widened and she stifled a laugh, “What? Cryptozoology? No, I’m an economics major at—at a private university. I’m out for the summer helping my family with business and I’m—I’m nineteen, but you were close.”

				During dinner, Connor had the feeling Laren wasn’t used to talking about herself or her family. The way she paused before explaining certain aspects of her life and the carefully chosen words she used to describe her family made Connor wonder if there wasn’t more to the story. Soon Connor couldn’t contain his thoughts and his intuition had to speak.

				“I’m just going to throw this out there; you’re not used to talking so much about yourself or your family, are you?”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I mean the way you hesitate and the look of concentration you get on your face when you talk about your family. It’s like you’re scared you’re going to give away a national secret.”

				Laren paused for a moment. Just long enough for their efficient waiter to clear their plates and ask if they needed a dessert menu. Taking their orders, the waiter nodded in approval and scurried off.

			

			
				“You’re very intuitive, Connor. Most people don’t give it a second thought when I talk about myself or my family, but you’re right. I’ve been raised to be very discreet when discussing personal affairs. There are competitors out there that would love to get some piece of information to use against us.”

				“Well, Laren, you can rest assured that I’m not a spy or saboteur and I won’t bite. I’m just a harmless guy trying to find out more about a new friend.”

				She gave him a genuine smile, not a smirk or a grin, but a smile that showed relief. “Thank you, Connor. It feels good to be able to talk to someone. Between school, family and family business, I don’t get a lot of time to just talk to a friend.”

				“Right, your family’s not big on you going out with anyone outside of their circle of approved suitors.”

				“My family is very traditional and thinks they should have a hand in choosing who I do or do not go out with.”

				“And, it seems like they choose all the wrong ones,” Connor said, finishing her thought.

				“The exact wrong ones.”

				The rest of the night went quickly over cheesecake and fresh raspberries. The two moved to less serious topics like sports, hobbies, and places they had travelled. If the physical attraction Connor already felt toward Laren wasn’t enough, once out of her shell, Laren was one of the easiest people to talk to. Connor loved hearing about her likes and dislikes, the way she scrunched up her nose when she disapproved of something, and the dramatic way she rolled her eyes when she was about to laugh.

			

			
				By the time the final plate was cleared, the two had talked for almost three hours.

				“Wow, the time just flew by. Connor, wait, I’ll split the check with you.”

				Connor hadn’t hesitated for a moment when the waiter brought them their bill and he held it close to his chest. “I got it. You’re a visitor to our town, and with the way my mom talks about how great your family’s been, it’s the least I can do.”

				“That’s really nice, but please, I insist.”

				“Nope.” Connor hugged the bill closer and signaled for the waiter. “Unless you can take it from me, I’m going to pay.”

				Laren seemed to consider trying to take the check for a moment. “Okay, you win. I don’t want to cause a scene or hurt you.” She winked.

				Making their way through the busy restaurant and into the lobby, Laren suddenly stopped. Her happy carefree smile disappeared and was replaced by a look of concern and suspicion. Her brow furrowed as she cautiously looked around.

			

			
				Before Connor could ask her what was wrong, the two were greeted with a friendly yet edgy, “Hello.”

				Turning toward the stranger, Connor was greeted by a well-dressed man. He was average height and build, his slicked back black hair was perfect, and his crooked nose gave him the look of an old-school gangster.

				“I didn’t expect to see you here, Larentia,” the stranger said. Connor picked up a slight German accent.

				Laren turned into the same stoic woman he had first met in the forest, the business-minded female he was introduced to at his mother’s shop. “Hello, Randolph. If I had known you were coming to dinner, we would have saved you a seat.”

				“Please, Larentia, we both know you don’t mean that.” Turning his unnaturally bright blue eyes on Connor, he continued. “How very rude of me not to introduce myself. I am Randolph and you are?”

				Sensing the tension, Connor decided to ask questions later and instead extended his hand. With a less-than-genuine smile of his own, he introduced himself. “Connor Moore. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Randolph.”

			

			
				Randolph’s hand felt cold and clammy, like a long dead fish.

				Upon embracing Connor’s hand, Randolph studied his eyes as though searching for something, not simply meeting his gaze, but rather trying to answer a question. “Very interesting.”

				Releasing his grip, Randolph turned to Laren. “Larentia, the company you choose to keep these days is, is—” he paused, searching for the word. “Unusual. Why, what would your family say if they knew you were publically associating with a hu—”

				Laren hastily cut him off. “Perhaps you should be less concerned with whom I choose to spend my time and focus on your tardiness. As I recall, you were absent for a prearranged meeting.”

				“Yes, you are right and I do apologize. My family chose not to attend the meeting because that would mean we are open to negotiation, which we clearly are not.”

				An awkward pause passed between the trio, Randolph’s unnatural blue eyes locked on to Laren’s emerald green. Just as Connor was about to break the uncomfortable silence with a hasty good-bye, Laren spoke. “I’m sure you’re eager to continue your night so we won’t be keeping you any longer, Randolph.”

				“Yes, do have a good night, my fellow Beastia.” Turning to Connor, he whispered, “And to you, Mr. Moore. Do choose your friends wisely.”

			

			
				With a few strides he was gone, leaving dozens of questions in his wake.

				Connor looked at Laren, and for the first time, he saw her worried. It seemed as if she was overwhelmed. Her mouth moved to speak but no words came out. Instead she gave her head a slight shake and looked at Connor apologetically.

				“It’s okay, come on.” Connor gently took her hand in his and led her outside.

				The night was cool. The shoppers that had lined the streets that morning had given way to couples and families out for dinner. The sky was clear and numerous stars shone down, tiny lights battling for their place in the darkness.

				Connor walked Laren over to her car, the two still silent. He positioned himself with his back to her BMW so he could look at her face to face. His heart went out to her, she was a picture of distress and doubt. She didn’t have to open her mouth, yet he knew what she was thinking. She was worried. She had to know he had so many questions from their run in with Randolph. Things had gone so well, too well, at dinner. She had even opened up to him about her and her family, but now there was a new set of questions, harder questions, that she might not be ready to explain.

			

			
				She moved to open her mouth, Connor already knew she wanted to apologize for the questions she couldn’t answer, the stranger she couldn’t reveal, and the normal girl she couldn’t be. Before she could say anything, Connor shook his head, shoving all of his questions aside. “You’re different. It’s not just the fact I think you’re incredibly attractive or the way you hold business meetings in forests, or even the weird acquaintances you have that talk like the villains in Indiana Jones movies.” She smiled. “I had a great time with you and I hope you felt the same way. I know we both have pasts that we’ll share with each other in time. But that’s exactly what we have, time.”

				A look of relief crossed her face. “Connor Moore, you’re going to be trouble for me but I don’t care.” She took a step forward, closing the distance between the two of them, and gave him a hug.

				The heat radiated off her body in waves and immersed Connor in her smell. Laren carried the scent of flowers with her. It reminded him of when he was a child and would run through a park, it was fresh, clean, with just a hint of wild.

				Breaking the embrace, Laren wasn’t finished. She gave him a small peck on the cheek as she pulled away.

				“I can get used to that,” he said.

				“Keep playing your cards right and there might be more.”

			

			
				The two stood, just staring at each other. Time held no power.

				Connor’s mind racing with new possibilities. Laren was still a mystery, but one he would do anything to solve. She was just starting to open up to him and there was so much more to her than a bold businesswoman. Tonight she had let herself be vulnerable, even if for just a few hours, and Connor wanted more.

				“Well, you’d better get going before your brother comes looking for you and I have to gently put him in his place.”

				“Hahaha. That I would love to see.” She unlocked her door and Connor opened it for her. Sitting inside the black leather interior, she looked up at him.

				“Thank you for a great night.”

				“You’re very welcome. Where are you staying while you’re in town?”

				“At the Sanctum, here.” She reached into the center console of her car and pulled out a business card. “Call me.”

				“I will.”

				Connor closed her car door and she was gone. Connor’s mind was reeling in so many different directions he didn’t know what question to answer first, or if he could even answer any of them.

				He looked down at the business card in his hand, what kind of nineteen-year-old girl had a business card? It was light tan with black writing. In bold letters it read Laren Abelardus. Underneath her name was what had to be her family business, Abelardus Real Estate, Inc. and her phone number. The card wasn’t fancy, and besides these two lines and number, would have been completely blank had it not been for a rough spot in the upper right hand corner of the card. It was stamped with an emblem, the same emblem Laren wore around her neck.
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				That night Connor had a hard time falling asleep. Half his mind was still reeling from his incredible night. The other half was asking why Randolph had called her “Larentia” and what was that other word he had used—Beastia?

				A few years back, Connor came to the realization that Google was the answer to practically everything. He got up from his bed and crossed his small room. A large window sat across one wall, blinds drawn. His bed was in one corner, a computer desk, and an old wooden dresser that had seen to many years of service rounded out the furniture in his room. Sitting at his computer in a cut off sleeve shirt and black shorts, he started with her last name. Pages upon pages of information came up as a result from his search.

				The Abelardus family was one of the wealthiest names in New York. They owned hundreds of acres of property, acres of property that had been developed as well as land that was still forested. In fact, they even owned a large portion of the Catskill Forest Preserve.

			

			
				One website brought up a list of properties they owned, everything from luxury apartments in the city, to small businesses like his mother’s. It seemed as though they had their hands in everything. Try as he might, Connor couldn’t find any pictures of the family. Website after website was full of info on the family’s rich heritage matching the information Laren already told him and the meaning of their last name, “noble strength,” but no pictures.

				Abandoning that search, Connor tried a different route, looking up the meanings of Larentia and Beastia. His eyes widened as Google responded to his request.

				One belief in Roman mythology held Larentia, a modest shepherd’s wife, as the adopted mother of Remus and Romulus. Larentia saved their lives and nursed them when they were babies. As the two brothers grew up, they discovered their royal heritage. Romulus eventually killed his brother, Remus, over a land dispute and the empire he built, Rome, was named after him.

				The other mythological view told a similar story of the infants being abandoned in the wilderness and a female wolf providing for them and nursing them until they were found by humans and cared for. This wolf’s name was also Larentia.

			

			
				Connor didn’t know if this held any new information. Laren told him that her family was very traditional, so it wasn’t out of the realm of possibility that they had named her after the provider of the founder of Rome and possibly an ancient ancestor.

				Turning to his last word, Beastia, Google told him that it was the Latin translation of the English word, animal. What was the context that Randolph had used when he had referred to Laren?

				‘My fellow Beastia? My fellow animal?’ What had he meant? Was it some kind of insult? But he had said it more as a fact, not so much as a slight.

				Now Connor wished he hadn’t even opened the question. It was like finally escaping a maze only to realize that the end of this maze was the beginning to a larger one.

				Connor forced himself to fall asleep that night and he woke thankful the next morning that his sleep hadn’t been disturbed by any sinister dreams.

				Connor woke late and had to skip his run. It was Wednesday. That meant it was delivery day at his mother’s store. Grabbing a brown banana, Connor headed out the door. Jumping into his truck, he rambled down the suburban road on the way to his mother’s shop. The day was cool and Connor was thankful he had decided on a flannel shirt, work jeans that pleaded for the washing machine, and brown boots.

			

			
				He pulled up to the store and was greeted with a warm smile. “Well; hello sleepy head. I was going to wake you but you looked so peaceful, I decided to let you sleep in.”

				“Thanks, after my date with Laren last night, I was beat.”

				His mother gave him a quizzical look. “Laren is—?” Realization hit her like a hammer. “Connor, you’re not going out with the daughter of our landlord, are you?”

				Connor stuck out his lower lip and raised his eyebrows. “Maybe.”

				“Connor Moore, you stop teasing me and be serious.”

				“Whoops, look at the time. I’m going to be late with all those deliveries. Got to go!”

				He left his mother in the store shaking her head. More than likely, she was rolling her eyes and laughing, but Connor was already out the door.

				Grabbing the delivery order form from the back wall, he began loading his truck with supplies that customers had ordered. His mother used to hire men to do all the deliveries for her. Seeing the money she was paying for this service, Connor insisted that she allow him to make all the deliveries himself. They had agreed he would do the majority of them, save the orders that required a heavier truck due to weight issues or the need for more than one man to lift the material.

			

			
				Donning a pair of ancient work gloves, Connor attacked this assignment with fervor. Having missed his morning workout, he used this opportunity to get some exercise. Lifting, pulling, and tugging, he loaded his truck with the supplies for the day’s deliveries in record time. Perspiration gathered on his brow as Connor pulled from his seemingly unlimited supply of energy.

				As he finished lifting the last bag of mulch into his vehicle, he saw the other delivery truck pulling up. It was a burly F-350 with added support to the rear axle to compensate for weight. At one time the truck had been bright fire engine red, but that time had passed many moons ago. Now it was a chipped, dented, faded maroon. The color resembled a piece of clay after being shaped and placed in the furnace.

				Jumping out of the truck were two men, Joe and Pete. Physically, two people couldn’t be more different. Joe was a stocky middle-aged man with a button nose and a smile that was too big for his face. Pete was tall and about the same age as Joe. Pete’s ears seemed to get larger every time Connor saw him and every year that passed brought more and more wrinkles to line his ever-grinning face.

			

			
				Joe and Pete saw Connor and waved. They had both been working for his mother ever since Connor could remember and seemed more like uncles than anything else. Connor walked over to the two men as they discussed the best way to arrange the supplies they needed to deliver in their truck.

				“No, we should put the two palm trees in first so they’re not leaning up against the tailgate,” Joe explained in a motherly tone to Pete.

				“Joe, how many times do we have to go through this? The heaviest items need to stay in the rear right over the axle, where there’s the most support.”

				“Pete, you have to trust me on this one. You know I aced math in school.”

				“That was eighth grade!”

				“Well, I still did.”

				“Are you guys arguing on how to load the truck again?” Connor reached the two with a smile on his face from hearing their debate; it reminded him of two dogs arguing over a bone.

				“Just discussing the proper way, Cowboy,” Joe explained.

				Because the two older men had known Connor for so long, they had taken to calling him ‘Cowboy.’ When Connor was little, he would run around his mother’s store with a cowboy hat and a homemade horse, a wooden broomstick with a brown, stuffed animal horse head attached to one end. Since then, the men had called him Cowboy and the name stuck.

			

			
				“You two need any help?”

				“Thanks for the offer, but that’s why your mom pays us,” Pete reminded him.

				“Where you headed today?” Joe asked.

				“Haven’t looked yet. Just finished loading up the truck.”

				Joe took Connor’s delivery sheet and whistled, “You have yourself a drive today.”

				“What do you mean?” Connor asked.

				“You’re delivering to the Hubers and you have a run into Catskill.”

				Connor grabbed the delivery manifest. Sure enough, Joe was right. He had a total of five deliveries that day: two to jobsites he had already been to the week before, one to Morrigan Hayes, who was a regular; one to Katie’s family, the Hubers; and the last one didn’t even have a name, just a place—the Catskill Forest Preserve.

				Connor said his good-byes to Joe and Pete. He left them to discuss who got better scores in eighth grade math and how to position the plants.

				Peeking his head inside the shop, he saw his mother watering some hydrangeas by the flower display. He asked, “Mom, did you see this last delivery to the Catskills? That’s two hours away, we don’t usually deliver that far.”

			

			
				His mother looked up and smiled, “Yes, I hope you don’t mind. They called in first thing this morning, insistent about the delivery. I told them it would be an extra fee and they said that was fine. Even stranger, did you see what they ordered?”

				Connor looked down at his sheet. Whoever had phoned in the call had only asked for a small container of bug spray, two bottles of generic water, and a very large, very expensive, silver-headed pickaxe.

				“Okay, I’ll be back,” Connor said with a confused look.

				“Be safe.”

				Getting into his truck, Connor decided to do the two construction jobsite deliveries first, head over to Mrs. Hayes’ house, the Hubers’ next, and save the Catskill delivery for last, since it was by far the furthest.

				The first two deliveries went smoothly. He had delivered to both jobsites last week and the foremen knew him. The next delivery, however, was to Mrs. Hayes. Mrs. Hayes was a widow of at least eighteen years. Connor couldn’t ever remember meeting her husband. She must have been in her seventies or eighties by now but it was hard to tell with how active she stayed. Being an avid gardener, she ordered from the shop at least once a week.

			

			
				Pulling up to her light brown house, Connor exited his truck and unloaded her order of fertilizer, an assortment of seeds in small pouches, and a new pair of gardening gloves. Walking up to her fence, he admired her immaculate yard. It seemed as though not a blade of grass was out of place. Her rows of vegetables were neatly placed on the right side of the house and to the left were flowers of every kind. An assortment of colors entertained the eye, bright yellows, deep reds and luxurious purples were radiant with life, and this is where he found her, hunched over her work.

				She was wearing a large flower-printed shirt that was much too big for her, tan pants that reached just shy of her old brown boots, and a floppy straw hat that kept sliding into her eyes. Looking up from her work, she smiled at Connor.

				Most people would have taken her smile for a threat, her crooked teeth were stained yellow, the way her eyes disappeared when she grinned also didn’t help the effect. Connor knew differently, having been acquainted with her for so long. She was harmless, crazy maybe, but completely harmless.

				“Well, hello there, young Mr. Connor.”

				“Hello, Mrs. Hayes. Here are the items you wanted. Where should I put them?”

				“Just there. We have bigger matters to discuss now.”

			

			
				Connor placed her things down beside the house and looked at her as she stood up and approached him. Her usual wild grey and white hair was stuck up in her straw hat and her light brown eyes twinkled with excitement.

				“Three of the Five Families have been reunited, whether they know it or not. It’s a very exciting and dangerous time now, Connor. But you’ll be safe because they don’t know it’s you, now, do they? She has a feeling, though. She is drawn to you and she is more than you think.”

				Connor looked at her with a blank expression. This was normal. Mrs. Hayes had been babbling things every time he saw her. She was constantly going off about how she knew of secret things and secret people. Connor was always polite and amused, but today, with the sun beating down on them and still two more deliveries to go, one all the way to the Catskill forest, he decided to cut it short.

				“Yes, yes. The three families, so, anyway I have to get going. Your yard looks great. Let us know if you need anything else.”

				But she wouldn’t let him go that easy. “Connor Moore.” She ran to him incredibly fast for a women of her age and grabbed his hands in her own.

				Her worn, wrinkled palms contrasted his young, strong hands. She looked into his eyes and held his gaze for a moment, much like Randolph had at the restaurant the night before, looking into him rather than at him.

			

			
				“You are meant for great things. You are about to see. Be aware that all is not as it seems. There are strangers in town that would seek to help you. Others, if they knew who you were, to undo you. Do you want to know? Are you ready to know?”

				Connor nodded his head in agreement, anything to get going. “Okay, I will. Thank you, Mrs. Hayes, but I have to get going.”

				She nodded her head now, pursing her lips as though she were in deep thought.

				And that’s where Connor left her. It was just after eleven o’clock now, and with his meager breakfast that morning, Connor’s stomach was staging a protest against hunger. Pulling into a drive-thru at the local hamburger joint, Connor shook his head, remembering the words Mrs. Hayes had told him. Three families, he was meant for great things, strangers in town. Could she have meant Laren and her brother or Randolph? No, what was he thinking? It was foolish trying to make sense of the words of a crazy old lady. Shaking his head free of these ideas, he ordered his food and was soon working his way through mid-day traffic, burger in hand.

				The weather hadn’t changed much in the last few days. It was cool with a few clouds rolling lazily through the sky. Traffic wasn’t horrible, and soon Connor found himself in the nicer part of town.

			

			
				Smaller shops like his mother’s gave way to name brand stores. Burger joints like the one he had just passed through were nowhere to be seen, and instead, fancy restaurants with five star ratings appeared.

				Houses seemed to grow in size with each passing block. Connor was all too familiar with his current destination. He had driven the same way numerous times to pick up and drop off Katie. She lived in the biggest house on the block. It was a massive structure, any bigger and one could have called it a castle. Large red brick walls made up most of the house, with four white pillars in the front and white trim complimenting the building.

				The large black iron gates that stood sentry around the estate were adorned with a huge emblem of a sun. The sun was the same color of the gate and about three times the size of a basketball. It was a large flat orb with flames shooting out in every which direction like fingers pointing everywhere.

				Connor pulled up to the intercom and pushed the talk button. Very soon a familiar voice came through the line. “I was hoping it would be you delivering today and not Pete or Joe. They’re nice, but they always argue about the best way to unload the truck.”

			

			
				“Well, open up the gate and you and I can argue how to unload the truck.”

				“Hmmm. How about I open the gate, we don’t argue, and while you unload the truck, I’ll get you something to drink.”

				“You drive a hard bargain, Kat, but you have yourself a deal. Where do you want this stuff?”

				“Probably in the back near the guest house. See you soon!”

				The gates swung open and Connor drove through. Passing the house on the way to the backyard, he recognized all the familiar vehicles: there was Katie’s father’s BMW, her mom’s Cadillac, and of course her Volkswagen Passat. Aside from all of these there was one car Connor had never seen before, a newer, white Audi. Connor was unsure of the model, but one thing he was sure of, it was very expensive.

				The guesthouse looked like a smaller version of the actual house. It was made out of the same red brick and white trim and had a walkway that snaked through the backyard and connected with the rest of the property.

				Connor stopped his truck, and as he began to unload, he had to laugh. Here he was, a small time local boy in a beat-up truck, in the middle of what might have well been the White House. It would have taken three or four of his trucks to equal the value of just one of the cars he saw when he drove in.

			

			
				The money factor had never bothered Connor when he was dating Katie and it still didn’t now, Connor just couldn’t help but find it ironic.

				He picked up the various insect repellents and bug sprays from his truck and headed over to place them by the guesthouse. No doubt it was for the same bug infestation Katie mentioned when he ran into her in town.

				As he approached the guesthouse, he could tell someone was inside. The door was open and he caught the figure of a man walking through the front room. Connor had never known anyone to actually stay in the house, it was more of a added amenity for the Hubers than anything else.

				“Hello?” he called, placing the anti-bug equipment by the door. He knocked and stuck his head in. “Hello, is anyone there?”

				“Why, what are the odds? It was Connor, right?”

				Connor recognized the German accent and saw its speaker at the same time. There in the doorway was Randolph, fake smile and all.
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				Connor stepped back, mouth as open as the door. Randolph continued to smile.

				“Oh, I see you two have already met!” Katie’s cheerful voice rang out behind Connor. “Connor, this is my second cousin on my mother’s side, Randolph.”

				Connor turned to Katie. She was standing there, beautiful as ever, holding two large cups of lemonade. She was wearing a bright yellow shirt that reminded Connor of a sunflower, blue cut-off jeans, and yellow sandals. “Well, here you go—drink up!” She handed him one glass and gave the other to Randolph. “I brought you one, too. Thought you might be thirsty with all the moving.”

				Randolph smiled at her. “Thank you, cousin, I was a bit parched. Now with Connor being so polite as to bring the necessary equipment, I can destroy these wretched bugs and finish the moving process.”

			

			
				Connor, finding his voice, spoke up. “So, the two of you are related, and now you’re going to come and live in Katie’s guesthouse?”

				“That’s right. Katie is a relative and her family has been nice enough to open their home to me while I’m in town on business. Just for a week or so.”

				“What kind of business?”

				“Oh, I won’t bore you with the details. Let’s just call it…” He paused, his blue eyes shifting as he searched for the right word. “Business of a personal nature.”

				“Don’t be silly, Randolph. You can tell Connor,” Katie chimed in. “Randolph and his immediate family are from Germany. They’re very profitable bankers here to expand their business ventures and look into buying property.”

				“Property,” Connor repeated the word as if it was the first time he had heard it. “Property, like businesses? Maybe small shops in the area?”

				Randolph looked as though he was starting to get uneasy with all the talk directed at his activities in town. “Yes, small businesses and much more, but it would be a conflict of interest speaking about the matter with you, since you have another friend interested in the same industry, don’t you, Connor? Larentia, or as you might know her, Laren.”

			

			
				Katie’s eyes scrunched a little at the brow. “Connor, you know someone else in real estate?”

				“If you call a dinner date ‘knowing,’ well then, yes, Connor knows Larentia very well.” A smile appeared on Randolph’s face, replacing the look of unease.

				“Yeah, I did meet someone involved in that area of business, but more so her family than her.”

				Katie didn’t say a word. She just stared at him with a look Connor knew all too well, but he wasn’t going to feel guilty about a date. Katie was the one who had ended it with him and that had been months ago.

				“Well, I still have another delivery to do. Randolph,” he said, nodding in his direction. “Katie, I’ll see you later.”

				“I’ll walk you to your truck,” Katie said.

				“Good-bye, Connor. Oh, and do give Larentia a message for me next time you see her. Tell her she’s in way over her head on this one and should call her daddy for help.”

				Connor, avoiding any more conversation, just nodded in acknowledgement as he walked to his truck.

				Katie kept pace with him and waited till they were out of earshot. “So, you started dating again?” Katie tried to make the question sound as innocent as possible, but Connor couldn’t help but think there were ulterior motives at work.

			

			
				“I wouldn’t call it dating. I went on a date, as in one. Besides, why should it matter?”

				“Oh, it doesn’t. Just thought you would have mentioned it, is all.”

				“Katie, you broke up with me.”

				“I know. It’s just that I’ve been thinking, and I miss you, Connor. I know this is unfair to say after I’ve put you through all this, but what if I made a mistake?”

				Connor couldn’t believe his ears. Yet here she was, standing right in front of him, the light breeze playing with her natural blond hair, her passionate blue eyes looking for some type of response.

				“I don’t know how I feel anymore, Kat. I’m confused, I miss you, too, but we can’t be this way. I don’t want a relationship where we’re on again, off again, on again, off again.”

				“I know, and neither do I. Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything, but it’s the truth, Connor.”

				“I think we both need time to think about things before we make any decisions.”

				Katie nodded in agreement. The two gravitated toward each other like they had so many times before. Katie fit perfectly in his arms; it felt natural, normal, to hold her again.

				After an embrace that seemed much too long for two “friends” to share, they separated. “Okay, well, you better get going. I know you have deliveries to do. Call me, though. Maybe we can hang out tomorrow after you get off work.”

			

			
				“’K,” Connor responded as he got into his truck. His mind was spinning as he turned the key and the engine roared to life.

				There was too much to think about without making his head hurt. Instead, Connor turned up the radio and listened to AC/DC as he enjoyed the scenic ride out of town.

				This methodology only worked so long before he found his mind wandering back to Laren, with her green eyes, her smile and her willingness to open up to him. She was such a strong individual but she had a vulnerable side that she had allowed him to see, even if it was only for a few hours. The way he was drawn to her couldn’t be discounted, either.

				But Katie was the girl he’d thought he would marry. They had been through so much together and had so many great memories. She had been there for him whenever he needed her, and they fit perfectly together. Everyone said so at one time or another: they were supposed to be a perfect match.

				Aware the radio distraction wasn’t working, Connor decided to take it up a notch. Turning the radio on full blast, he rolled down the windows and started to sing the lyrics to “Wheels in the Sky” by Journey at the top of his lungs.

				Soon the one-man karaoke machine pulled into the Catskill Forest Preserve, thirsty and hoarse. He parked his truck in the Welcome Center parking lot. With no clue where to make his delivery, he picked up the insect repellent, two water bottles, and pickaxe and made his way to the front entrance.

			

			
				Dressed in his flannel shirt and now carrying a pickaxe, Connor couldn’t help but feel like a lumberjack. A few days’ absence from shaving didn’t help the picture and Connor had to laugh at himself.

				“Hey! What’s so funny?”

				Connor’s head swung around to the side of the building so fast it threatened to give him whiplash.

				Laren was there, eyebrows raised, waiting for a response. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail and she was dressed in runner’s attire. Connor had to force himself to keep eye contact and not stare at her outfit.

				“Nothing. What are you doing here?”

				Laren approached him playfully. She had a bag in her hand that Connor hadn’t noticed before. As she got closer, her expression changed from one of playfulness to concern, her eyebrows furrowed. Her nose scrunched like she had gotten a wiff of skunk and she looked around the area as if she were searching for someone.

				“Are you okay?” Connor asked, taking a look around their surroundings as well, not really sure what or who he was looking for.

			

			
				Laren opened her eyes bigger and shook her head. “Yeah, sorry, I’m fine. Just allergies.” Reversing her demeanor, she placed a smile on her face and continued. “I was waiting for my delivery and I have something for you.”

				“Wait, you ordered this?”

				“Yes, and thank you,” she said, taking the waters, insect repellent and pickaxe from him.

				The way she handled the pickaxe like some kind of toy was surprising. Connor was in the prime of his life and exercised on a daily basis. The pickaxe wasn’t a struggle for him to lift, but neither was it light, especially for a one hundred and twenty pound girl. There was no grunt of exertion or show of strength, she merely took it from him and placed it down on the side of the Welcome Center building.

				She was back in a second, handing him the bag. “Here. Open it up, and stop looking at me like I’m some kind of freak.”

				Connor took the bag and looked inside. It was everything he needed to go on a run; a brand new pair of black and red Nike running shoes, socks, and a black pair of running shorts.

				“Well, hurry up and change, mister. Let’s go. We’re burning daylight.”

				Connor looked at the items in the bag closer and examined the sizes of the shoes and shorts. “Wait, how did you know what size I am?”

			

			
				“Call it female intuition. Thank you for providing the insect spray and water, we’ll need those.”

				Connor still in disbelief, walked behind the Welcome Station and began undressing, taking off his shoes and pants first and replacing them with the provided shorts and Nikes. The clothes fit perfectly. The shorts were neither too tight nor too loose, and the shoes hugged his feet like they were his own. Laren had guessed his size exactly. As he began to unbutton his shirt, he realized there was no replacement. Laren hadn’t provided any kind of running shirt or tank top.

				“I did that on purpose,” her voice rang out behind him.

				Connor wheeled around, his newly unbuttoned shirt still hanging open. He saw her standing behind him, watching.

				“Come on, don’t be shy. You’re going to get all sweaty and would want to take it off even if you had one on.”

				“Oh, I’m sure that’s what it is. You’re thinking of me. This has nothing to do with you wanting to see me with my shirt off.”

				“Why, Connor Moore, I am a lady from an esteemed family. I would never—” Even as she said it, a sly smile played across her lips.

				“All right, you have a deal if you tell me what the pickaxe is for. I get why you needed bug spray and water, but what’s the deal with the pickaxe?”

			

			
				Laren glanced at it propped up against the side of the building. “It seemed silly to just order bug spray and water. I thought your mom might cancel the order and think it was a joke, so I had to order something else.”

				“So, of all the things you could have bought, you chose a pickaxe?”

				“Well, I don’t have a lot of experience with gardening equipment and it looked cool. I’ve never bought a pickaxe before.”

				“The things I do to satisfy our customers.” Connor shrugged off his shirt. Active in sports his entire life, Connor was a perfect physical specimen of what a man should look like. His chest, abdomen, and arms were perfectly chiseled. He looked like a Greek statue had come to life. His olive skin soaked in the sun and his brown eyes focused on Laren.

				Winking, Connor broke the silence. “What did you say to me the first time we met? ‘Stare much?’”

				Laren had to tear her eyes away from Connor’s body and force herself to look at his face. “Only when I see something I like.” It was her turn to wink now.

				It was about two o’clock and the hottest part of the day as the two joggers made their way through the forest. They chose a slower pace to start, their feet making a light, consistent sound like a metronome.

			

			
				Rabbits scurried from their path as they approached, birds sang songs only they knew, and Connor was at home. The smell of the forest was intoxicating as a variety of floral scents played with his nostrils. The trees welcomed him, extending their limbs in his direction like open . If he listened hard enough, he could even hear the slight trickle of water, indicating a stream nearby.

				“So, what brought this about? Don’t get me wrong, it’s a great idea, but why?”

				“After our dinner, and especially the way you handled our run in with Randolph, I just wanted to say thank you. Not every guy would have been so understanding.” Laren paused. “No guy has ever been that understanding. There’s so much I want to tell you, Connor, but because of my family’s business, I can’t.”

				“None of that matters to me. I just want to get to know you. The real you, not Larentia, but Laren.”

				She turned her head and smiled. “Thanks, Connor. It’s been a long time since anyone was interested in getting to know me. Most of the guys my parents approve of are just dating me hoping for an opportunity to get in with my family, or worse, are too intimidated by my father and family to even have anything resembling a decent conversation.”

				When another mile had passed, Connor nudged his running partner. “Think you can keep up?”

			

			
				“You have no idea.”

				“Oh really? Is that a challenge?”

				“Sure, wanna make a bet?”

				Connor thought about this for a minute. He had run in this forest for years and now he pulled on his extensive knowledge of the various paths that crisscrossed the preserve. “Okay, there’s an abandoned ranger station four miles from here. If I get there first, I get to take you out again. This time minus the awkward run-in with the creepy business associate.”

				“Okay, but if I win, I get to take you out, minus the run in with the creepy business associate, and you have to let me pay. Deal?”

				“Deal.”

				Connor grinned, turned his head, and started to really run. His arms pumped alternately as he began to pull away from Laren, slowly at first, but with each stride, a few more inches. After a few minutes, sweat beginning to form over his body, he looked behind him. Expecting to see Laren a few yards in his wake, he was shocked to see her just behind him, a smile playing across her smug face. No sweat on her brow, no signs of exertion.

				Connor shook his head in disbelief. Maybe he wasn’t running as fast as he thought. Redoubling his effort, he focused on his breathing and began to sprint. How embarrassing would it be if she beat him? No, she wouldn’t. Connor was the fastest person he knew. Playing football, track, and soccer in school had confirmed this. There was no way she would be able to keep up. Focusing on his breathing, he pushed himself. Faster and faster his legs flew beneath him until the dirt ground looked like a brown blur instead of hard packed earth.

			

			
				Soon he was willing to risk another look behind him and he almost stopped in his tracks with disbelief. Laren, perfect smile and all, was still right behind him. A few small pools of perspiration now glimmered off her skin, but not even close to the signs of exertion that were manifesting themselves in Connor’s body.

				Beginning to feel the strain, he ignored the question of how she could be keeping pace with him and instead concentrated on one thing, speed. At a full sprint, Connor knew he had maybe two to two and a half miles before the ranger station and finish line would appear; he couldn’t lose, he hated losing.

				The thought of losing awoke that urge in him. That feeling that told him he must be more than he was. The beast within willed him, lent him its power, its will to run faster. Connor tapped into its strength and lost himself in the freeing power.

			

			
				There was no way for Connor to gauge how fast he was running, but if he had to guess, it was the fastest he had ever ran. His feet didn’t even feel like they were touching the ground anymore, the forest flew by like a blur of camouflage green. Racing through the forest, Connor couldn’t help but think of the dream he had just a few nights ago.

				He rounded the same corner he had in his dream, the corner where he had seen Katie and his mother urging him to run, and half expected to see them there again. To his relief, the bench was empty and there wasn’t a group of hooded figures standing in his path.

				Soon the ranger station appeared in the distance. By this time, Connor was pouring sweat. He had given up trying to control his breathing a mile ago and now it came in short, ragged gasps. His legs burned. His arms pumped for all they were worth, but it wasn’t enough. Despite all odds, Laren pulled up next to him.

				The amount of effort her body showed while keeping such a harsh pace seemed nonexistent compared to Connor. She still had control of her breathing and she even looked at Connor as she pulled up next to him, giving him a smile and wink as she passed him.

				Despite having to recognize defeat, he couldn’t help but think how elegantly she ran. It was more like watching a cheetah or lion glide through a field chasing its prey than a young woman on a run. Connor could only imagine what she must look like to someone standing still—like a ghost.

			

			
				Within seconds she was so far ahead of him he lost sight of her. Within minutes he had reached the ranger station. Throwing himself on the forest floor in front of the abandoned building, he struggled to breathe. His body had pushed itself to its limits and the air supply his lungs took in couldn’t keep up. His bare chest heaved up and down. His entire body tingled, well, almost his entire body. He couldn’t feel his legs.

				He was lying in front of the ranger station, a one story, dilapidated building in a small clearing. White paint flaked off the exterior and the front door was barred shut. He had thrown himself on a patch of grass. Lying face up, he stared into the blue sky, his mind reeling and searching for an answer why Laren could have been so much faster than he was.

				It was in the middle of this thought that Laren’s face appeared above him. “Hey, you made it.”

				Connor stared at her in disbelief. She was fine, better than fine. If it was possible, she seemed more beautiful and alive than before. Connor struggled to his feet as she offered a helping hand. He took it gratefully and she helped steady him.

			

			
				Connor looked at her quizzically as he stretched his aching calves. Laren must have read his thoughts because she responded with a simple, “What? I work out.”

				“No, Laren, I work out. You… you’ are a robot.”

				“I work out a lot?” She phrased this more as a question than a response and looked at him with motherly eyes. “Ohhhhh. Is Connor mad that I beat him?”

				“No, not at all. You won fair and square. That’s too bad for me. I guess you have to take me out now.”

				“It was a close race, and all joking aside, you are really fast. Makes me think there might be more to you than meets the eye.”

				“Please, look who’s talking.”

				They both agreed to walk back, although Connor had a sneaking suspicion Laren could have sprinted the entire way had she needed to. The return trip went by quickly as the two once again found joy in each other’s company, talking about the most random and insignificant things.

				Soon they were back at the Welcome Center drinking water and laughing at the pickaxe still propped up against the side of the building.

				“Of all things a pickaxe? Really?” Connor asked.

			

			
				“Okay, let the pickaxe go . Besides, it looks kinda cool. So, dinner tonight? There’s a restaurant at the hotel where I’m staying. Dress nice. I’ll see you there at seven?”

				“Sounds good.” Connor was mostly dry now, but just mostly. Without warning, he grabbed her and gave her a big bear hug, smothering her in his arms.

				She gave out a scream that soon turned into a laugh, “Oh, Connor, that is so gross!”

				“I just wanted to give you a congratulatory hug, to show there’s no hard feelings.” This made both of them burst into laughter.

				“See ya in a few hours, Connor.”

				“See you then.”

				As Connor made his way to his truck, he realized Laren’s car wasn’t in the small parking lot., “Hey, where did you park?”

				“I parked on a service street just under a mile down the road so you wouldn’t see my car. I wanted it to be a surprise,” she said as she grabbed the pickaxe, once again showing no strain, and slung it across her shoulder. “Here. I’ve decided to put my gold mining career on hold for a while.” She tossed the pickaxe into the back of Connor’s truck and looked at him with a single raised eyebrow. “Hurry and go home. You definitely need a shower before tonight.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 5
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				Connor started his truck. Pulling out of the parking lot, he lost sight of her as she disappeared in the forest.

				Weaving down the familiar road, Connor was reminded of something Mrs. Hayes had told him earlier that day. ‘She is drawn to you and she is more than you think.’ But she couldn’t have meant Laren, could she?

				He thought about this and all the other questions he didn’t have answers to on his way home. By the time he reached his house, he was no closer to an answer than when he had left. It was about six now. His mother would still be at the shop getting ready to close up.

				He parked his truck and walked up the perfectly shaped square cement blocks that led to his house. Opening the screen, he pushed in his key, heard the familiar click, and let himself in. Wasting no time, he hopped in the shower and scrubbed the sweat from his body. It felt amazing. The hot water washed over him and took any sign of his earlier run with it. In minutes he was standing in his room, towel wrapped around his waist, studying his wardrobe.

			

			
				The restaurant in the hotel where Laren was staying was one of the best in town. He decided on a pair of black slacks, matching black shoes, and a light blue dress shirt. The blue reminded him of Katie—her eyes staring back into his—telling him she still cared for him. But she was the one that had let him go, the one that had made the choice. It was unfair for her to do this now, when she knew he had started seeing someone else.

				He buttoned his shirt, then tucked the tails into his pants and headed for the door. His black hair was tussled slightly by the breeze. It was another night of decent weather and a clear sky.

				With just a few red lights and stop signs hindering his progress, he reached the hotel restaurant in just under twenty minutes. Parking his truck in the back amongst the Ferraris and Lamborghinis, he made his way around the building .

				An attendant greeted him, opened the large glass door, and with a practiced smile said, “Good evening, sir.”

				“Oh, hi. Thanks.”

			

			
				Walking into the lobby, Connor was stunned. He knew where the hotel was but he never had a reason to venture inside before. The floor was made of white marble. Cream-colored pillars made of the same material extended from floor to the vaulted ceiling every few yards, and rich paintings hung on the walls. It was nothing like the Italian restaurant, where it seemed every square inch was covered, but more thought out, the décor more elegantly placed. There were large plants and a few couches scattered deliberately around the lobby. Classical music played in the background.

				Not seeing the entrance of the restaurant, he approached the lobby clerk, who sat behind the front counter.

				“Excuse me, where is the restaurant entrance?”

				The plump, pleasant female receptionist looked Connor up and down. Her blue suit was wrinkle free and perhaps a size too big for her. Her gold-rimmed glasses fit her moon-shaped face just right and her short hair was so curly it reminded Connor of ribbons.

				“Just down the lobby and to the left. You’ll see it marked with a sign. It’s called The Den.”

				“Thank you.” Connor gave her a smile and a headed toward the area she indicated.

				Before he could take three steps in that direction, he saw a figure moving toward him. The man must have been massive to look this big so far away. Connor made his way toward the restaurant, but the man chose a path that would intercept him before he reached his destination. In a few more steps, Connor was able to recognize who the burly man was; it was Lu.

			

			
				The big man had long brown hair tucked back in a masculine way. His attire didn’t match the hotel’s at all. He was dressed in workout clothes, the cut off shirt he wore showed how muscular his arms were.

				Connor wasn’t a violent person by nature, but every once in awhile he wondered to himself who would win in a fight if it came down to it. He would size other guys up, not in a threatening way, but more curious than anything. Most of the time he would bet on himself. With Lu it was a hard choice.

				Lu stared at Connor for a second with his penetrating green eyes as the two met in the lobby. “So, this is who my sister has been spending all her time with.”

				“It’s nice to see you again, Lu,” Connor said, extending a hand.

				Lu ignored his outstretched hand, keeping his gaze even. Where Laren’s eyes were emerald green, warm, and friendly, Lu’s were full of anger and suspicion.

				“Listen,” Lu started, “I can appreciate you being interested in my sister, but there’s a lot more here than ‘guy likes girl and girl likes guy.’ My family will not approve of you, so there’s no point in any of it, even if she does like you. Spare yourself some heartache and leave her alone.”

			

			
				Connor thought this over for a few seconds before he responded. “No.”

				“What did you say?”

				“I said no. Laren’s old enough to make her own decisions, and if your family is going to dislike me, then I’ll just have to win them over.”

				Lu held Connor’s gaze and for a moment—an unstoppable force met an immovable object—green eyes staring into brown.

				“You have balls, kid,” Lu put his hand on Connor’s left shoulder and leaned in to whisper in his ear. “But there is no scenario where this ends good for you.” He applied pressure and Connor’s shoulder felt like it would dislocate at any minute.

				Forcing the pain out of his mind and refusing to show any sign of discomfort on his face, Connor whispered back, “Lu, you’re really close to me right now. Are you—are you hitting on me?”

				Lu released his grasp. “Don’t say you weren’t warned.”

				Connor watched him leave, then let an expression of pain show on his face as he rotated his shoulder and massaged the sore spot. He was sure there would be a handprint from Lu after the exchange. What was with these people? They must have been descendants from Hercules to be so strong.

			

			
				“Work out a little too hard at the gym there, tiger?”

				Connor smiled. He knew who the voice belonged to before he saw her. He elected to omit the run in with her brother from the night’s conversation. Turning in the direction of the voice, he wasn’t prepared for what met his eyes.

				Laren was wearing a short, shoulder-baring black dress with a green sash tied behind her in a sleek bow. She held a small black purse in her hands that displayed a name brand Connor had never heard of. Her high-heeled shoes were the same color as the sash on her dress. She smiled at him, tilting her head slightly. Her long brown hair fell perfectly down her shoulders and back. “You clean up nice, Mr. Moore.”

				“So do you. Have you ever considered giving all this up and running away to be a model? I could always be persuaded to be your photographer.”

				Even as Connor said this he knew it was a lame response, but he had nothing else. Laren had literally left him speechless.

				She rolled her eyes and motioned to him to follow her. “Come on, smooth talker, dinner’s waiting.”

			

			
				Arm in arm, they approached the restaurant entrance. Entering the foyer, the two were greeted by a thin, elderly gentleman wearing a black tuxedo. He looked up with a pleasant expression but as soon as he saw Laren, his face changed to an ear-to-ear smile. Showing far too many teeth, he approached the two. “Oh, Miss Abelardus, how good it is to see you again. And so elegant. You don’t look a day older than when I saw you last.” He had a subtle French accent that reminded Connor of the candlestick character in Disney’s Beauty and the Beast. Walking around the small wooden stand, he approached Laren and gave her a quick kiss on each cheek.

				“Hello, Cyril, it’s nice to see you again as well. This is my friend, Connor.”

				Cyril tuned his attention to him. “Oh, sir, it is a pleasure to meet you, and in such fine company.” Cyril had a way of making you feel good about yourself. Connor realized it was his job, but still, it was nice. The way he drew out syllables when he talked and was so animated helped make Cyril one of the best at what he did.

				Cyril feigned a look of hurt and turned again to Laren. “Miss Abelardus, it has been too long. Why do you not come and see your friend Cyril more often?”

				“I know, Cyril, I tried to come sooner, but you know my father. It’s very hard to have personal time with him as a boss.”

			

			
				Cyril nodded understanding, “Well, you are here now, yes?” Cyril didn’t wait for a response and instead answered his own question. “Yes, and we shall celebrate. I will personally serve you tonight. Come to the best table in the house!” Cyril yelled the last part in excitement and started to march into the interior of the restaurant.

				Connor and Laren smiled to each other as they followed Cyril through the maze of tables. It was the nicest place Connor had ever been, period. The lights weren’t bright, but not so dim as to be annoying. Laughter from other tables accompanied the lone violinist, who provided elegant background music.

				Their table was located at the back. It was separate from the rest of the restaurant with curtains on either side of its alcove, for diners that wished for a more intimate meal. The table was covered with a spotless white cloth and there were more glasses, china, and silverware on the table than Connor had ever seen.

				Cyril motioned them to sit, placed Laren’s napkin on her lap, and began to recite the menu by heart. They both decided on soups and salads. Connor chose the veal on Cyril’s recommendation, cooked medium well, and Laren opted for her favorite, a shank of lamb prepared rare. With orders memorized, Cyril disappeared.

			

			
				“So, what do you think?”

				“I think you’re spoiling me; surprise runs in the forest, dinners fit for a king, what’s next—a trip to Europe? A race around the Autobahn?”

				“I just want to show you how much I appreciate you and—how much I like you.”

				Connor was a bit taken back with her honesty but he decided to do the same. “Laren, can I tell you something?”

				“Of course.”

				“I feel drawn to you. It’s more than just feelings or lust or passion, it’s—it’s like an instinct. I don’t know. Maybe I should have gathered my thoughts before I said anything. Am I making sense at all?”

				Laren smiled, her eyes looking into his and showing a wisdom well beyond her years. “It does, Connor, and I feel the same way. I haven’t been able to figure it out, and well, I’ve been too scared to recognize what it might mean.”

				“And what’s that?”

				She shifted her eyes down and Connor knew exactly what was running through her mind. “It’s your family, isn’t it?”

				“It’s that, but so much more.”

				Connor reached across the table and held her slender hand. “Laren, it doesn’t matter. I’ll win over your family. They’ll understand.”

				Laren gave him a sad smile. “You’re a great guy, Connor. I don’t want to drag you into this.”

			

			
				“Is it still considered dragging if I jump in feet first?”

				Before they could continue the conversation, Cyril appeared with their first course.

				To say the food was delicious that night would be doing it an injustice. The food was phenomenal. The salad was crisp, the soup spiced just right, and the main course was to die for. The night’s conversation turned into laughter and soon the two lost themselves in each other’s company.

				Later that night, Connor decided to take a chance and see if Laren would be open to talking more about herself and her family. “So, how are negotiations going with Randolph?”

				Laren’s eyes flashed surprise but soon her expression turned into a smile. “So you’re not just a pretty face.” Pausing, she once again chose her words carefully. “The deal is going horribly. He won’t budge and is insistent the land should belong to him.”

				Connor nodded; from his limited experience with Randolph, this didn’t surprise him. “So if negotiations fail, what’s the next move?”

				“Well, I really shouldn’t be telling you this, but my father has given orders not to waiver in our course, so the ball is really in their court. We hold the land, they won’t negotiate, so it’s their move.”

				“Does Randolph also work with his family business?”

			

			
				She nodded.

				While Connor continued to piece things together, Cyril appeared once again, this time carrying a decadent piece of chocolate cake. “I hope it is appropriate. I took the liberty of choosing the dessert for tonight. It is a three-layer cake. The first layer is chocolate peanut butter, the second dark chocolate truffle, and the third is a light milk chocolate. In between the three layers are a French fudge and it is covered in the restaurant’s renowned chocolate syrup.”

				Laren’s and Connor’s eyes practically popped out of their heads as they stared at the behemoth of a cake.

				“I know, I know. It isn’t the most traditional of French desserts, but I thought you would enjoy it. Please, please don’t be shy,” Cyril insisted as he produced two clean forks.

				Not requiring any more of an invitation, both Connor and Laren threw calorie counting to the wind and attacked the chocolate mound of goodness.

				“Mmmmm,” was all Laren said.

				“I think I can die a happy man,” Connor agreed.

				“Ahhh, ha, perfect,” Cyril replied. “Please enjoy.”

				He left the two with their task at hand. A few minutes of silence passed between the couple and soon the cake was reduced to crumbs. Cyril appeared again just as the two put down their forks, making Connor wonder if he was just sitting somewhere watching them.

			

			
				“I am glad the cake was agreeable, yes? Again, Miss Abelardus, it is such a pleasure, please come back soon.” Turning to Connor, he continued, “And you, sir, don’t let this woman out of your sight. She is a keeper.”

				“I won’t,” Connor said, looking at Laren.

				“Cyril, what about the check? You never brought it,” Laren said with alarm, pulling out her purse.

				Cyril looked at her, stunned. “Miss Abelardus, please, this is on the house.”

				“Cyril, I’m afraid that is much too kind and I must insist.”

				“Please, how silly is this? Your family owns this hotel and restaurant and I would charge the owner’s daughter?”

				Connor raised his eyebrows until they were almost touching his hairline. He knew Laren’s family was well off, but he had no idea they were this well off. To own a hotel and restaurant of this caliber, they had to be millionaires.

				“Cyril, if you don’t give me the check, I’m just going to guess how much it is and have the hotel manager put it into the restaurant bank account. And I’m an extremely high guesser when it comes to these things. What will my father think?”

			

			
				Cyril’s face went white and then a thin smile spread across his mouth and perfectly groomed goatee. “Oh, Miss Abelardus, you are your father’s daughter. Give me just one moment.” Cyril turned and was out of sight in seconds.

				“You didn’t tell me your family owned this place.”

				“Does it matter? Don’t forget who won the race.”

				Soon Cyril was back with the check. Laren paid with a black credit card she pulled from her wallet and the two walked out with well wishes from Cyril.

				“Thank you for dinner.” Connor turned to her as they stood in the vacant hotel lobby.

				“A bet’s a bet,” she casually responded. “I do need to ask a favor from you, though.”

				“No, I can’t go up to your room. It’s way too soon. I’m just not that type of guy.”

				“You are ridiculous, Connor Moore.” She shook her head, clearing the possibility from her mind. “I was going to ask for your number. You have mine. We really haven’t had to use it yet, but just in case.”

				He smiled at her as she reached her hand into her purse and produced a slender phone. After punching in his digits, she looked up at him.

				“I want to show you something,” she said suddenly, as if she had just decided something. “Come on.” She grabbed his hand and half ran, half walked to the nearest elevator. Pressing the button a few times just to make sure it would come, she turned once again to her date.

			

			
				“Okay, where are we going? I told you I’m not that kind of guy; four dates. Four dates minimum,” Connor teased.

				“Oh, is that all? I didn’t realize I was going out with such a floozy.”

				“Floozy? Does anyone even use that word anymore?”

				The elevator doors dinged open and she rushed inside, pulling him behind her. Connor had never seen her so excited. She pushed the button to the 52nd floor. The doors slowly closed, and then the elevator began to ascend.

				“I’ve been staying at this hotel for a long time, ever since my family bought it. Throughout the years, when I’ve needed somewhere to think or a place to just get away, I come here.”

				Connor took stock of his surroundings: it was a normal elevator, glass walls mostly composed the square box; there was an emergency phone placed next to the doors, and of course all the buttons to different floors and options for various elevator functions.

				“Laren, if you need a place to go to think, I can probably find you somewhere with more room.”

			

			
				“Not here. Where it’s taking us. Please,” she said.

				They were lucky the elevator didn’t make a stop and soon the doors dinged open and welcomed them to the top floor.

				Laren didn’t miss a beat and was out as soon as she could fit though the opening. Connor followed her down the hall and to the stairwell door.

				The hall was ornate with bright lights. His feet sank into the richly carpeted floor.

				None of this phased Laren, she was on a mission. Pushing the stairwell door open, she entered the cement staircase and climbed the remaining steps to the roof. With no hesitation, she placed her hands on the emergency access door that led to the roof, the same door that had numerous warning signs of alarm if it were to be opened.

				“Laren, wait—” but he was too late. Laren pushed the door open and walked onto the roof. To Connor’s surprise, the door was not only unlocked, but no alarm went off.

				The roof was a desert of pipes and conditioners, air vents and other odd-shaped cooling agents. Laren was there, high heel straps in her hand, leaning against the questionable-looking railing.

				Connor walked over next to her. They stood quiet, staring down below on the city. They were far enough up that Connor could see the street his mother’s shop was on, but too far up to be able to see the shop itself.

			

			
				Tiny moving lights marked vehicles below, and even tinier dots, moving slower, were what Connor guessed to be people. The wind picked up on the roof and tiny goose bumps prickled Connor’s skin. Placing his right arm around Laren, who he assumed must be cold, he was surprised. She was actually warm to the touch. Despite this, she leaned her head onto his chest.

				“Isn’t it great? It’s so quiet here; the lights of the city remind me of a Christmas tree, and if that wasn’t beautiful enough—” She pointed to the sky and Connor looked up.

				It was breathtaking; the moon beamed its power across the city and welcomed everyone to partake in its soft, strong light. The stars were doing their best to compete with the moon but all fell short, even the brightest star paling in comparison.

				“You’re the first person I’ve shared this with.”

				Connor looked down at her, so small against his chest, so perfect. She drew herself away from him and looked into his eyes.

				“Why are you so perfect for me?” she asked.

				“Because somehow we were… are… drawn to each other.”

				Placing his hands on either side of her neck, he drew her closer to him and felt her soft breath. He could feel her pulse quicken against his palms. The moon caught her green eyes just right and radiated off them in a way that made her look both dangerous and beautiful. Their lips found each other and the rest of their surroundings fell away.

			

			
				There was nothing else, no more questions, no worries, nothing but the two of them. The kiss was enrapturing; it took hold of his heart and refused to let go. It was as if something inside of him was made whole again.

				They pulled away breathless, neither one willing to break the perfect silence. Time stood still as they gathered themselves.

				“Well, I’m glad you invited me up here.”

				“I am, too, but Connor, I don’t know if it’s fair to lead you on with my family and everythi—”

				Connor cut her off with another kiss. This time when they separated, her eyes were closed, taking time to enjoy the moment.

				“Stop worrying; it’s going to be okay.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 6
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				The night ended with a kiss goodbye as Connor escorted her to her room, half wary in case Lu showed up and half not caring. Promising a phone call the next day, Connor left, took the long ride down the elevator, waved to the plump front desk attendant, and exited the building.

				That night as Connor fell into the open arms of slumber, he was visited by yet another dream. He was standing on top of the same roof he had been on with Laren, but this time he was alone. There was no end to this roof. It seemed like it stretched for miles in all directions. The moon was double its size and the dark sky was void of any stars. There were no pipes or conduits protruding from this roof, instead it was lined with statues, statues of men and women that almost seemed alive. Connor wasn’t necessarily scared of these statues, but neither was he too eager to see exactly who or what they were.

			

			
				Taking a step forward, he became bolder and approached the first image. It was a statue of a warrior, maybe seven or eight feet tall. He wore battle scars proudly. His long hair around his shoulders, his distinguished nose and brow hinted he was of noble birth. He was dressed in armor and boiled leather, one arm holding his helm in its crook and the other resting on the pommel of a sword sheathed in his belt.

				The next statue was similar, but female. Her fierce gaze reminded Connor of a caged animal, the pose the sculptor chose for her adding to the ferocity of the image. She stood tall, chest out, her hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. Both her fists rested on her hips, daring a challenge.

				The stone warriors were all intimidating in their own right. Soon armor and leather gave way to an assortment of different clothes. Chain mail and heavy axes gave way to colonial era clothing and sabers. One statue even boasted a male warrior in what looked like traditional samurai armor.

				As Connor made his way through the forest of statues, he couldn’t help the eerie feeling that they were watching him, judging him. It was like being introduced to a new school and having the class look at you, judging you before getting to know you.

			

			
				Connor walked for what seemed like miles, passing more and more statues. One thing he did notice was that no matter how the clothing of the statues changed, the weapons never included guns or firearms of any kind. There was a plethora of swords, axes, knives, maces and other vicious looking objects, but no rifles, handguns, or even bows. Thinking of what this could mean, he stopped short in his tracks. There was an end to this dream after all. There was a door with beaming light shining through from the other side just a few statues away.

				He passed the last handful of sculptures. The last few warriors were dressed in semi-current military fatigues. One held a wicked looking knife and the other a large machete.

				Only two more to go and you can get out of this crazy dream, Connor thought to himself.

				Second to last was a statue of a man. Connor took a step back; he had seen this man before. This was the same one who had rushed to meet him in his previous dream. He was older, maybe twenty years Connor’s senior. His hair wasn’t long, but long enough for the wind to play with it. He was solid, muscular, and tall, he looked the part of a warrior. Still, Connor had the feeling he knew this person.

				Connor put it in the same category he had put so many other unanswered questions. Lately it seemed that for every answered question he had, there were two that still begged a response.

			

			
				Approaching the last statue, he refused to believe his eyes. There was no way this made sense and he couldn’t wrap his mind around it. The statue was him!

				Furrowing his eyebrows, he studied it. Whoever sculpted him captured his features perfectly. He was wearing jeans, his favorite pair of Converse shoes, and a V-neck shirt. Not only was he incredibly underdressed for the occasion compared to the rest of the statues, but he was holding a pickaxe. It was the same one Laren had ordered from his mother’s shop. It was the same one that was still in his truck bed. Where other warriors were carrying shields, spears and clubs, Connor had a pickaxe slung over his shoulder.

				His face held an expression Connor wasn’t familiar with; his brow was slightly crunched down, his lips were pursed together and his eyes held the fiercest gaze he had seen on any statue. It was ironic that the statue of himself scared him.

				But that wasn’t the only scary part. As he was examining this twisted representation of himself with the help of the abnormally large moon, there was a voice.

				“Connor, are you ready for the truth?”

			

			
				Connor spun around. The voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once. It was definitely an elderly female. It sounded familiar, like an acquaintance or old friend. Unable to put his finger on the identity, he ignored it and headed toward the door Connor hoped it would lead to awakening.

				A few feet away from his means of escape, the door shuddered, as though something large had struck it from the other side. Connor stopped dead in his tracks.

				“You shouldn’t be so ready to jump into the unknown. Are you ready, Connor?”

				He turned to address the voice but didn’t know where to look. Instead he shouted at the moon. “How do you know my name? Who are you?”

				“I’ve known you your whole life. Watched you grow up from just a pup. As to who I am, well, you know the answer to that.”

				The door behind him shuddered again, this time more intensely. Something clawed at it from the other side.

				“Are you ready to accept the truth? You’ve been so content to go along these last few days without facing what you know to be true. Passing things off as coincidence or ignoring them all together.”

				Connor knew the door wouldn’t hold much longer as it groaned again and again under the onslaught. Connor turned to face the door, prepared for whatever was to come.

			

			
				His hands were sweaty and his voice wavered. “What’s on the other side of the door?”

				The light behind the door, near the bottom, was being blocked every so often now by something pacing back and forth.

				“Always with the questions.” The speaker gave a sigh.

				“Okay, okay, I’m ready. Tell me.”

				The door cracked. It would hold maybe against one or two more attacks, but that was it, whatever was behind it was relentless.

				“Tell you what, Connor—what is it you want to know? What is the question you would like answered most?”

				“Who…” he started.

				The door crunched and half fell off its hinges. Connor could see a dark shape on the other side but it was too hard to tell what it was with the blinding light that swept through the door.

				“Who am I?” he screamed.

				The door gave way to splinters and exploded from within as the dark shape bounded through the door and straight at Connor.

				“Now you are ready for the truth.” The voice sounded pleased with itself.

				The last thing Connor remembered before he woke up was two red eyes belonging to a large black shape sprinting toward him.
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				Connor knew he couldn’t ignore all the questions anymore, he needed to get to the truth. There was a lot more going on than he wanted to admit but this was getting ridiculous. He resolved that morning to sit down and talk with his mother about his dreams and see if she could shed any light on the situation. If that failed, he could always call Laren. He wasn’t sure exactly what she knew, but she knew something. He couldn’t remember the last time he had a nightmare, then Laren showed up and he was averaging one every other night.

				He knew a run wouldn’t be enough to work off his frustration, not after his most recent dream. He threw his gym bag in the truck, then grabbed a box of Fruit Loops and headed for his old high school. Although he was a recent graduate, Connor’s coaches had given him access to the school gym. Many of them looked at him as a son and admired his work ethic and natural ability as an athlete.

				Clouds covered the sky and threatened rain. Connor ignored this, and within minutes was pulling into the school parking lot. Heading straight for the lockers, he was changed and in the weight room in record time. Connor checked the summer class schedule posted on the door. The next class wasn’t scheduled until later on that afternoon. For now, Connor had the gym to himself.

			

			
				Rows upon rows of weights, treadmills and workout machines lined the building’s walls. The familiar smell of sweat made Connor smile. He was at home, a place where he could be himself.

				Pushing, lifting, pulling, he went through his normal routine, but increased the weight every rep. He channeled his feelings, the anger he felt at waiting so long to try and figure things out. Questions he should have tried to answer before, not just about Laren, but about himself, about who he really was, about his father.

				He strained against the bench press and it felt his anger over Katie leaving him. He curled a weight on the barbells he never had before for the confusion he felt about Laren. He got on the stationary bike and peddled until he couldn’t feel his legs, taking out his anger about his father and why he had been so complacent all these years, and just let it go. The whole time he was at the gym, the rage was with him, the urge inside of him was forcing his body to go on when it had no reason. Connor lost himself once again and reveled in this inner force.

				Two hours had passed before Connor looked at the time. Every muscle in his body yearned for rest and begged him for a break. Connor was drenched again, but he felt better. He would get answers today one way or the other. Exiting the building, he made the journey home. Like most days, his mother was already gone tending to the store. He let himself in, almost robotically ran through the motions of showering and dressing. Today he decided on jeans, his Converse and a white shirt, laughing to himself when he realized the outfit he picked was the same one he had seen his statue wear in his dream the previous night.

			

			
				He was interrupted by the familiar jingle of his ringtone. It was his mother calling. “Hi, Mom.”

				“Hey, honey, did I wake you?”

				“Nope. Already been to the gym and back, and now I’m headed to see you.”

				“Oh good. Can you do me a favor? Mrs. Hayes is complaining about her delivery yesterday. She said we brought the wrong product over or there was a mix up; to be honest it was hard understanding her.”

				“I know what you mean. I can head over to her house on my way to the store. It’s not that far out of the way.”

				“Thanks, sweetie.”

				“Hey, Mom?”

				“Yes?”

				“Maybe later today can we talk?”

				“Of course. Are you okay?”

			

			
				“I’m fine, it’s just, well, I have some questions … about Dad”

				The line was quiet for a second. “You got it. I can answer whatever you need to know to the best of my ability.”

				Connor felt a wave of relief, “Thanks, Mom.”

				“No problem. See you soon. I love you, Connor.”

				“Love you, too.”

				He hung up the phone and immediately felt better. It was funny how parents could have such an effect on their child. A weight had been lifted from his shoulders. In a few hours he would get some answers and, with any luck, be able to chalk this whole thing up to paranoia; or to a beautiful girl taking him out of his comfort zone and causing him to have delusions of grandeur.

				After a few minutes’ ride in his truck, he pulled up to Mrs. Hayes’ house. The tan two-story home seemed a little slanted, but that could just be his imagination. Connor parked out front, opened the wooden gate, and walked towards her front door. People could say what they wanted about her sanity, but she was one hell of a gardener. Her vegetables were perfect and her flowers were so flawless they looked fake.

				Connor walked up the two small steps to her creaky wooden porch and knocked on her screen door. There was no response. Opening the screen, Connor rapped a little louder on the wooden door.

			

			
				“I hear you, young Connor, go ahead come on in—door’s open.”

				Connor tried the door and sure enough, it was unlocked., He swung it open and stepped inside. Although he had known her for years, made countless deliveries to her and had plenty of conversations with the woman, he had never actually been in her house.

				No sooner had he placed a foot inside than his ears were met with the patter of multiple running paws. Rounding the corner were the biggest bulldog and bloodhound Connor had ever seen. He knew he should probably be scared, but Connor had always loved dogs, and this pair, despite their size, didn’t seem threatening.

				The two dogs rushed to meet him, panting their hellos. The bulldog was white and light brown, his comrade the same shade of brown, but black instead of white. They greeted him like old friends with sloppy licks and happy nudges.

				“Oh, I’m sorry,” Mrs. Hayes called from the other room. “Boys, go to your rooms and leave our poor friend alone.”

				The two dogs reluctantly but obediently left Connor’s side.

				“I didn’t know you had dogs,” Connor shouted to the empty air, still unable to see her.

			

			
				“Oh yes, they’re just usually out at work.”

				Recovering from the onslaught of welcomes, and choosing to ignore Mrs. Hayes last comment about her dogs, Connor looked around and gathered his bearings. To his left, the kitchen opened with glass cupboards that covered all available space. These cupboards held everything from pots and pans to mixers, deep fryers, toasters and other contraptions. Tearing his eyes away from the controlled disaster, he passed a hallway on his left, stairs on his right, and then entered the main room.

				Much like the kitchen, the room was clean and even smelled like lavender. Floor-to-ceiling bookshelves lined all the walls except one. The bookshelves were crammed full of every type of book one could imagine. These books looked anywhere from brand new to ancient. Perhaps Columbus used them to journal about his trip to the New World. The only wall that was unadorned displayed a huge window. In the middle of the room was a large rug, a small table, and two black, high-backed leather chairs. Mrs. Hayes sat in one of these chairs, smiling at Connor.

				“Please, come, sit. We have so much to talk about.”

				Void of a hat today, her gray and white hair shot in every direction but up. She wore a faded purple top, white pants that seemed as though they would fit someone twice her size, and black slippers.

			

			
				Connor took a seat next to her. “My mother said you had a problem with the last delivery?”

				Mrs. Hayes looked at him as though he was an alien, her light brown eyes full of reproof. Taking a commanding tone she began. “I thought you said you were ready? You try so hard to ignore the truth, the same truth that’s right in front of you.”
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				Connor’s head swam. He knew he had recognized the voice in his dream, it was Mrs. Hayes! But it was crazy to think she had power over his dreams.

				“It’s not crazy, Connor. You already know.”

				“Can you read my mind?”

				“Heheh. I have plenty of abilities, but mindreading isn’t one of them. That expression on your face tells me all I need to know.”

				Connor let go, willing to take a leap of faith into the unknown, “It was you in my dream last night, wasn’t it?”

				“There you go. And?”

				“And I want to know…” Connor hesitated. Taking a deep breath, he plunged ahead. “And I want to know who I am. Why have I felt this force inside of me my entire life? Who is my father? Who are all these strangers in town? And who are you? Why haven’t you said anything?”

			

			
				Connor was shocked with his sudden outburst. He felt as though he had tried opening a water faucet and instead unleashed a fire hydrant. He didn’t mean to let it all out, but he did and it felt great.

				“There you go, Connor,” Mrs. Hayes said with an approving nod of her head and a glimpse of yellow teeth. “Now you’re ready to know.”

				“I can answer most of your questions but there are those you will have to answer yourself.” Mrs. Hayes stood up as she addressed him. She seemed taller somehow, younger, and that’s when Connor realized he wasn’t imagining her taller and younger, she was taller and younger!

				Every muscle in his athletic frame tensed. Brown eyes wide, he stared as Mrs. Hayes went from stooped and old to tall and fiercely graceful. Her grey and white hair gave way to raven black. Her crooked yellow grin changed into a perfect smile and her clothes even transformed to a blouse with a plunging neckline and a fitted white skirt.

				The woman who stood in front of him now looked as though she were a few years younger than his mother. The change in her appearance revealed her pendant as well. It was made of the same kind of metal as Laren’s, but a different symbol hung from Mrs. Hayes’ neck. A symbol Connor didn’t recognize.

			

			
				Connor’s heart was beating out of his chest. Running a hand through his thick black hair, he forced his mind to believe the unbelievable.

				“I know it can be a bit much the first time, but you’ll get used to the changing.”

				“How did you do that?”

				“Let’s just call it magic for now until you have a better grasp of our history. The why part is a bit easier. How old do you think I am, Connor?”

				“I don’t know—before, I would have said in your eighties? Now, in your forties?”

				“That’s very sweet, Connor, but in reality I’m closer to five hundred years old.”

				Connor’s mouth dropped open.

				“I have to keep up an aging appearance for public reasons. You can imagine if you had a neighbor who never aged. Good moisturizers and great genes would only be able to justify so many years. Acting crazy was just something I started for fun, but it worked perfectly; people left me alone and I could pretty much get away with anything I wanted, so I kept it up.”

				“Okay.” Connor couldn’t contain himself any longer. He got up and paced back and forth from the kitchen to the window in the main room. “Okay, so let me get this straight.” He quickened his pace. “The woman I’ve known as long as I can remember as Mrs. Hayes isn’t a senile, crazy women? She’s actually a five hundred year old witch?”

			

			
				“Hmmm, hmmm.” Mrs. Hayes cleared her throat.

				Connor stopped his pacing. “You’re not a witch?”

				“We prefer ‘sorceress,’ and you can just call me Morrigan.”

				“Morrigan? As in Morrigan le Fay the wit—” Connor caught himself. “The sorceress from King Author?” Connor gave her another look of disbelief.

				“Connor, please, let’s not be ridiculous.” She feigned a smile. “I’m not that old.”

				As crazy as it sounded, Connor was beginning to accept his new reality. “So, where do I fit into all of this?”

				“Well for that we’ll need a history lesson.” She clearing her throat. “Since the beginnings of mankind, there have been those individuals possessing more than just the normal set of abilities or skills. Call it what you will—natural selection, mutation, chance—but a select few have stood apart from the rest.”

				“Every people or race has their own name for these beings. The Germans call them “The Rulers” or “der Herrscher,” the Irish—your ancestors—chose the word “Roghnaithe” which means “Chosen,” and in ancient Rome, the Latin word was “Beastia” or “Animal.” The abilities these individuals possessed closely related to many of the abilities found in animals; heightened senses, increased speed, and strength. Another bonus for these select few was the aging process. We still age, but at a much slower rate than our human counterparts.”

			

			
				She paused in her lecture. “Following so far, Mr. Moore?”

				Connor nodded. “I think I should sit down for the rest.”

				“Probably a good idea,” she agreed, pausing long enough for him to take a seat.

				“Now, with time, these gifted ‘people’ recognized their superiority and banded together forming clans or families. Soon these families began vying for power and rank; it didn’t take long for war to break out and humans were dragged into the mix. The war was so devastating to every side that only Five Families survived. These remaining Five Families called a truce and created a Council and a list of rules to abide by to ensure a war of this magnitude would never occur again.”

				Morrigan walked over to a bookcase and produced a rolled up scroll. It was cracked and dusty but still legible. She carefully unrolled it and handed it to him. “Please read it out loud.”

				Connor gingerly took the scroll from her and cleared his throat. “The Law. One. We will remain hidden and value discretion above all else. Two. Under no circumstances will one Elite kill another. Three. Under no circumstances will any Elite kill or enslave a human. Four. Elites will not turn humans or mate with them.” Connor gently placed the scroll on the small table next to his chair.

			

			
				Morrigan continued, “Since the signing of the Law, the remaining Five Families agreed the best way to avoid confrontation was to separate themselves and assign regions for each of their clans. The known world was split into five territories; Asia, Africa, The United Kingdom and the remaining two families agreed on dividing Europe.”

				Connor raised his hand, unsure of the best way to interrupt a sorceress.

				“Connor, put your hand down and just ask me,” she said, half laughing.

				“Oh, thanks. You didn’t mention North or South America, or Australia.”

				“When the Law was written and the known world divided, those countries hadn’t been discovered, but we’ll get into that.”

				“Now, there have, of course, been instances of disobedience and breaking of the Law, but these have been dealt with quickly and severely by the Council. Almost every major conflict in history has been due to the breaking of one of these four Laws. In 1692, the breaking of the first rule led to the Salem witch trials. A few Elites thought it would be fun to show off to the human population. World War I started when one member of the Five Families killed a member of another family over a land dispute. In 1939, World War II started because Adolf Hitler broke the third rule about killing and enslaving humans.”

			

			
				“Wait, are you telling me that Adolph Hitler was an Elite?”

				“Yes, I am. Oh, yes, and of course the American Civil War in 1861. There was a group of Elites that thought they could turn humans and create their own army so they could claim a nation for themselves.”

				“What do you mean by ‘turn’?”

				“Only pureblood members of the Five Families are born with these abilities. Those who are of mixed blood, or half-blooded, still have the Elite gene, but they need an extra ‘push’ to reach their full potential.”

				“Extra push?”

				“Yes, if you’re not pure-blooded, the gene will lie dormant unless you are bitten by a pure-blood member. In a sense, this kickstarts the process and your dormant abilities will be very alive and very real.”

				“What if an Elite bites a human? Does it work the same way?”

				“Unfortunately, it doesn’t. The normal human body wouldn’t have any way to respond. They would eventually die.”

				Connor nodded, then ventured a guess on his own. “The physical manifestation of being an Elite is different colored eyes, isn’t it?”

			

			
				“Yes, eye color distinguishes the Elites when they’re in their normal human form. Each eye color is specific to the family in which they originated. When they show their true identities, their eye color changes—yellow, black, red, orange or white—and their fangs protrude. These traits have led to names like vampires or werewolves throughout the years. If people only knew—the truth is so much more frightening.”

				“Laren and her brother are from an Elite family, and so is Randolph, right?” Connor knew the answer to this question but he had to ask it anyway.

				“Yes, Laren and Lu are descendants from the Roman family; Randolph from the German.”

				Connor saw all the subtle hints now—how tense Laren had been right before they even saw Randolph at the Italian restaurant, how fast and strong she was, how she had smelled Randolph on Connor when he met her for her surprise run and blamed it on allergies.

				“So, why are they here now? I thought they had their own lands. America wasn’t part of the agreement.”

				“Exactly. Boy, once you’re willing to accept the truth, you’re all in, aren’t you?”

				Connor gave a sigh of relief. “As crazy as it sounds, even with all this new information, it feels good to finally get some answers. It’s like somehow I always knew there was something more.”

			

			
				Morrigan nodded. “North and South America, as well as Australia, weren’t in the initial land agreement and that’s exactly why they’re here. As soon as these new countries were discovered, every family claimed them as their own. Meaningless treaties were signed but they have all been broken. Each family has their own agenda with what they plan to do. Not one of them has been so bold as to break one of the four Laws, but I fear that time is coming. Negotiations are failing and every day we’re getting closer and closer to violence.”

				“Okay, but what has any of this to do with me?”

				His phone went off. The familiar jingle of Katie’s personal ringtone met his ears. He almost ignored it, he was so caught up in the recent revelation of history, but instead he gave Morrigan an imploring look.

				“Well, go ahead. It already interrupted us.”

				Connor mouthed the word, “Sorry,” as he answered the phone. “Hey, Katie, what’s going on?”

				“Connor, Connor, I need you right now! It’s so bad!” She sounded hysterical.

				“Wait—hold on—what happened? Where are you?”

				“I’m home. Randolph had some man over to the house last night and he—he wasn’t normal. Connor, I saw him. He wasn’t human!”

			

			
				“Stay there. I’m on my way. Just stay put.”

				“Hurry.”

				Hanging up his phone, he jumped to his feet and headed for the door.

				“I’m sorry, I have to go. Something’s happened to Katie.”

				“Yes, I know who Katie and her family are, but there is still so much you don’t know.”

				“I have to go. She needs me.”

				Morrigan seemed to weigh her options. “I know I’m not going to talk you out of this. Go to her. But be careful, Connor. You have a very important role yet to play in all of this. Here.” She grabbed a pen and paper out of what seemed midair and scribbled down a number. “You call me if you need any help.” She handed him the phone number. “And Connor?”

				The way she said his name with such intensity and importance caused his mind to stop racing and he gave her his full attention.

				“Your mother doesn’t know about any of this. Let’s keep it that way.”

				He nodded, said a hasty good-bye over his shoulder, and was out the door and in his truck in seconds. Connor turned the key, heard the engine catch, and stomped on the gas.

				The sky was angry, darker now than it had been that morning, and Connor knew they were hours away from a downpour. The pickaxe, still in the back of his truck, rattled in his truck bed and slammed back and forth between the two wheelwells as he whipped around corners.

			

			
				Connor ignored the noise as he replayed all the new information over in his head. Laren wasn’t normal, she was an Elite. It all made sense now. She was here on behalf of her family trying to negotiate a peaceful end to the land dispute in America. How old was she then? If they aged at such a slow pace, she could be hundreds of years old. And what was she doing with him? It was a Law that Elites couldn’t be with humans. Why would she even have bothered with him?

				These questions, along with many more, ran though his mind. He was actually surprised he had taken in all this new information so well. Soon he was pulling up to Katie’s family estate and what he saw shocked him.

				The black gate was in shambles. The left side of the fence was bent outwards like a bulldozer had hit it from the opposite end, and the right side of the gate had broken off its hinges completely, lying face down on the driveway. The sun emblem that was usually on the front gate was nowhere to be found.

				Connor drove over the broken piece of fence and up the long driveway to the main house. The grass on either side of the driveway was torn and ripped. Had he not been there the previous day, he would have refused to believe the lawn could have been ruined so completely in less than twenty-four hours. Chunks of grass had been ripped out, holes had sporadically appeared over the landscape, and long gashes that looked like claw marks were everywhere.

			

			
				The lack of vehicles in front of the house was unusual. Stopping his truck at the front door, he didn’t bother knocking and tried the handle. It opened without hesitation. Looking closer, Connor realized it was broken.

				Katie’s huge house opened into a foyer with twin staircases on either side that led to the second floor. The staircases were shaped like half circles, and made of the same material as the entry room floor, white marble. To his right and left there were doorways leading to the labyrinth that was Katie’s house, and in front of him, between the staircases, were two large wooden doors.

				“Katie! Katie!” he yelled.

				There was no response, nothing at all. Taking the stairs two at a time, he raced to her room. The walls down the hallway were covered in family photos. Her mom was tall, blonde, and blue-eyed; her dad strong looking with perfectly cut hair and a politician’s smile. The pictures showed them on trips, at graduations, and other family outings. It wasn’t the scenery in the pictures that caught his eye, but the bloodstains smeared across the white walls.

			

			
				Reaching her room, he burst through and found her lying on her bed. She was on her back, eyes closed, almost peaceful.

				“Katie?” Connor kneeled by her side. “Katie, wake up. I’m here.”

				Her eyes flickered open, bluer than he remembered. Her skin was pale. Her hair, normally well-groomed and styled, was a tangled mess, and on the left side of her neck, a large bite mark tore through her skin. Connor wasn’t sure if the bleeding had stopped. There was a large crimson pool by her neck, staining her white sheets.

				“Connor?” she ever so slightly turned her head to him and gave a faint smile. “Connor, it is you. I was having a nightmare, then I heard your voice and woke up.”

				“I’m here, Kat, it’s me.” Looking around the room, he grabbed one of her white undershirts from the floor. He carefully sat next to her on the bed and pressed the piece of clothing to her wound.

				“You’re going to be okay, Kat. I’m going to take you to a hospital and you’re going to be great.”

				Katie looked at him, “Connor, I feel strange. I feel like I should be in a lot more pain, but I’m not.”

				“You’re probably just in shock.”

				“Connor, my mom, my dad—they’re gone.” Tears formed in her eyes.

			

			
				“Shhhhh.” He gently picked her up. She felt like a lamb in his arms. She was helpless but he was here now and he wouldn’t let anything happen to her.

				Walking down the hall, he carried her down the stairs and out to his truck. She was rambling now from the blood loss and shock.

				“They aren’t human, Connor, they’re not human.”

				“I know.” Connor placed her in the passenger side of his truck with all the care an antique collector would use when handling his most valuable possession.

				Closing her door, he ran to the driver’s side, turned his truck around, and headed to the town hospital. The entire drive, Katie kept rambling., Her eyes would flutter open, then closed, but in whispers, Connor could pick out words and phrases.

				“Black eyes… Not human… No! Get away…”

				Connor was usually a very cautious driver, obeying traffic signs and road rules, but today as Katie sat next to him, dying, for all he knew, he gave himself a pass. Barreling through stop signs and red lights, he honked his horn at other drivers, warning them he didn’t plan to stop. Angry horns replied back as he maneuvered through the mid-day traffic.

				A light sprinkle started, adorning his windshield in a pattern of raindrops and forcing him to use his wipers. Katie leaned against the window, the makeshift bandage Connor applied to her neck starting to come undone. She was wearing a beige tank top, the left side of which was drenched with blood, and jeans that looked so clean they had to be new. She was missing her shoes, and her perfectly manicured toes were bare against Connor’s truck floor.

			

			
				The thought that someone would injure something so perfect and innocent enraged him. The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. He would make sure Katie got to the hospital and that she would be all right, then he would go and find whoever had done this to her.

				It seemed like an eternity before they reached the hospital. Connor didn’t bother worrying about parking, instead he drove straight to the emergency entrance, usually reserved for ambulances. He carried her inside, ignoring the rain.

				White and grey tile floor was matched with bleached white walls and bright fluorescent lighting.

				“I need help!” Connor yelled to no one in particular.

				Immediately, nurses and doctors surrounded him. A hospital bed was wheeled over and Connor placed Katie gently on top. He ran with the hospital staff as they strapped her in and hooked her up to heart monitors and IVs. The entire time she laid still, eyes closed, barely breathing.

			

			
				A balding doctor with a small face and eyes too big for his head addressed Connor, “What happened to her?”

				“I don’t know. She called me, panicked. I found her like this.”

				“It looks like the others, Doctor,” a middle-aged brunette nurse pointed out.

				“The others?” Connor repeated.

				“Yes,” the doctor explained. “This is the fifth case we’ve had today involving an animal bite.”

				Connor kept his mouth closed as he followed the mobile bed pushed by the hospital staff. Soon they reached their destination, a white room with a heart monitor and IV station against the far wall. The entire room was saturated with the smell of antiseptic.

				“You can’t be in here. You’ll have to go to the waiting room,” the doctor informed him.

				Connor nodded numbly. After he moved his truck from the emergency entrance, he was escorted to a small waiting room composed of twelve uncomfortable looking chairs and an army of magazines, ranging from National Geographic to Better Homes and Gardens.

				The room was full. Connor chose a seat between an older man who looked like he was about to fall asleep and a young woman with a long neck and a generous application of makeup.

			

			
				A friendly looking receptionist provided him a form to fill out for Katie and he completed it to the best of his knowledge. Questions like phone number, address, and age were easy. Connor had to leave many of the harder questions blank. Though he had known Katie for years, he wasn’t sure if she was allergic to any type of medication or what her social security number was.

				He apologized for the lack of information. The receptionist assured him it would be fine. Now all Connor had to do was wait. This, however, was easier said than done. The minutes seemed like hours and the hours seemed like days. He tried reading a magazine, but his eyes stared at the page blankly.

				His mind replayed the events of the day. The foremost question was whether Katie would be all right. What happened to her? He had a good idea, but didn’t want to jump to any conclusions before he had a chance to speak with her—if he would ever be able to speak with her again. He pushed this possibility out of his mind and told himself she would pull through. Despite her carefree personality and easygoing disposition, Katie was stronger than most people knew.

				Forcing his mind from the topic, he felt a slight vibration in his pocket. His cell phone flashed—two missed calls from his mother. She was no doubt worried when he failed to return to the shop after the meeting with Mrs. Hayes, or rather, Morrigan. He wanted to call her but he didn’t know what to say. That he just learned the greatest kept secret in the history of mankind? Or maybe that he was at the hospital now with Katie, who was bitten by a distant relative who may or may not be an Elite and she may or may not be dying now?

			

			
				No, a phone call was out of the question, but a text, on the other hand, would work perfectly. He pushed the appropriate buttons to form his text. “Sorry I didn’t come back. Katie needed me. Working through some issues. Love you.” It was perfect and he really didn’t have to lie. Katie did need him and God knew he had plenty of issues to work through.

				His mom’s text came back right away. “Okay, honey. See you tonight. Looking forward to our talk. Love you.”

				While he waited, he couldn’t help but overhear a few of the conversations that were taking place in the waiting room and one in particular caught his attention. It was the woman next to him talking into her phone.

				If she didn’t want to be overheard, she shouldn’t have been talking so loud in the first place, Connor justified to himself for eavesdropping.

				“I just found him there,” she replied in a New Jersey accent. “No, he was lying in the front lawn. It looked like a dog bite or something on his neck! I know, right? I called 911 as soon as I saw him.”

			

			
				“Connor,” a male voice interrupted. It was the same doctor he had talked to when he had carried Katie in. “She’s going to be fine. She’s coherent now and wants to see you.”

				Connor sighed with relief.

				“Thank you,” he said genuinely. As he shook the doctor’s hand, he felt a weight lift from his shoulders.

				“Of course. Please follow me.”

				As Connor walked beside the doctor, he couldn’t help but ask, “There’s been more than one patient brought in for a bite like this, hasn’t there?”

				The doctor nodded. “It’s the strangest thing. I haven’t seen an animal attack in months, and within the past twelve hours, we’ve had multiple people brought in, all bearing the same type of bite marks. It doesn’t look like any dog or animal bite that I’ve ever seen. You said you had no idea what happened?”

				“No, she called me and I found her like that. How are the other victims doing?”

				“They—they didn’t make it. So far, Katie’s the only one that we’ve been able to stabilize. Keep in mind that she’s gone through a lot. She’s mumbling some pretty strange things, but that’s to be expected from someone who’s lost this much blood.”

			

			
				The doctor guided him through the maze of halls and rooms and soon stopped at room number 237. “Try and make your visit short. She needs to rest and I’m sure the police will be here soon to take a statement,” the doctor said before he walked away, leaving Connor by himself.

				Connor opened the door to find Katie propped in a hospital bed. She wore a light blue gown that made her eyes seem bluer than normal. Her right arm was attached to an IV and the left side of her neck was bandaged securely. She looked better, not as pale as before, and when he pulled up a chair next to her, she even managed a smile.

				“Hey, you came for me.”

				“Of course I did.”

				“Connor, I think… I think I’m going crazy.”

				“Well, if you ask me, I think you’ve always been crazy.”

				“No, Connor, this is serious. Do you… do you believe in vampires?”

				“Like Dracula? No, I don’t think so.”

				She thought for a second, then said more to herself than to Connor, “No, I couldn’t have imagined it all.”

				“What do you remember?”

				There in the small hospital room, she told him a story he would have discounted in a heartbeat was it not for the conversation with Morrigan just a few hours earlier.


				


			

			

			
				


				Chapter 8
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				Since Randolph had been a guest at her house, Katie’s father seemed to grow more and more uncomfortable. He spoke to her mother in whispers and was away from the house a lot. Randolph seemed nice enough and he and Katie’s mother got along all right. He was introduced as her mother’s distant cousin, in town on business. He was going to spend just a few nights in the guesthouse.

				From the beginning she didn’t trust him. Katie had never heard her parents speak of a distant cousin, and his weird blue eyes gave her the creeps. But after a few days with him, she decided to give Randolph the benefit of the doubt. Everything was fine until that night, when she overheard her parents arguing.

				“You said he was in town for just a few nights, Julie.”

			

			
				“I know, Howard, but what do you want me to do? He’s my cousin. I can’t kick him out.”

				“Kicking him out is exactly what we need to do.”

				“Shhhhhhh. What if he hears you?”

				“Hears me? Hears me? The man is in the guesthouse—how could he hear me? This is what I’m talking about, Julie. You’ve been acting strange ever since he arrived. What aren’t you telling me about your cousin? Is he a criminal or something?”

				“No, no, Howard, don’t be silly. He’s just a little—a little different. He’s almost done with his business in town and he’ll be gone soon. You know how big my family is on loyalty.”

				“I know, I know. It’s just that I’ve never heard you talk about him before and it seems strange you would be so inviting to someone you don’t know.”

				“He’s family, Howard. I don’t have a choice. Listen, you have to trust me—everything is going to be fine.”

				The conversation was over. Katie thought it was kind of weird, but didn’t give it a second thought until dinner that night.

				Katie’s mother had made a really nice dinner of roasted duck, green beans, and her famous mashed potatoes.

				“Katie, be a dear and go to the guesthouse. Tell Randolph dinner’s ready.”

				“Sure,” Katie said. It was sunset; Katie’s favorite part of the day, when the air was cool and the sky looked pink.

			

			
				When she got to the guesthouse, Katie caught a glimpse of someone with blond hair in the window. Curiousity got the best of her and she decided to take a closer look before knocking. The small window was cracked just enough for her to hear the conversation.

				“The time is now, my brother. We cannot wait any longer.”

				The mystery guest had a German accent. He was tall and lean like a boxer, with a crew cut. He was dressed in a very expensive suit with a tie that matched his ice blue eyes. He stood next to a small fireplace with a wine glass in his hand.

				“Is this the will of the family?” Katie recognized Randolph’s voice even though she couldn’t see him from the window.

				“Damn the will of the family, Randolph!” the German roared. “Too long have we sat by idle while the Beastia claim our land and collect money that should be ours. I’ve already contacted a few of the others in the area and they feel the same way. Tonight we make our own fate.”

				“I can appreciate your fire and passion, but you know the Law.”

				“Damn the Law. We have a perfect opportunity to strike swiftly with the element of surprise. In twenty-four hours, we can have this entire area free of any competing Elites and two members of the ruling family dead!”

			

			
				Katie was so curious she missed the intentional pause in the conversation and the slight tilt of the stranger’s head as he sniffed the air. A second later, the stranger looked directly into her eyes and smiled.

				“Ahhhhh, a guest,” he said.

				Katie didn’t know why she ran. She could have stayed and tried to explain that she was there extending a dinner invitation. She could have made an excuse, but she didn’t. Maybe it was the way his sinister eyes locked on hers. Maybe it was the way he’d called her a guest. She didn’t know. All she could feel in that moment was every fiber in her body telling her to run, so she did. She sprinted back to the house as fast as her legs could carry her.

				Katie would never be as fast as Connor, but she was a decent runner, and with her fear spurring her on, she was halfway across the yard in a few seconds. Something glided past her and before she had any time to think what it was, she reached the back door. Standing in front of her was the same man from the guesthouse, wine glass in hand. It was still a quarter full.

				“Well, hello there. Aren’t you pretty,” he said.

				“Faust, let her be. She’s a family member.”

				Katie saw Randolph standing behind her, arms crossed. His face was scrunched up like he was worried.

			

			
				The back door opened and Julie appeared. “Oh, hello.” She was surprised. “Randolph, I didn’t know you had a visitor, will he be staying for dinner?”

				Before either Randolph or Katie could respond, Faust chimed in. “Yes, yes, that would be delightful.”

				The dinner party of four awkwardly entered the dining room. Katie’s father was already sitting at the table pouring himself a glass of wine. Making eye contact with the group, Katie could practically read his thoughts. Great, they’re multiplying. Instead, he introduced himself and shook the stranger’s hand. Faust introduced himself to Katie’s parents and took a seat with the others at the table.

				“So, tell us, Faust, what brings you to town?” Julie asked as she spooned mashed potatoes on dinner plates.

				“Oh, I’m on business. Much like Randolph here.”

				“How nice. Have you known each other long?”

				“How long would you say it’s been, Randy?” Faust smiled at his friend, enjoying the moment. “Feels like centuries, yes?”

				Randolph looked at his dinner plate with that same worried face. “Yes, a while now.”

				“Katie, are you feeling all right?” her father asked.

			

			
				The truth was Katie felt sick and hadn’t touched her plate. “Yes, just feeling a little tired. I think I might be coming down with something.”

				“Well, try and eat something, dear,” her mother urged.

				“Yes, make sure to clean your plate so you can grow up strong and fast, like me and Randy here,” Faust added.

				It was the most awkward dinner Katie had ever shared with anyone. The entire time she was debating whether or not she was going crazy. Had she imagined the whole thing? What if he was just a really fast runner and the answer was as simple as that? Before Katie could come to a reasonable explanation, Faust started talking again.

				“Ha! I have it, Randy. Join me tonight and I’ll spare your family. That’s a great deal, no?”

				The entire table sat silent. Randolph, dressed in a clean pair of black slacks and a plain white dress shirt with black suspenders, cleared his throat and gave a nervous laugh. “Oh, Faust, don’t tease like that. They don’t know you as well as I do and might think you’re serious.”

				“But brother, I am serious. Join me tonight or I will kill every single one of them.” His carefree attitude disappeared and a cruel smile crossed his face.

			

			
				Katie’s father finally broke the silence. “Listen, I’m not sure what kind of sick joke this is, but it’s not funny.”

				“Oh, it’s not a joke, sir. I am very serious,” Faust sneered as he jammed his steak knife into the table’s dark wood.

				The room was silent. “Randy?” Looking over at Randolph, who sat pale, Faust made one final offer.

				Randolph sat quiet, “I can’t—the Law.”

				“To hell with the Law.” Faust’s blue eyes glazed over and changed until two black orbs were all that remained. He opened his mouth, showing four very large, very sharp fangs.

				Then everything seemed to happen at once: Katie’s mother screamed and fainted; while at the same time her father jumped to his feet with a knife in his hand. Faust, quick as an arrow shot from a bow, bounded over the table towards him.

				Katie’s father and Faust we’re sitting on opposite sides of the dinner table. There was eight to ten feet of space between the two but Faust covered the distance in the blink of an eye. Randolph tried to grab Faust, but it was too late. He was already on the other side of the table.

				Katie sat, powerless. The events were unfolding around her at lightning speed. Before she knew what was happening, Faust was ripping her father’s head from his body. It only took a second, and her father’s body fell to the ground.

			

			
				His head rolled a few feet once Faust dropped it and came to rest near Katie’s chair. She was petrified; her brain couldn’t comprehend the reality around her. Katie wanted to move, wanted to scream, wanted to do something, but she couldn’t. Instead she just sat in her chair, staring at him.

				Faust grinned at her and made a move toward her mother. Instantly Randolph was there, blocking his path. “Okay, okay, Faust. By God, you are mad. You win. I will come with you tonight.”

				Faust’s eyes dilated back to blue and his fangs receded giving way to his normal smile. “I knew you would come around, old friend. You have always been the reasonable one. Hope you don’t mind, I invited the others over for an old fashioned meeting before we go.”

				Randolph looked defeated. “Whatever you desire, just leave them alone. They have no part in this.”

				Faust took a napkin from the table and began wiping Katie’s father’s blood from his hands. He made his way slowly to where she was sitting. Katie’s heart beat faster and faster as he approached. Soon he was directly beside her, playing with her hair in long soft strokes.

				Katie was shaking so hard she didn’t think she would be able to talk, but she finally found her voice. She turned on him as she fought back the tears and rage. “You’re going to pay for this.”

			

			
				Something came over Katie then, something she had never experienced before. She knew the appropriate response to the past few minutes should be fear and sorrow, but all she felt was anger. Anger overwhelmed her and forced her to take action. She reached for Faust, not knowing what she was going to do; bite him, claw him, punch him—she had to do something.

				Faust caught her by the neck with one hand and lifted her off the ground like a newborn kitten. He brought her eye level as she fought against his grasp. The animal rage inside of her was building. He squinted his eyes as he looked into hers. “You’re one of us, aren’t you?”

				“Faust, no, we had a deal,” Randolph reminded him.

				Faust seemed to mull this over in his mind. “Yes, quite right, I won’t kill her then. She can join us.”

				The last thing that Katie remembered was two black eyes and Randolph screaming in the background.
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				“I guess I came to at some point and called you. Now I’m in the hospital,” she said, turning to Connor.

			

			
				The two sat silent for a moment as Connor’s mind battled to accept Katie’s story and Katie in turn dealt with memories she knew would haunt her for the rest of her life.

				“I’m so sorry, Katie.” Connor felt sorrow and anger at the same time. Her father was a good man; Connor had the pleasure of getting to know him over the course of the two years he and Katie had dated. To think he was gone forever was a shock. He could hardly picture what Katie must be going through.

				“I couldn’t have imagined that though, right? Or did I?”

				Connor adjusted his seat on the bed, careful not to disturb any of the tubes attached to her and pulled her in closer. “I know you have a lot of questions right now. The most important thing is that you get some rest. The doctor said you lost a lot of blood.”

				Katie nodded and nuzzled herself into Connor’s strong frame. “I should never have let you go,” she said, closing her eyes. In minutes she was asleep. Connor gently stood and arranged her in the most comfortable position he could.

				It was dark now. Between the time he’d time spent with Morrigan and then Katie, the day was almost over. It was near eight o’clock and the clouded sky offered a healthy dose of rain. It wasn’t a downpour, not yet at least.

			

			
				Connor was exhausted from the day’s events, but he still had one more stop to make before he went home. He had to stop by his mother’s shop to apologize for being absent from work, and find out more information about his father. He knew it was crazy but he couldn’t help but think knowing about his father and his past was the key to unraveling everything. If all else failed and his mother couldn’t help him, he would head to Morrigan’s. She would know what to do.

				Driving through the rain, he saw several police officers and fire trucks. Twice he was forced to pull over to let them pass. Through the rain and dark sky, he could see a cloud of smoke rising from the same street his mother’s shop was located.

				Pushing his truck to dangerous speeds, he took out his cell phone and dialed his mother’s number. There was no response; he dialed again. No reply.

				Nearly fishtailing onto the street, he was prepared for the worst. Sure enough, there was an army of police cars and firefighters gathered around not only her store, but three or four of the other connected shops

				From what he could see, the damage to his mother’s store wasn’t extensive, nearly all of it being contained to the back wall near the loading zone. The fire was completely out now, and the back of the store was charred but still intact. It looked as though the other stores had borne the brunt of the fire’s anger.

			

			
				He parked his truck in the middle of the street and ran to the front of the building past the police caution tape. He heard shouts behind him. Ignoring them, he kept going. He had to make sure his mother was safe. Bursting through the doors, his eyes met a variety of people: police officers, detectives, fire fighters, but Rebecca Moore was nowhere in sight.

				“Hey,” a gruff voice said behind him. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

				He was met with a middle-aged, stocky police officer sporting two bushy eyebrows that matched his mustache.

				“My name is Connor Moore. My mother owns this shop. Was anyone hurt? Is she here?”

				A look of forgiveness passed over the officer’s face as he grasped the situation. “No, you can rest easy, son. There was no one here when we arrived. One of our officers is on the phone with her now, explaining what happened.”

				Connor breathed a sigh of relief. “How did the fire start?”

				“Arson, most likely. Just waiting for the detectives to give the final word.”

				“Consider the final word given,” a female detective said, walking toward the two. She was shorter, with rounded shoulders and a matter-of-fact attitude. “This one was easy: we found evidence of molotov cocktails in the store. You said this was your mother’s shop?”

			

			
				“Yes.”

				“Any idea of who could have done this?”

				“No, I have no idea.”

				He exited the area, making a beeline for his truck. It all fit. Katie’s mystery attacker, the conversation she had overheard at the guesthouse, his mother’s shop being burned. The other attack victims he learned about at the hospital must have been members of the Five Families or maybe even half-blooded descendants used as examples.

				He had to warn Laren. He would explain to her later how he knew what was going on, all that mattered now was that she was warned Randolph and his companions were out for blood.


				


			

				


				Chapter 9
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				Near soaked, he sat in his truck and dialed her number. It went straight to voicemail. “Laren—Laren, it’s Connor. I’ll explain later, but just trust me—I know everything. You have to listen: Randolph and his family have broken the Law. They’re going to try and kill you. You have to get away from here.”

				Connor hung-up and threw his phone against the windshield in frustration. What if she didn’t get the message in time? What if she was already dead and it was too late?

				Think, Connor, think. If you were trying to kill two members of an ancient family, how would you do it? They would be too smart to try and fight, that would be breaking one of the Laws. How would you lure them out?

				A light switched on in Connor’s head and he had the answer, he only hoped he wasn’t too far behind. Throwing his truck into drive, he sped through the rain toward the Catskill Forest.

			

			
				That’s where they had to be meeting. He was sure of it. More than likely, Randolph offered an olive branch and asked to talk. The meeting would take place where it was supposed to have days before, and that’s where Randolph and his accomplices would ambush them. Connor didn’t have much of a plan, he just knew he had to warn her. Driving at dangerous speeds, he pushed his truck through the rain, the pickaxe’s constant rattling reminding him of its presence. Connor was lucky: due to the rain and the late hour on a weekday, there wasn’t much traffic.

				The sky darkened as he made his way up to the Forest Preserve. He reached the Preserve in record time. Pulling up to the Welcome Station, he saw Laren’s car parked in the muddy lot. Exiting his truck he had a second thought and grabbed the pickaxe out of the bed. He ran through the forest. He would check the spot where he first met her and if that didn’t work, the abandoned ranger station they used as a finish line during their race.

				The forest was different at night; not as inviting or warm as during the day. Owls hooted and tree branches creaked eerily. Connor ran, disregarding the mud sucking his feet to the ground or the fact he was soaked to the bone. He had to find her. Reaching the spot where they first met, he found it empty. Without missing a step, he continued to the ranger station.

			

			
				If Morrigan was right, and he had no reason to doubt her, then they would be able to hear or smell him a mile away. But how good were their senses in the rain? Connor decided not to take any chances. Pickaxe in hand, he slowed his run once he was within a hundred yards of the building.

				The pickaxe felt good in his hands—it was solid and firm. It gave him a sense of comfort. Connor was sure he would give himself away by the sound of his heartbeat echoing through the trees. He crept through the underbrush, watching where he placed each foot. Careful not to slip in the mud or trip on a branch, he walked, crouched, towards the ranger outpost. Connor took a minute to see which way the wind was blowing, careful to stay downwind of the building should they be able to catch his scent.

				It was then he realized that he was scared. His black hair was matted against his forehead and his wet shirt clung to his body. He had never been in a situation anything near this intense, but somehow he knew he was going to be all right, at least that’s what he kept telling himself. Bottling his fear, he took a stronger grip on the axe and pressed forward.

			

			
				After a few minutes, he was able to see the abandoned ranger station and caught a glimmer of light on the other side of the loosely boarded windows. The ranger station looked even more abandoned in the night than it had during the day.

				The small building was on its last leg and the water pounding on the roof sought to bring it down to its final resting place. Still cautious to stay downwind of the building, Connor searched for a window to see inside. Although they were boarded, he was able to find a window that offered a gap large enough to see through.

				The building consisted of one large room. This far into the forest electricity was out of the question; four lamps illuminated the scene. The lamps were strategically placed near the four corners of the building on boxes, crates, and scattered pieces of furniture that had been left behind. The members in the room cast shadows that played against the walls, dancing and twisting like smoke.

				Connor squinted, trying to see exactly how many people the room held. Soon his eyes adjusted. Laren and Lu were on one side of the room, both dressed in jeans and T-shirts—neither of them prepared for a meeting, much less the weather. On the other side was Randolph and four strangers Connor had never seen.

			

			
				Two large men and a blonde woman stood with Randolph. His normal fake smile and arrogant bravado was replaced with a rather sickly expression. The leader of this group, who Connor guessed from Katie’s description to be Faust, was talking rather quickly and heatedly with the two representatives from the Abelardus family.

				“You have no claim to America and have taken this land as though you were entitled to it. You think you’re so very smart. The great Abelardus family.” He spat these words with malice. “But today you’ll see that you’re not the only family willing to make bold moves. Tonight I claim for my house what is rightfully ours.”

				Laren shook her head, and with imploring eyes, tried reasoning with the power-hungry Elite. “Faust, how long have I known you? Ever since I can remember. You come from a noble family and I’m sure we can work this out. My father wants a peaceful—”

				She was interrupted by Lu. “Excuse the interruption, little sister, but he’s not here for peace. He’s not even here on behalf of his family.” Lu’s jade eyes met Faust’s steel blue. “Look into his eyes. You can see the blood lust. Faust doesn’t want peace.”

				Connor studied Faust closer. Like his companions, he was well-dressed in a designer grey suit. His blond hair was still wet from the rain outside, and as Lu made his observation, a sinister smile crept over his thin, colorless lips.

			

			
				“Ahhhhh… Lupus, you are cleverer than you look. I’m not here for the peace talks of old men. I’m here for action. Too long have the Five Families debated over America and who holds rightful claim. Today I take it.”

				“Faust, you can’t. The Law. You know what will happen to you if you break it.” Laren looked at him incredulously. “Violence at this meeting would lead to full out war between our families and would force the other houses to choose sides.”

				“Exactly. It will be a war this world hasn’t seen for centuries. I won’t waste my near-immortal life and be content with idly standing by and watching lesser families prosper. I will crush the other four families and if need be, my own. This will be a war to end all wars! Each of the Five Families at each others’ throats until only one remains—mine!”

				Connor’s heart was still racing. He wondered whether the Elites in the room would be able to hear it. With his newfound knowledge of the Five Families, the Law, and the treaties that had been in place, he knew the consequences this night held for the rest of history. The pickaxe, still gripped tightly in his hands, felt like it weighed a ton. Rain landed on him in a constant stream. He was soaked through but he couldn’t take his eyes off the scene in front of him.

			

			
				The room was awkwardly quiet. Laren took a step back to stand beside her brother. Lupus’ giant hands were clenched into fists and his entire body was one sinewy cord of muscle. Connor could see how tense he was, like a coiled spring begging to be unleashed.

				“Your plan won’t work,” Laren whispered.

				“Oh, and why is that?” Faust asked, his German accent thicker than ever.

				“No matter what happens here, the Council will hunt you down for breaking the Law. They’ll execute you and anyone who stands with you.”

				“But my sweet Larentia, it was your family that broke the pact. Lupus’ wrath and impetuous personality are widely known. He struck the first blow at the meeting. You tried to stop him but were powerless and eventually joined him. It was just self-defense on our end. And I’ll have four other witnesses, very much alive, willing to agree to that story while you’ll be very, very regrettably dead.” Faust paused, motioning to Randolph and the other three strangers in the room.

				There was another pause. The silence was deafening. Connor could only relate what he was seeing to two heavyweight boxers staring each other down, waiting for the other to make the first move.

			

			
				“Randolph, you know this is madness!” Lupus roared, not daring to take his eyes off Faust for even a moment.

				“Oh, Randolph and I have a very clear agreement, Lupus, don’t you worry. Isn’t that right, Randolph?”

				“You know I’m with you,” Randolph’s reply came back, forced and hesitant.

				Right when Connor was beginning to think he should come up with some kind of plan instead of standing in the rain, the action started.

				The eyes of Faust and his followers had changed from varying degrees of blue to pitch black. This wasn’t the only transformation. The entire group traded their smiles for snarls, showing off extended fangs.

				Connor turned his attention to Laren and Lu. He was startled to find much the same. Menacing fangs extended from their mouths like tiny daggers. Their eyes, however weren’t black like Faust’s and his followers, they were a pale yellow.

				Connor couldn’t take his eyes off Laren. It was as though he was seeing her for the first time. She was still beautiful but somehow now more herself, as if she had taken off a mask and revealed a part of herself he had always known was there. Her long brown hair, drenched with rainwater, fell in tangles around her. She was in a warrior’s stance—knees slightly bent for balance, with one foot in front of the other, arms tense and ready.

			

			
				Faust gave an every so slight hand motion and the two male Elites standing behind him rushed towards Lu. At the same time, the female Elite sprang into action and made a beeline for Laren, Randolph reluctantly in her wake.

				The first Elite to reach Lu was the bigger of the two; he had close-cropped black hair and a scar that ran from his right temple to his left ear. Lu met his attacker head on and they collided with monstrous force. Lu took his attacker to the floor immediately. Sitting on the scarred Elite’s chest, Lu rained down blow after blow of vicious strikes.

				He landed a few of these before the other male Elite was on top of him, dragging him off his friend and pinning his arms behind his back. But he was too late, his counterpart lay limp and lifeless on the floor. Lu’s new attacker was built like a bookcase, square shouldered, sturdy and strong as an ox. Before Lu could engage this new threat, Faust, who had observed the fight until now, crossed the distance separating them. Producing a wicked-looking brass knuckle, he inserted the fingers of his right hand through the holes and formed a fist. He threw a punch and struck Lu across the left jaw, invoking a shower of dark crimson blood from his mouth.

			

			
				On the other side of the room, Laren got the best of her adversary with a series of jabs and a powerful right hook. The female Elite was slowly dragging herself off the floor as Randolph and Laren now circled each other. They waited, each searching for the right moment.

				Randolph was the first to strike. Feinting a left punch, he instead stepped into a right body shot with all his weight. The blow connected with Laren’s stomach, doubling her over and taking her breath. The female Elite, who had now regained her composure, assisted Randolph by restraining Laren. Forcing her in a kneeling position, Randolph grasped her left arm behind her and the female Elite, blood dripping from her nose, held a vice-like grip on Laren’s right.

				They forced Laren to watch as Faust landed another blow to Lu’s face. Blood ran freely from his mouth and nose. Crimson covered half his face.

				“Lupus, you stupid, stupid boy. Did you ever think you would win?” He turned to look at Laren. “And now you can watch your brother die, Larentia, and see first-hand the power of my family.”

				This all took place in a matter of seconds. They were as fast as cheetahs and as brutal as raging bulls. Connor knew he had to do something before it was too late. He was outmatched in speed, strength, and numbers. What he did have going for him, however, was the element of surprise. A plan quickly began to form in his mind as he quietly made his way from the window to the front entrance.

			

			
				The rain had stopped now, and a cold breeze played with the trees, swaying branches back and forth in a slow dance. Connor watched every step, careful not to make the tiniest of sounds as he turned the corner and placed himself at the front door. Readjusting his grip on the pickaxe handle, he crouched. His timing would have to be perfect, his luck even better.

				Although he wasn’t able to see what was going on inside, he could still hear. Faust was going on about how he would rule the Five Families with an iron grip and how the history books would remember his valor in battle. This was followed by another thud. It sounded like a punch to the body.

				Still Connor waited. He was waiting for the right moment, the moment when Faust and his band would be the most vulnerable, and the moment soon arrived.

				“I bore of this nonsense,” Faust said. “Lift his head and let me have a clear shot at his throat.”

				“No!” Laren screamed, sobbing. “Please no. I’ll do anything. Please stop!”

				“Just as the weak plead to the strong,” was Faust’s wicked reply.

			

			
				This was the moment Connor was waiting for, the moment when Faust and his accomplices were so sure of victory they wouldn’t be able to see anything else.

				Connor knew he should be nervous, that would have been the appropriate response for anyone in his situation, but he wasn’t. More disturbing than his lack of nerves was the fact he was somewhat excited. His pulse quickened and a tingling sensation enveloped him. He could do this. He knew he could. The force within him—that drove him—assured him. He even wanted to laugh like he’d done so many times before when he welcomed a challenge, but this was different. He shook his head free of the idea of taking delight in such a horrible circumstance and once again focused on the task at hand.

				Connor took a deep breath, counted to three in his head, and burst through the door. As he expected, the old wooden door, much like the rest of the building, was on its last leg. Behind his force, it shattered as though it were a glass window. Eyes focused on his target, he sprinted into the room.

				Time slowed. Laren and the others turned. By the time they comprehended what was going on, Connor was mere feet from his target.

				As much as he would have rather saved Laren, he knew the best chance they all had for survival was if he could free Lu. Every fiber in his heart told him to run to her, to strike down anyone causing her pain and keep her safe. Likewise, every synapse in his brain told him freeing Lu was the obvious choice. He wasn’t only the bigger of the two in size, but had already ended the career of one of their attackers.

			

			
				Lu was slumped in his captor’s arms, half conscious as Connor burst through the door. The cold hand of his enemy raised his head, revealing his throat. The blows he’d already endured would have been enough to kill any human. For Lu, they only dazed him, and as the long fingers of unconsciousness sought to wrap themselves around him, Lu’s yellow eyes saw his savior approaching.

				Connor brushed past Faust, who, still processing what was happening, made a snarling noise and a halfhearted attempt at a grab, but he was too slow. Without reducing his speed, Connor raised the silver-headed pickaxe in a huge arc. With a roar he didn’t know was inside him, he sunk the tip deep into skull of the Elite holding Lu.

				He must have penetrated four or five inches of brain matter because the pickaxe was solidly placed. The Elite released his grip on Lu, his eyes turned from black back to blue, and his fangs receded as he stumbled to his knees and weakly groped at the pickaxe embedded in his head. Eventually he fell to the dirty wooden floor, never to rise again.

			

			
				With no time for celebration, Connor grabbed the dark green metal handle of the nearest kerosene lamp and pivoted his body, ready to throw it into Faust’s chest. But he wasn’t there. Connor realized what happened too late. In the seconds it took him to grab the lamp, Faust recovered from his shock and placed himself behind Connor.

				Connor could feel his cold breath on the nape of his neck. Faust’s anger was palpable. He only made it a half turn before Faust grabbed him around the throat, picked him up off the ground, and slammed him against the wall.

				The impact Connor’s body made against the wall rattled his teeth and took his breath away. Even more disappointing, the sudden jolt made him drop the lamp. Now with his feet dangling a few inches from the floor, he struggled to breathe. Both his hands fought against Faust’s death hold, but to no avail. Faust was too strong. Without the element of surprise, things were looking worse every second.

				“Who are you?” Faust growled.

				Connor couldn’t even breathe, much less respond. His mind groped for an answer as his eyes took in his surroundings. Lu was struggling to make it to his knees. Laren had somehow managed to wrestle free from her captors but was still grappling with her two assailants.

			

			
				Blond eyebrows furrowed, Faust leaned in toward his victim, his nose inhaling a huge whiff of air.

				Stepping back and once again holding Connor at arm’s length, he cocked his head to the side. “What are you?”

				Connor had to buy enough time for Lu to recover or for Laren to break free. His mind was fuzzy; with no oxygen to work with, his thought process slowed. He concentrated on answering Faust’s question but with no air, it came out as little more than a gasp.

				Intrigued, Faust loosened his grip on Connor’s neck and lowered him to the ground.

				“What was that?” he asked.

				Connor could see Lu making his way from kneeling to standing.. Connor gasped for air, still holding Faust’s hand in both of his.

				“I’m…” he drew in another breath of sweet air, “I’m the last thing you’re ever going to see.”

				Releasing his grip on Faust’s hand, he reached toward his executioner’s face, and with every ounce of strength he could muster, jammed his thumbs into the dark orbs Faust called eyes.

				A howl of pain broke free from deep within Faust’s chest. Releasing Connor’s throat, he broke the grasp Connor held on his eyes, once again throwing him against the wall.

			

			
				Connor tried to regain the oxygen his lungs needed with deep breaths. Faust’s eye sockets were bloody and hollow. Blood was spattered down his suit and tie, dripping onto his expensive black shoes.

				Faust was beyond any human words now; with a growl and open jaws, he disregarded his brass knuckle, letting it fall to the floor as he lunged toward Connor. Faust was so fast Connor had no time to react. He aimed his jaws at Connor’s throat, but missed, and clamping instead around his left shoulder.

				With the force of a steel bear trap, Faust sunk his razor-sharp teeth deep, penetrating both skin and muscle. Connor screamed in pain. He tried beating, clawing, and scraping his attacker. The pain was worse than anything he had ever endured. He was sure Faust had bitten down to his bone and was now crushing tendons and ligaments. His shoulder felt like it was on fire.

				Snapping his head, Faust threw Connor halfway across the room, sending him crashing into an old wooden crate. His vision blurred with pain, Connor tried to get up, but his left shoulder gave out beneath him. His white shirt was now drenched in blood. His left arm was numb.

				Before he was able to gather himself and manage a second attempt to rise to his feet, an eyeless Faust tackled him.

			

			
				More beast than human, Faust pushed him to the ground. He clawed at Connor’s chest with the ferocity of a wild animal. Connor was powerless to stop him and was within a few seconds of giving up all hope. Faust was too strong, and with a near broken shoulder, Connor was helpless.

				Connor accepted his fate, his thoughts turning to Laren. His body vibrated and shook with pain, but instead of agony, all Connor felt was hope. Hope that Laren would survive the night and that he’d done enough to save her.

				He closed his eyes, giving himself over to the darkness. But fate had other plans for Connor Moore. Suddenly the clawing and tearing stopped. Opening his eyes, he saw Randolph. Suit crimson with blood, his face told an entire story by itself. His lip was sliced open, with swelling already forcing his right eye closed, and his expression displayed a look of concern and fear.

				“Come, Faust. The day is lost. It’s over.”

				Faust was beyond all reason, giving in to his inner beast. Randolph grabbed him and half dragged, half carried him out of the room, disappearing into the damp night.

				Connor trembled with pain and fatigue. He was no doctor, but he knew the wounds he received were life threatening. As he lay motionless on the floor, he heard a scream that marked the end of their last enemy.

			

			
				At least he was able to save them. He could take comfort in that. Now if he could only see her one more time. His eyes flickered open.

				“Oh, Connor. No. No. You’re going to be okay.”

				Connor was fading fast. Laren looked like a shadow now. Her green eyes were the only thing bright enough for him to focus on. He could tell Laren and Lu were talking about him, but their voices were muffled. He was losing control of his senses.

				“Connor, stay with me. I’m going to save you. I know you’re one of us. You have to be. But I need you to know this is going to get worse before it gets better. I’ll be here for you, but to save you, I’m going to have to put you through more pain. I just need you to know.”

				Connor managed a weak smile and an even weaker, “Sounds great,” before a wave of coughing savaged his body.

				Laren held his shaking frame until the coughs passed, then held him once more at arm’s length. She was different.

				Laren changed. In place of her sparkling green eyes, yellow moons stared back at him, and where her perfect smile was before, a dangerous set of fangs greeted him.

				Too weak to do anything else, Connor felt his body being lifted towards this being. She hugged him firmly, brought her mouth to his neck, and clenched her jaws around his jugular.

			

			
				It was a feeling unlike any he ever experienced. It was as if life flowed both out of him and into him, as if an inner part of him he always knew was there, had awakened.

				With each passing second, he felt stronger; his vision cleared, his shoulder and chest ceased to hurt, and breathing came easier. Still she bit him, a steel trap, her jaws wrapped around his neck. Just as he was about to push her off , the real pain started.

				This pain wasn’t like the pain in his shoulder and chest, and it wasn’t like a broken bone or gash. This pain came from deep inside, as though an animal was tearing its way out. It was blinding, consuming, breathtaking. It steadily intensified until Connor didn’t know if he could handle anymore. A cry escaped from his throat completely on its own. Was it a cry or a roar? He didn’t know. All he knew was that his body was alive with power, with rage, with intensity.

				There was a beast awakening inside him and the beast wasn’t happy someone had disturbed its slumber. It was tearing its way out. The power was overwhelming, intoxicating. The last thing Connor remembered was bone-crushing pain and then… nothing.
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				Connor opened his eyes; he was trying to recall a dream. Was it last night or the night before? He couldn’t remember, all he knew was that it was the nicest dream he’d had in a very long time. It was on the verge of his memory, playing with his consciousness. He redoubled his effort but all he could recall was a warm sun and the presence of someone watching over him who loved him very much.

				Unable to bring the details of his dream to the surface, he took in his surroundings. He was in a large bed with white sheets in a gigantic room. The room was decorated elegantly with expensive paintings and rich carpets. A large window allowed light and clean air to breeze through.

				The air was sweeter than he remembered. His ears perked up as he caught a variety of noises. Birds chirped outside, faint voices met his ears, and the wind even made a light, whooshing sound. He rose from his bed and walked to the window, the thick rug hugging his feet in warmth. He was shirtless and dressed in long white pajama bottoms that weren’t his but fit him nonetheless.

			

			
				He opened the dark red curtains. Connor stared out the window, startled with the scene that lay before him. The familiar houses and streets of suburban New York were gone. The trees and buildings he’d become so familiar with were nowhere to be found, instead open fields met his eyes. He had to be on the third or maybe even the fourth story of the building because the ground below him was too far to jump. A countryside that in any other situation would have seemed breathtaking was now alien and confusing.

				Connor narrowed his eyes, concentrating on the events that brought him here, and where “here” even was. His dark eyebrows furrowed and he bit his lower lip as he tried to remember.

				The events that took place in the Catskill Forest came to him all at once. He remembered it all: the fight, the killing, Laren biting him, and his wounds. He had murdered someone. The realization hit him like a ton of bricks. But he had to, didn’t he? Laren and Lu would be dead if he hadn’t done something. He would be dead. Remembering his own wounds, Connor looked down at his chest but nothing was there. Examining his shoulder revealed not so much as a kitten’s scratch.

			

			
				To the contrary, Connor felt as strong as ever. His olive skin was tight around his toned body, and his muscles felt bigger and stronger. Crossing to a mirror on the other side of the large room, he examined himself. Sure enough, his shoulder and chest where Faust had bit and clawed him were completely healed and the person looking back at him even seemed a bit taller and more muscular than he remembered.

				The absence of his wounds made Connor second-guess himself and wonder if it had all been some kind of crazy dream, but that was impossible. There was no way he could have imagined or made up the entire thing. Could he?

				He was interrupted by a light knock at the door. The massive wooden door reminded him more of a cellar gate than a room door as he placed his hand on the bulky brass handle and turned the knob.

				Morrigan greeted him. She smiled. She wore a simple cream-colored dress and matching sandals. A golden headband held back her black hair. In her right hand she held a plain green t-shirt.

				“Well, hello there, Mr. Moore. You look well.”

				Connor nodded his head numbly, words escaping him.

			

			
				“May I come in?” she asked, handing over the shirt.

				“Oh, yes, please.” Connor took a step back, allowing her access to the room as he took the shirt from her. He pulled the soft material over his head. “Where am I?”

				Morrigan, now standing in the middle of the room, looked at him. “There’s so much to be explained and even more to be done. Connor, I must apologize to you. All this has happened faster than I anticipated. I’ve put you in a confusing position.”

				She took a deep breath. “Following the events that occurred in the forest, Laren and Lu decided to tell their father, the head of the Council, all that transpired, throwing their fate in with yours. Now the Council has been convened and they await your recovery for the trial to begin. You were unconscious for two days. While your body accepted the Elite gene and healed itself, you were flown here, to the Abelardus estate. Laren has kept a constant vigil by your side. She’s only gone now because I insisted she get some sleep.”

				“I’m at Laren’s family’s house? That can’t be right. Laren and her family, according to you, are from Europe. And if I’ve been out for two days, my mother has to be going insane with worry.”

				“Well, if you want to get technical, you’re in Laren’s family’s castle, located in the Spanish countryside, and your mother thinks you were called away to college for a spur of the moment orientation trip.”

			

			
				“I know my mother too well to believe she would be all right with me disappearing without so much as a good-bye or even a phone call.”

				“Oh, Connor, you should really give an old woman more credit. She was convinced. Let’s just put it that way.”

				The slight twinkle in Morriagn’s eye and the way she winked made Connor question how the “convincing” had been achieved. “Did you brainwash my mom?”

				“Heavens, no. She wasn’t hurt at all. You can rest assured. As for exactly how I did it, we sorceresses have our ways and we’ll leave it at that.”

				Connor did a double take. “Why does it seem that every conversation we have since you changed from a sweet, crazy old lady turns my life upside down?”

				“Would you rather this all happened without my help?” Not waiting for a response she said, “I didn’t think so. Now listen, I don’t know how much time we have.”

				“There’s more?”

				“You want to know how you fit into all this, don’t you? Why you’re not dead already like any other half-blood would be? Connor, you’re the last living member of your bloodline. You, being a half-blood, may be forgiven because of who your ancestors are. You hail from a long line of ferocious warriors. Your lineage can be traced back all the way to the first Judges who inspired myth with their epic feats on the battlefield and their destiny to balance the Five Families. For centuries, your ancestors have been blessed with more strength and power than any Elite has ever known. With this blessing also came the responsibility of keeping the peace between the Families. Every time there was conflict or the actions of an Elite threatened to spill over to the human world, a Judge would rise up and quell the chaos. Your father was the last full-blooded member of your family. There has been a prophecy that one day a half-blooded Judge would emerge when the Five Families needed him most. He would not only save the Families from destruction, he would save the entire world.”

			

			
				Connor stood quiet for a moment with his arms crossed against his chest. An internal conversation was going on, debating this new knowledge. Sure it was nice to think about how important he was, and even that he could be this hero was worth a second thought, but he was just an ordinary kid from New York. He was Connor Moore, he worked at his mom’s nursery shop, his love life was more confusing than ever and he had a few weird dreams. That was it. That there were these people with these abilities who had managed to stay hidden all these years was astounding, but he wasn’t any savior.

			

			
				Connor heard everything she was saying, but his analytical mind couldn’t help but wonder why she was so certain that he was the one that would fulfill this prophecy. “How do you know the prophecy is even real or that they’re not talking of some other half-blood?”

				“I believe the prophecy because I’m the one that foretold it. I know you’re the one that will lead us out of this time of darkness because there has been no other half-blood in your lineage. This lineage ends with you.”

				“You foretold the prophecy? Is that why you stayed to watch me all those years?”

				She nodded. “We’ve seen you grow from a newborn baby to the man who stands here now.”

				“We?”

				“I’m not sure you’re ready for that yet.”

				“Really?” Connor arched an eyebrow. “You introduced me to a new race, changed my view of history, and told me I’m going to save the world. What am I not ready for?”

				“All right, remember, you asked.” She pursed her full lips together and let out a shrill whistle.

				The sound of pawed feet on carpet was heard and the same bulldog and bloodhound Connor met when he visited her house entered the room. They ran straight to Connor, jumping up and down, expressing their joy in seeing him. The feeling of familiarity with these two dogs struck Connor once again.

			

			
				“Boys, to me.” Morrigan gave the command clearly and the dogs immediately ran to her. Bulldog on the right, bloodhound on the left, they both looked up at her, panting, waiting for her next command.

				“You may show yourselves now.”

				Both dogs seemed to smile, then right in front of Connor’s eyes they began to change. Paws became hands and feet, tongues shrank, and fur turned into skin. The bulky figure of the bulldog shifted into Joe’s stout body and the bloodhound’s long ears shrank ever so subtly into Pete’s large earlobes. Within seconds, the familiar faces of the men his mother hired to help her with deliveries, men he thought of as uncles his entire life, stood before him. Both looking at him, grinning.

				“Never had an idea, did you?” Joe said triumphantly.

				“We did a good job, see?” Pete looked to Morrigan for reassurance.

				“Yes, both of you boys did a great job looking after him.”

				Joe and Pete walked over to shake his hand and give him hugs. Connor was once again speechless.

			

			
				Finally finding his voice, he managed, “Maybe you were right about this one, maybe I wasn’t ready.”

				It all made sense, though. Connor had known both of them as long as he could remember. They worked for his mother and he saw them multiple times every week. Who better to keep an eye on him?

				Seeing the stunned look on Connor’s face, Morrigan thought it best to dismiss her helpers. “All right, boys, thank you. You may go now.”

				They waved and said their good-byes as they exited the room, closing the door behind them.

				There was no doubt in his mind that magic existed, that there were beings known as the Elites, and that he was wrapped up in something much bigger than himself. What he doubted was that he was the answer, the key, to all of this.

				As if she was reading his thoughts, Morrigan chimed in. “This is all a lot to take in, Connor. In time you’ll see what I see.”

				“I liked you better when I thought you were crazy. At least then my biggest worry was delivering the right products to you.”

				“Well, we have bigger things to think about now than gardening tools. I have to make an appearance before the Council, and if I’m not mistaken, there’s a young lady behind the door that would like to see you.”

			

			
				Right on cue there was gentle knock.

				“Larentia, please come in,” Morrigan answered reverently.

				The door slowly opened and Laren walked in. Her eyes were full of concern as she shifted her gaze from Morrigan to Connor. “I hope I’m not disturbing anything,” she said politely.

				“Absolutely not. I was just leaving,” Morrigan replied. “Connor, I’ll be by to check on you soon.” Without another word she exited the room and left the two to talk.

				Laren was as beautiful as ever. She stood with perfect posture, her green eyes intense and eager.

				Connor broke the silence. “I want to say that you should have told me about all of this, but I understand why you couldn’t.”

				Without a word, Laren wrapped her slender arms around him in a hug. “I was so worried you wouldn’t make it, that you didn’t carry the gene, and that my bite would kill you instead of turn you.”

				Their bodies still pressed together, Connor rested his cheek on the top of her head. “You did what you thought was best and took the only chance I had to survive.” Pulling her away so she was at arm’s length, he looked directly in her eyes. “And it paid off. You saved my life.”

			

			
				She gave him a forced smile.

				“Connor, you don’t understand. The Council won’t allow half-breeds to exist. It goes against the Law, and even though I pleaded with my father, I don’t know if he could save you even if he wanted to.”

				She walked over to the large window and her long, green, sleeveless dress flowed in her wake. She looked out vacantly, she was too deep in thought to enjoy the view. Connor followed her to the window and stood beside her. Crossing his arms over his chest, he stared off into the distance. It was still morning, Connor guessed.

				It seemed as if the two stood there side by side for an eternity. It wasn’t an awkward silence, it was comfortable. Each was searching for an answer in their own way.

				Laren was the first to speak, still avoiding his gaze. “There is hope if Morrigan is right and you’re the one that’s going to deliver us from the coming darkness.”

				“I don’t know if I am.” Connor sighed and shook his head.

				“That’s our only chance—the only way the Council would entertain the idea of sparing your life.”

				“What exactly is this prophecy? Morrigan said she was the one that foretold it and that a half-blood Elite from my family would rise up and save the world. Is that it? Is that all we have to go on?”

			

			
				“Morrigan is one of the few Elites who has been granted the power over magic and foresight. Every prophecy she has foretold has come to pass. Hundreds of years ago, she had a vision that told her of a coming darkness, of a time when the Five Families would once again be at open war with one another. While they were so consumed with destroying each other, a greater evil would rise up and end them all.”

				She paused, and as if she had reached an epiphany, she grabbed his shoulders with a firm grip and looked him full in the face. “Connor, you have to believe the prophecy that Morrigan foretold years ago is you. If you don’t, the Council will condemn you to death. All of this couldn’t have been a coincidence, our meeting, the way I had no choice except to try and turn you to save you, and the prophecy. This all happened for a reason and you have to see that.”

				“I’m trying, Laren,” Connor said softly. “A week ago I was just a normal kid, now I’m supposed to believe I’m responsible for the fate of the world?”

				Before they could continue the conversation, Morrigan knocked on the door and instead of waiting to be invited in, she entered the room with her arms full of clothes. “Well, this is all happening rather quickly, the Council is aware Connor is coherent and has decided to start the trial today.”

			

			
				Laren’s eyes widened. “He hasn’t had enough time to prepare. He doesn’t know the correct way to address the Council or even what’s expected of him. He’s only been awake for an hour, if that.”

				“Well, then it’s up to you and me to make all of that happen while he gets dressed, isn’t it, Larentia? Now,” she said, lifting up a grey dress shirt in her left hand and a plain white dress shirt in her right. “What color says ‘savior’?”

				The remaining time was spent with Connor showering and changing in a small bathroom off in a corner of the room he hadn’t noticed. The whole time both Laren and Morrigan offered him facts about the Council, appropriate ways to behave, and what he should or should not say.

				“The Council Chamber is going to be set up much like a court room, with the Five Family heads that make up the Council in front of you. We’ll be on the right, the other party will be on the left.”

				Laren chimed in, “There’s also a seating area for others to watch the proceedings. With a matter as big as this at hand, expect the room to be packed.”

				“Yes, the prosecuting party will more than likely be made up of Faust and his family, maybe even Randolph, so be ready for that,” Morrigan added.

			

			
				“When you enter the room, make sure you kneel before the Council and avoid eye contact until they tell you to rise.”

				He opened the bathroom door, his mind reeling with all the facts and new knowledge. He opened his arms in an awkward gesture. “How do I look?”

				The ladies decided on a solid black, fitted suit with a white dress shirt and a red and black tie. However, the tie was crooked despite his best attempts and his hair looked like he had been through a wind tunnel. A few days of stubble had given him a nice five o’clock shadow and the women decided to leave that, hoping it gave him a more mature look. The preparation continued as Morrigan redid his tie and Laren wrestled his short black hair into a style more befitting a warrior.

				“My brother is the member of the Council that represents our bloodline,” Morrigan told him. “Don’t expect any favors from him. Be as honest as possible; he has a special knack for sniffing out the truth.”

				“What about your father?” Connor asked Laren as she put the final touches on his hair.

				“He’s the head of the Council and a fair man. He also holds to the Law like no one I’ve ever met. Don’t try and impress him, he’ll be able to see right through that.”

			

			
				Noticing his wide eyes, Morrigan reassured him, “I’ll also be representing you, Laren, and Lu, so don’t worry. You won’t be alone.”

				The two ladies took a step back and examined their work. Connor was every bit the well-dressed respectable young man. The suit fit him neatly, showing off his broad shoulders and muscular physique, while the slight facial growth and hairstyle added to the warrior persona.

				“You look great,” Laren winked. She gave him a huge hug and kissed him on the cheek. “I believe in you, Connor, and soon you will, too.” With that, she said a quick good-bye to Morrigan and left to take a seat in the Council Chambers.

				“Yes, that will do well. Are you ready, Mr. Moore?” Morrigan asked.

				Connor felt as though he was going to see the principal, except this was a hundred times worse. Usually a confident person, Connor’s hands were sweaty and his mouth was dry, “As ready as I’m ever going to be.”

				Morrigan shook her head, “Not good enough.”

				Connor cleared his throat. “Let’s do this.”

				“Better. Follow me.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 11
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				Morrigan and Connor left the room and found themselves weaving their way down winding staircases, deserted halls, and lavishly furnished rooms. A few times they ran across people Connor guessed to be workers or servants, they all stopped whatever they were doing to look at him. They were more curious than anything. No doubt they’d heard the news that the Law had been broken as well as a half-blood being turned.

				After what seemed like walking through an entire stadium, Morrigan led Connor into a room with shiny marble floors and deep red carpets. Looking at the size of the room, Connor assumed this was the main hall. People hurried about, busy on errands. Vaulted ceilings and chandeliers the size of small cars made the room seem even bigger. Morrigan nodded polite hellos as various people greeted her as they stole inquisitive glances at Connor. Soon she stopped in front of two huge wooden doors.

			

			
				The doors were made out of dark oak that were decorated with intricate carvings of animals and men. The doors told a story, however, Connor had no time to examine them further. On either side of the massive doors stood two tall guards. They rivaled even Lu for size, wearing matching black suits, ties, and ear pieces. They looked more like FBI agents out of an action movie than household guards. Without hesitation, the men greeted Morrigan with civil hellos and they each grabbed a handle to open the doors to the Council room.

				The Council Chamber wasn’t as big as the hall. Whatever it lacked in size, it more than made up for in grandeur. The same dark wood used for the doors seemed to make up the entire room, as though the Council Chamber had been carved out of one gigantic piece of ancient wood. The wood floor was bare of any sign of cracks or lines where pieces had come together. The rows of benches to the right and left sprung up from the floor like branches. To the left, light streamed in through gigantic windows that reached from the floor to the arched ceiling.

				The ceiling itself was covered in paintings of battles, gatherings, and portraits. It was obvious that rich vibrant colors were used to first create the painting, but over time, the colors had faded.

			

			
				As they made their way down the long walkway to their seats, Connor knew every eye was on him. Everyone was judging, making their own conclusions about him. Connor had never liked being the center of attention, and instead of meeting their gaze, he looked straight ahead, following Morrigan’s lead.

				After ten yards they reached the front of the room and stood before the high, oval-shaped table where the Council sat. The table was carved out of the same wood as the rest of the room, rising from the floor like a strangely shaped tree. Five empty chairs stood around the crescent table.

				Morrigan directed him to their own table to the right. Paralleling them to the left was a well-dressed man with blue eyes Connor had never seen before. Faust sat next to him.

				Elegant as ever, Faust was wearing a dark blue suit with a yellow and blue striped tie, the pattern wove its way around the soft fabric in a candy cane pattern. His demeanor was sullen as he sat in the chair, a large pair of black sunglasses covering his eyes.

				Connor sat in his seat and couldn’t help but notice Faust’s nose scrunch and his head turn in his direction.

				The room was a hubbub of conversation and Connor had trouble concentrating.

			

			
				Leaning close to Morrigan, he raised his voice in her ear to be heard above the racket. “Who’s that sitting next to Faust?”

				“His name is Christof Ulfric. As you probably already guessed, he’s a family member of Faust’s, a distant cousin, if I’m not mistaken. Remember, Connor, they can hear everything we’re saying, and likewise, you can hear them. I know we haven’t had time to train you in your new abilities, but we will.”

				Connor nodded and mused over the idea that he now possessed heightened senses, a body that could heal itself, and an aging rate that would allow him to live for centuries. As he wondered whether he would be considered a superhero by a normal person’s standards, the Chamber became dead silent.

				Everyone, including Morrigan, kneeled reverently, eyes directed to the floor. Connor caught a glimpse of five figures entering the room before he assumed the required position and pointed his eyes downward.

				No one made a noise. The sound of the Council’s footsteps approached, then passed them. After a moment, a strong male voice announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, Elites of the Five Families, you may rise.”

				Connor took his seat. Looking up, Connor was drawn to the five pairs of different colored eyes peering back at him. Four men and one woman made up the Council, all of whom looked nobly born and were stylishly dressed. Their eyes were unreasonably bright shades of green, blue, brown, amber and violet.

			

			
				The man in the center of the curved table, Laren’s father, was the head of the Council. He had been the one who had bidden the rest of the room to rise. He reminded Connor of a king sitting on his throne, comfortable yet poised, and ready to make serious decisions. Gray and white blended in his short groomed beard, and his piercing green eyes looked as though they could penetrate solid objects if he so chose.

				“This Council has been convened because not one, not two, not even three, but all four Laws have been broken.”

				A controlled gasp erupted from the room and whispers amongst the crowd soon ensued. Laren’s father waited for a lull in the noisy room. “Since this is such a large case and there have been so many Laws broken, we have to examine each portion of the trial separately. As a Council, we have chosen to first listen and assess the events that led to the breaking of the Second and Fourth rules: no Elite killing another, and not mating with or turning humans.”

				His right hand motioned to the woman who sat beside him and he politely gave her the floor. “ Thema, if you would.”

				“Thank you, Adolpho.” Thema was a tall, strong-looking woman with long braided hair pulled back behind her head. She looked like she was in her early fifties, but Connor knew better than to guess her age based on appearances. Her ebony skin accentuated her striking violet eyes. “Connor Moore, son of the notorious Caderyn Moore, was one of two half-bloods turned two nights ago in the American state of New York. The same night, three Elites from the Ulfric Family were killed, along with a handful of humans. Faust Ulfric has come forward, naming the guilty parties as Larentia and Lupus Abelardus.”

			

			
				Whispers and astonished gasps ran rampant through the crowd. Connor looked questioningly at Morrigan. His father was notorious? Morrrigan returned a look of her own that said, “I’ll explain later.”

				Thema ignored the clamor. “Will the accused please come forward?”

				Laren and Lu enter the room, side-by-side. Everyone turned to watch as they made the long walk to the Council’s table. Laren was dressed in a gray suit with a white top. She looked determined, her smile and carefree attitude gone, she was all business.

				Lu, on the other hand, held the same expression Connor had grown accustomed to seeing. He walked confidently with his head held high, oblivious to the crowd around him.

				They reached the Council table and knelt obediently, eyes directed to the floor.

			

			
				“You may stand,” Thema directed after a few moments. “How do you plea?”

				Lu spoke for the pair. “We plead guilty to the charge of killing the Elites, and guilty to the turning of Connor Moore. As the Council will undoubtedly see in the course of this case, and through the actions of Faust Ulfric, we had no choice.”

				Thema nodded and motioned the two to take a seat next to Connor and Morrigan.

				Turning her violet gaze on the room, she addressed the crowd. “Of course the relationship between the accused and our esteemed Council leader cannot be disregarded. Adolpho Abelardus has been the head of this Council for fifty-seven years, and in this time has proven himself a man beyond reproach or question. He has never compromised his values, and as a Council, we have decided that to require him to step down from his position for this trial would not be necessary. However, he would like the opportunity to address the room.”

				Adolpho rose to his feet as Thema took her seat. “There is no doubt that I love my children,” he said, his commanding voice filling the room. Looking at Laren and Lu, he half smiled, then nodded. “But I also have a love for my duty and the Law that has kept us from conflict for so many years. Most of you know me as fair and uncompromising. I promise you that throughout this trial, I will hold to these values despite the circumstances. If there are any here that feel I should not be allowed to preside over this case, please come forward and state your concern.”

			

			
				There was deafening silence. The silence was so all-encompassing that the slightest sound would have caused an echo. Connor was stunned that these people had such a high regard for Adolpho that they would allow him to hold the fate of his children in his hands without any expectation of his being biased or partial. Connor had never seen such respect and he didn’t think he ever would again.

				After a brief silence, Adolpho continued. His voice was strong and reverent. “Thank you for your trust and respect. I do not take it lightly.” Seating himself once again, the man to his left now stood up to speak.

				He was the youngest Council member amongst the five and closely resembled his sister, Morrigan. Black hair fell halfway down his forehead and ferocious brown eyes deeply contrasted the rest of his appearance. He was clean-shaven with a politician’s smile. Connor imagined that within a brief conversation with this man, anyone would be won over.

				“Representing Connor Moore, Larentia Abeldardus, and Lupus Abelardus will be Morrigan Hayes. Representing Faust Ulfric will be his cousin, Christof Ulfric. Christof, you may begin.”

			

			
				Christof rose from his seat, his shiny black dress shoes reflecting the light. An expensive watch hung from his left wrist and an even more expensive suit was tailored to fit his body flawlessly.

				As soon as he opened his mouth, Connor realized this was going to be a long trial. Christof spent the first fifteen minutes addressing the Council, brown-nosing their skills and quality. When he deemed them sufficiently warmed up, he turned to his client and invited Faust to stand as he paced back and forth between him and the Council.

				“Mr. Ulfric, will you please explain to the Council and the room why you are wearing sunglasses inside?”

				Faust responded in a melancholy tone, so different from the voice that preached wrath and war two nights before. “My eyes were taken from me.”

				“Please be more specific. What do you mean by taken?”

				“They—” he paused dramatically, “—they were ripped out of their sockets.”

				A woman in the crowd gasped and more than one face held a look of disgust.

				“I know this is hard,” Christof continued in his silky smooth manner. “but I need you to take off your glasses so the Council and the room can see the damage that was done.”

			

			
				Faust complied, slowly removing the black sunglasses and turning in a full circle so everyone could see. Even Connor had to admit the sight was gruesome and he felt a slight twinge of guilt. The guilt was quickly banished from his thoughts, though, as he remembered what Faust had planned on doing to Laren and Lu.

				The rest of the room, however, did not share his experience. Breaths were sucked in surprise, eyes were averted, and looks of disgust and disbelief were displayed freely.

				Connor looked over to Laren, who sat beside him, and Lu, who was seated on the other side of her. Laren shook her head and rolled her eyes, Lu followed suit with a shrug of his own.

				After Christof was satisfied the display had served its purpose, he said, “Thank you, Faust. You may replace your glasses. Will you please tell us who did this to you and describe the events of the night that led to this horrible action.”

				“Connor Moore took my eyes. I, along with four members of my family, were supposed to meet Larentia and Lupus Abelardus in the Catskill Forest in upstate New York to discuss a land dispute. When we arrived, it was clear they did not come to talk. Within minutes they were aggressively shouting, and soon their harsh words turned into physical violence. Although we outnumbered them, we weren’t able to stop them, especially Lupus. He tore though us like a bulldozer. Before we had a chance to think twice or try to escape, Connor appeared. He killed one of our party and took my eyes. When it was all over, only Randolph and I were able to escape.”

			

			
				There was a silence and Christof took the opportunity to ask what many in the room were already thinking. “Faust, how was it that Connor Moore, a half-blood, but nonetheless, still a human, was able to not only dispatch an Elite but also take your eyes?”

				“I don’t know. He took us by surprise?”

				“I would lay before the Council the idea that Larentia Abelardus turned Connor before the meeting in the woods, which I will soon support with evidence. Thank you, Faust.”

				Faust took an awkward seat, overdramatically feeling for his chair.

				“I would like to call before the Council Randolph Ulfric, who was also there that dreadful night, and who crossed paths with Larentia previous to the events that transpired in the Catskills.”

				The Council gave an approving nod and Randolph appeared. Walking down the rows of onlookers, he knelt at the Council’s table. When he received their permission to rise, he stood next to Faust.

			

			
				His blue eyes moved from side to side and his normal grandiose attitude was replaced with anxiety. Sweat formed on his brow before Christof even directed a question toward him.

				Seeing that his witness was not in the best state, Christof immediately dove into his questions. “Randolph, you came across Larentia and Connor a few nights before the incident in the forest, did you not?”

				Randolph nodded his assent, his eyes huge as saucers.

				“In your own words, how would you describe their relationship towards one another?”

				Randolph cleared his throat. “They seemed comfortable with one another. As if they were good friends, or perhaps more than friends. I knew Larentia was aware of the four Laws, so I didn’t question her intent with the human.”

				“Having seen them together, would you say the idea that Larentia Abelardus turned Connor Moore was a very real possibility?”

				Grabbing his own collar, he tilted his head back, giving his neck a reprieve from the chaffing dress shirt. “Yes, I believe that is a possibility.”

				“Lastly, would you describe the course of the night in the forest for us?”

				Randolph proceeded to tell the room the happenings of the night in question just as Faust had. “Faust, myself, and three other Family members were scheduled to meet Larentia and Lupus in the Catskill Forest Preserve to discuss a property claim. They didn’t want to talk. As soon as we got there, they started yelling, and soon after, they attacked us. It should have been easy for us to outmatch them, but Lupus’ rage was more than we could handle. My family and I are not fighters; we’re peaceful. We tried to stop them, begged them to show mercy. Instead, Connor appeared. He killed our Family member and tore out Faust’s eyes. They held me down and forced me to watch. It was only by a miracle that Faust and I escaped with our lives.”

			

			
				Randolph stopped, his eyes watering as he tried to fight back his fake tears.

				Connor wondered if the Council picked up on the uncanny similarity of Faust’s and Randolph’s story. He had no way of knowing, trying to read their expressions was pointless.

				“Thank you, Randolph,” Christof said. “Well, there you have it. In the words of two men that were there that night, you have the accurate account of the happenings in the Catskill Forest. I’m not sure what is left to discuss. Larentis and Lupus have already admitted their hand in killing their fellow Elites and also in turning Mr. Moore. I beg of you to tell me what they can say that could prove them innocent?”

				He finished his argument. “I want to thank the Council for hearing the truth, and I, along with the rest of the room, am confident that you will find justice and punish the guilty.”

			

			
				Thema stood up. “Thank you, Christof.”

				Christof gave a bow as he backed away. A chair was brought for him and he sat beside Randolph and Faust, waiting to hear his opponent’s rebuttal.

				“Morrigan, you may begin,” Thema informed her before taking a seat.

				Morrigan stood up and walked toward the Council as calm as ever. Her matter of fact attitude served her well. “Esteemed Council, ladies and gentlemen, I would ask you all to keep a question in mind before I begin with my first witness to relate the events that took place that night and what occurred with Mr. Moore.”

				She paused now, looking each Council member in the eye. “The Law was created to protect our kind from ourselves. Throughout history, when the Law was broken, or was threatened to be broken, the culprits were dealt with justly, and more often than not, executed. I would ask that you all consider in your own hearts whether the actions taken by the accused did more to keep the Law or break it.”

				Morrigan turned now and looked at Laren. “If you would, Larentia, please tell us of your relationship with Mr. Moore, why you were in the Catskills to begin with, and tell us of the events that occurred.”

			

			
				Laren stood tall and slender. Her hands fell to her side and her voice was firm and honest. “My brother and I were sent by our Family to meet with Randolph and Faust to try to workout a peaceful solution to the land dispute in upstate New York. They didn’t show up to the meeting and refused any attempt at negotiation. During this time, I met Connor. I’m not ashamed to say that I was attracted to him, but it was more than just physical. I could tell he was different. As I got to know him, I in no way betrayed the Law. I never spoke about the Elites or the Five Families.”

				She paused and took a deep breath. “Lu and I received a message from Faust asking us to meet at the abandoned Catskill Forest ranger station to finally come to a solution. When we got there, we were ambushed. It’s only because of Connor’s actions that my brother and I are alive today. I’m not sure how he was able to kill an Elite, being a half-blood. All I know is that he saved us, and as I saw him there, dying on the floor, I knew the right thing to do was to turn him. I believe my actions were not only necessary for our survival, but also to keep our Law from being broken further. I admit that I turned a half-blood and I stand by my action, willing to accept the consequences.”

				Morrigan gave her a nod of approval. “Thank you, Larentia. Lupus, will you please relate the happenings of that night and Mr. Moore’s actions?”

			

			
				Lu stood from his seat, arms moving, adding strength and support to his words. He led his opening statement with a phrase that shocked the entire room, Council members included. “I, unlike my sister, never saw any value or anything special in Connor.”

				Connor exchanged surprised looks with Laren as Lu continued. “Everything my sister said is accurate. If it wasn’t for Connor Moore, both my sister and I would be dead right now and the truth would be kept from your knowledge. I don’t know if it was fate that brought Connor into our lives or something else, all I know is that when we needed him, he was there.”

				Morrigan nodded to Lu to take a seat. “Before I introduce Mr. Moore, I would like to tell you a little bit about him.” She looked over at Connor and motioned him to rise. “Connor Moore was raised outside of New York in a small suburban neighborhood. He was nurtured by his loving mother, Rebecca Moore, and never knew who or what his father was. Connor, how old are you?”

				“Eighteen,” was his simple response. His palms were sweaty and he did his best to clear his voice from any hesitation, although there was no denying he was nervous.

			

			
				“And what is your father’s name?”

				“I don’t know. Like you said, I never knew him.”

				“You all know the prophecy of the Judge that will save us from the darkness. Many of us thought that Caderyn, his father, was this Judge. Caderyn is not the final heir, there is another. Connor Moore is the last, and a direct descendent of the ancient bloodline of Judges. I would submit to the Council that he is the savior that will deliver us in our greatest hour of need, fulfilling the prophecy.”

				The room erupted into chaos. Shouts from the audience were deafening. Connor was able to make out a few angry yells.

				“That is blasphemy!”

				“No half-blood could ever be our savior!”

				“He is the savior!”

				“This has nothing to do with the trial!” Christof shouted, outraged. “That issue belongs to a separate trial! I move to strike the current statement from the record books!”

				The Council were the only quiet ones in the room. They sat looking at each other with furrowed eyebrows and vexed expressions. Finally, Adolpho took control. Rising from his chair, he extended a palm, quieting the audience. He stood until there was silence, daring anyone to make a sound.

				“The Council will take the rest of the afternoon to decide if Morrigan’s claim, that Connor Moore is the savior of the prophecy, will be considered as part of this case. In the meantime, no one having part in this deliberation will leave the grounds and we will reconvene tomorrow morning. That is all.”

			

			
				As all five members of the Council now stood to leave, the room was once again obliged to kneel and avert their eyes. Connor’s heart was racing a hundred miles an hour. Morrigan hadn’t given him the slightest inclination that she planned to reveal him as this so-called savior today. He didn’t know whether to feel betrayed or thankful, misinformed or shielded.

				The next few moments passed in silence as the Council left the Chamber. As soon as the doors closed behind them, the room was allowed to get up. First, Faust, Christof, and Randolph were allowed to exit. Christof shot Morrigan a dirty look while he led Faust out by the arm, and Randolph, nervous as ever, his eyes darting to and fro, bringing up the rear.

				Morrigan gave them a wide berth. Connor, Laren, and Lu followed in her wake. If Connor thought that the audience was scrutinized him on the way in, he didn’t know how to describe what he felt now. The brightly colored eyes of every single Elite were on him. It felt as thought he was being examined with a microscope. Some of the looks he received were of admiration, some of curiosity, most of disdain.

			

			
				Connor let out a pent-up sigh of relief as soon as he was out of the room. “What was all of that about my father? Why didn’t you tell me you were going to put me on display to the entire room as a savior?”

				Morrigan simply turned to him, touched her finger to her lips and then to her ears, motioning that they were within hearing distance of more than a few Elites. Connor nodded, willing to wait, but at the same time, eager for answers.

				Laren and Lu followed. Neither of them said a word, instead nodding greetings to various passersby as they made their way through the labyrinth of halls.

				Connor soon realized they weren’t headed back to his room, instead, Morrigan led them to a mid-size banquet room with plenty of open space. There was only one large table and it was stacked with enough food to feed an army. Closing the doors behind them, Morrigan was satisfied they would be able to talk freely.

				As Lu headed straight for the food, Connor looked at Morrigan and Laren with questioning eyes.

				“I’m sorry, Connor, we had limited time before the Council was called. Maybe I should have told you about your father, revealing you as the answer to the prophecy was a spur of the moment call. Christof was presenting a solid argument and I needed something to throw him off. I hope you can forgive me.”

			

			
				“Of course, I just want some answers about my father. What happened to him? Is he alive?”

				Laren answered his last question first. “Yes, he is. Your father was a great warrior and years ago rose up as a Judge when our race needed him. He brought unity to our people and calmed a storm that would have soon consumed us. The facts are told differently in the human world. You would know the disaster your father saved the world from as the Cuban Missile Crisis. He was a hero, well-loved and respected by everyone.” Laren hesitated, unsure how to relate the rest of the story.

				“Until he fell in love with a human and threw it all away,” Lu said in between bites, a ham bone in one hand and a large bread roll in the other.

				Morrigan shot him an intimidating stare.

				“What? That’s what happened.”

				Laren shook her head at her brother. “Your father, Caderyn, fell in love with your mother. He knew the Law forbade it, he did it anyway. He was able to hide this from the Council until you were born and then the cat was out of the bag.”

				Morrigan took up the story. “Your father left you because he loved both you and your mother. Rather than see either one of you hurt, he revealed his actions to the Council. As you can imagine, the meeting did not go well. Because of his years of faithful service and his honesty, your life was spared. He was still punished, however. He was sentenced to live out his remaining days in a secret Elite penitentiary.”

			

			
				“All these years I thought he abandoned us.” Connor was dumbfounded. He didn’t know what to feel, let alone what to say. He was always under the impression his father didn’t want him, not that his father loved him so much he sealed his own fate to save him.

				Laren wrapped her arms around Connor. She could only imagine what he was feeling right now. He hugged her back. Morrigan took her cue to leave and joined Lu at the table.

				“I can’t even begin to understand what you’re going through right now. I just want you to know that I’m here for you, Connor, with whatever you need.”

				“I know you are, thank you.”

				They separated and joined Lu and Morrigan at the table. He was starving, and rather than sit and dwell on the newly discovered information that was bound to lead to more questions, he ushered these thoughts out of his mind, took off his jacket, loosened his tie, and threw himself into one of his favorite pastimes—eating.

				The feast provided for them was amazing. It was like Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners rolled into one. Turkey, ham, stuffing, mashed potatoes; vegetables, salads, dinner rolls, and cranberry sauce were all present and accounted for. The conversation soon turned back to the trial and speculations on what would happen next.

			

			
				“The Council has to rule in favor of accepting Connor as a Judge, Morrigan. He plays too much of a role in everything that happened to deny it,” Laren optimistically pointed out.

				“I certainly hope so. The fact that Connor was able to kill an Elite and handicap another certainly works in our favor. I can’t remember the last time a human was able to do that.”

				“I agree,” Lu chimed in. “I think they’ll consider Connor’s claim as a Judge. And convicting Faust and Randolph should be easy, especially with the other half-blood’s statement.”

				“The other half-blood?” Connor’s face dawned with recognition. “Katie! Katie’s here?”

				“After her run-in with Faust, Katie was turned. The Council couldn’t allow her to simply go on her way, and instead opted to bring her here for the trial, anticipating she would have vital information,” Morrigan said.

				“Well, then how come she wasn’t at the trial today? Why didn’t you call on her testimony?”

				“I will, if it’s necessary. What’s more important is that the Council sees you for who you really are.”

			

			
				Connor ignored the last part. “Is she okay? Can I see her? Where is she?”

				“She’s fine, Connor. Katie is here in the castle. You are not permitted to see her yet.”

				Connor bit his tongue. He wanted to say more even though he knew it would be pointless. He also stole a glance at Laren, who was toying with her peas aimlessly. He wondered if his concern for Katie bothered her.

				The rest of the meal went well. At least it did for Connor. There were no more epic revelations of his past or amazing disclosures about his future. After everyone ate as much as they could, Connor wanted to know more about the perks of being an Elite.

				“I don’t feel very different. I mean, I feel great, just not superhuman great. Is that normal?”

				Lu laughed. “Yeah, it’s not like you’re going to start flying around like Superman. You’re still the same person. You just have an—an overdrive mode now.”

				“What Lu is trying to say,” Laren cut in, “is that you have to tap into that inner drive that’s there for you now.”

				“How do I do that?”

				“By concentrating,” Morrigan explained. “Like anything else, it’s a muscle that has to be exercised. Here.” She grabbed the ham bone from Lu’s mouth, wiped it on her napkin and handed it to Connor. “Break it.”

			

			
				“Hey, I wasn’t done with that,” Lu replied, wide eyed and still hungry.

				Connor took the bone from Morrigan. It was a foot long and an inch thick. He felt pretty confident about his odds. Grabbing it at both ends, he was stopped in his tracks.

				“Break it with one hand, Connor.”

				“One hand? You want me to crush it?”

				“You can do it. You just have to concentrate,” Laren encouraged him.

				“That’s impossible.”

				Without a word, Lu grabbed a sterling silver dinner knife handle in his left palm and squeezed. His hand shook ever so slightly under the pressure. He furrowed his brow in concentration. At first it looked as though nothing was happening, but then he released his grip and handed the knife over. Connor was amazed to see indentions where Lu’s hand had held the knife. Four grooves marked the place where Lu’s fingers warped the silver.

				Connor, shaking his head, readjusted his grip. This time he grabbed the bone around the middle with his right hand. He zoned in on his target and concentrated as hard as he could. Tightening his grip, he released every ounce of strength he had. He could feel his face turn red, and his arm and hand began to shake under the pressure.

				“I can’t. It’s too strong.”

			

			
				Before anyone could offer advice there was a knock at the door.

				“Come in,” Morrigan invited.

				In strode one of the FBI-looking guards. He explained flatly, “The Council is requesting Mr. Moore’s presence.”

				“Very well, we’ll be right there.”

				“Only Mr. Moore is required.”

				Connor stood up from the table and gave his companions a reassuring nod. “I’m sure I’ll be back soon.”

				“Be confident and honest, Connor,” Laren warned him. “That’s the only way any of this is going to work.”

				Connor followed the guard.

				“He’ll be fine,” Morrigan said, looking at Laren.

				“I think the kid will be more than fine.” Lu walked around the table and picked up the bone Connor had tried to break. He offered it for examination. Almost hidden to the naked eye were thin fractures in the bone.
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				Connor followed the stoic guard. His companion’s countenance was far from comforting. Since leaving the room, the stranger hadn’t offered so much as a smile. The guard was walking rapidly, making Connor half run at times, to a section of the castle he was unfamiliar with. Instead of rooms and multiple doors on either side of long halls, this section had stone flooring and suits of armor, long past their prime, lining the walls.

				This part of the castle seemed older. Connor licked his lips, the air was damp. Soon the hall came to an end, opening into the biggest banquet room Connor had ever seen. The room he had dined in with Laren, Lu and Morrigan could have fit in this one eight times. Everything was made of stone; huge stone pillars lined either side of the area, and four gigantic fireplaces roared their warmth, strategically placed in the corners of the room.

			

			
				In the center of the room, the five members of the Council lounged at a small table. It seemed as though they just finished their own meal and were conversing among themselves. From afar they looked like a group of old friends sharing a bottle of wine. Much to Connor’s surprise, there were even smiles and laughter ringing out from the group.

				Connor got closer and the family leaders composed themselves, all eyes on him.

				“Connor Moore, as the Council requested,” the guard said with a bow.

				“Thank you, Kale. You are dismissed,” Laren’s father responded.

				Bowing out of their presence, the guard left. Connor, nearly forgetting the custom, sank to his knees, his eyes studying the stone floor.

				“Oh get up. If you’re the savior the sorceress says you are, you have no business kneeling to us.”

				The speaker sounded German and reminded him of Faust. Connor looked up to see two strong blue eyes and an honest smile. The man who spoke to him was somewhere around the age of Laren’s father, his receding hairline made him easily recognizable as one of the two Council members who had not spoken at the trial.

			

			
				“Oh, let him be, Raban. He’s confused enough.”

				Raban looked at Thema with feigned reverence and a smile. “As your majesty wishes.”

				Thema rolled her eyes at Raban and smiled. A simple purple dress flowed freely around her body and a golden chain hung loosely around her neck.

				“So, Connor Moore. Are you the savior of our people?” The question was blunt, one they were all thinking, including Connor. It was directed at him from the final member of the Council. He was leaning against a pillar. Connor could see his shorter-than-average height, his close-cut black hair, what Connor could see clearer though, were his bright amber eyes.

				Be confident and honest. He heard Laren’s advice play again in his head.

				Still dressed in his suit, minus the black jacket, Connor felt bare against their shrewd expressions. He forced himself to stand straight and look them in the eyes. “I don’t know if I’m the savior that Morrigan says I am. Until today, I didn’t even know who my father was. A week ago, I had no idea a superior race existed secretly among humans.”

				He paused, mentally kicking himself. Come on, Connor, this isn’t the way you want to talk to people who hold your life in their hands.

				There was no going back now he had to finish. “What I do know is that if I am this savior, I will do everything in my power to live up to my name. Whatever strength I have, whatever power flows in my blood, will be sworn to fulfilling the prophecy.”

			

			
				There was a silence in the room that lasted far too long for Connor to feel comfortable. Did I say too much? Did I not say enough? Maybe I should have just told them I am the savior and be done with it.

				It seemed like an eternity before someone spoke. “Well said, Mr. Moore,” Laren’s father congratulated him. “You were wise not to lie. We can sniff out a liar a mile away—one of the perks of living for hundreds of years.”

				“Well, we know he’s not a liar, but is he the Judge of the prophecy?” Morrigan’s brother pounded his fist on the table in disgust. “It’s almost impossible to know.”

				“Ardan does have a point,” the blue-eyed Raban chimed. “If he doesn’t even know he’s the Judge, how are we to know?” Raban scratched the remaining blond hair he had and shook his head.

				“Can a half-blood be a Judge?” the question was asked by the amber-eyed Council member, who was studying Connor intensely. Although he was the smallest member of the Council, he by no means seemed inferior. He was garbed in a light orange shirt and pant combination, resembling the garments monks wear in monasteries.

			

			
				His eyes never leaving Connor, he continued his train of thought, answering his own question. “If we are to believe Morrigan Hayes, and we have no reason not to, then we have to believe he is the prophesied Judge and a half-blood can be our savior.”

				“Morrigan has never been wrong before,” Thema mused. “We don’t have any reason to doubt her now. What do you think, Ardan? He comes from your Family line.”

				Ardan shook his head and let out a sigh. “The Moores have always been one of our greatest houses. The Judges originated there and one has risen up every time we were in need, but why now? Why would a Judge be given to us at this time? There is no impending doom, no great war to fight. What darkness is he meant to vanquish? Surely not the culprits of the trial we now face, we don’t need a savior for that.”

				Laren’s father, who had been silent for much of the conversation, made his way over to one of the large fires that crackled quietly, providing warmth to the room. He stared into the flames as though they were speaking to him. His green eyes looked sinister against the glow of the fire’s light.

				“Unless there is a gathering doom that we are unaware of.”

				The room fell silent as the other four Council members mused over their leader’s words. Things in their world had been peaceful since the Cuban Missile Crisis. There was no reason to suspect there was any impending doom.

			

			
				“Are you referring to anything specific, Adolpho? Don’t keep us in the dark,” Raban said.

				Adolpho shook his head, still looking into the flames. “No, nothing specific I can explain, but you must all feel it. A sense of doom, an unnatural chill that comes with the night.”

				“I have felt it,” Thema confessed. “I was unwilling to recognize it due to my own misgivings—I can be honest now. There is something happening. It has been much too quiet for much too long. Tian? You have a gift for knowing the order of things. What do you think?”

				The small man leaning against the pillar nodded in agreement. “The spirits of our ancestors are restless. As to the exact reason, I do not know.”

				A look of foreboding replaced Raban’s easy-going expression. “Adolpho, you don’t think that they—that He—could be back?”

				“Whoa, whoa, whoa, let’s slow down here. To say that my sister has never been wrong is one thing. To say there are ancient evil forces returning to the realm of men and elite’s is extremely different,” Ardan exclaimed.

				“Connor.” Adolpho turned his eyes from the fire to address their guest. “Would you mind excusing us? There is a guard outside that will lead you back to your chambers.”

			

			
				“Of course.” Connor made a bow like the guard had when he first arrived and turned to go. He could hear the Council continuing their conversation as he left. He was too tired to think about what they could have meant or what they would decide. He’d done the best he could. Worrying about it or trying to guess what their decision would be would get him nowhere.

				Exiting the room, he came across a guard further down the hall, just as Adolpho had said. Thinking quickly, Connor walked past the guard not saying a word. The man gave him a questioning look as he passed, though didn’t move to stop him.

				A few seconds later, Connor was by himself for the first time in what seemed like days. It was a great feeling. He resolved to search for Katie. She was probably scared and confused. With no one to talk to or explain what was happening, things would only get worse for her.

				Where am I going to start? The castle is massive and I don’t even know how to get back to my own room, much less find Katie’s. Okay, instead of thinking about how much I don’t know, I need to focus on the things I do know. I know I’m on the ground floor by looking out the windows. Katie wasn’t a prisoner, she was a witness, so more than likely they would give her a room like mine and not a cell.

			

			
				Connor decided to avoid searching the main floor, from what he had seen, it was mostly large banquet rooms or meeting halls. That left him with the second, third and fourth floors to explore.

				Finding the nearest set of stairs was easier than he thought. Exiting the great hall, he was met with a large staircase to his left. Connor took the stairs two at a time and started his search on the fourth floor.

				The fourth floor was decorated much like the rest of the castle. Wood floors were blanketed with colorful carpets and it seemed as though there was either a window or a door every ten or fifteen feet. If Katie was held as a witness, Connor guessed there would be a guard outside her door.

				Walking the halls, he ran into more than one person going about their own business. On these chance encounters, he gave them a winning smile, nod, and tried to avoid eye contact. So far it had worked, except for one older man who had stopped dead in his tracks when he saw Connor and said: “Hey, aren’t you that guy on trial?” Connor kept walking before the man could ask more questions.

				Connor used a trick he’d read somewhere for not getting lost in a maze. He made every single right when faced with the choice. This way he couldn’t get lost and would eventually be led back to the staircase.

			

			
				After twenty minutes of what seemed a brilliant plan, he started to second-guess himself. It was warm on the fourth floor and he rolled up his sleeves as he walked by the portraits of smiling men and women.

				“How big is this place?” he muttered to himself, scratching the back of his head.

				Just as he was about to turn around and begin his search on the second or third floor, he rounded a corner and smiled. At the end of the hall was a guard standing at attention by a door. Connor jumped back around the corner and out of sight. He hadn’t actually figured out how he was going to get the guard away from the door upon reaching it.

				He pursed his lips and scrunched his eyebrows, searching for a plan. Deep in thought, he looked around the long hall searching for something—anything—that might be able to help him. There was nothing. Nothing his teenage mind considered valuable, anyway; no stun guns, no smoke bombs, nothing of use. He could try to persuade the guard to let him by. However, after contemplating the serious demeanor of the guards, he quickly discounted this idea.

				Instead he decided on a ruse he saw used in a movie once. Connor composed himself, took a deep breath, and casually turned the corner and walked down the hall towards the guard.

			

			
				The guard shifted his gaze and looked him up and down. Connor gave the stout man a smile and stopped one door from where the man stood guard.

				Connor said a silent prayer before he tried entering the room. Please let this be open. Please be open.

				He placed his hand on the door and turned. The sweet sound of a click made him smile to himself and he let himself in.

				Closing the door behind him, he let out a sigh of relief and took in his surroundings. The room looked as though it hadn’t been used in awhile. A musty scent hung in the air. The fireplace was cold and the curtains were drawn tight. Heading straight for the window, Connor opened the curtains and unlatched the locks. Pushing the window open, he felt a slight breeze and the beautiful warmth of the setting sun.

				Connor had been witness to thousands of sunsets before, but somehow this one seemed different. The oranges were brighter, the clouds were clearer, and the breeze smelled sweet. He knew it was his heightened senses enhancing the feeling, and in that moment he wished he could stand there and enjoy the view forever. He knew he couldn’t, Katie was waiting.

			

			
				Connor tore his gaze away from the gorgeous scene. He examined the ground and landscape three stories below him. Lucky there wasn’t a soul to be seen. This portion of the castle grounds was full of trees and shrubbery, perfect to hide his stealthy entrance.

				Grabbing the window frame, he hoisted himself up and stood on the narrow ledge. There was barely enough room to place his feet. Connor gripped no more than an inch of the top windowsill. He slowly shuffled to his left. Inch by inch he made his way across the ledge and to the next window, twenty feet away.

				Connor’s hands were slick with sweat. Halfway to the window, his left hand slipped off the edge and his feet followed. His right hand instinctively gripped tighter. For a second he thought he was going to fall. For some reason, the grip of his right fingers was able to hold him. It seemed impossible that a few fingers could balance and hold his weight.

				Regrouping, he regained his hold and realized his Elite powers were manifesting themselves without him even trying. With a firm resolve, he made it the remaining distance without incident. One hand holding onto the ledge, Connor tried to open the window with his other. But he wouldn’t get lucky twice, it was locked from the inside.

				His fingers screamed in pain at the constant pressure they were under. Connor tried to look inside to see if Katie was there. From his vantage point, the room was empty.

			

			
				What if I’m wrong? What if there’s no one in the room, or worse—it belongs to someone else?

				Connor imagined an elderly man coming to the window, disturbed from his afternoon prune juice, or worse, Randolph smiling at him from the inside of the window as he called the guard. Regardless, Connor knew he needed to get inside. He didn’t know if he could make it back to his room. Ever so gently, he tapped on the window with the toe of his shoe.


				Nothing. Connor tried again, this time more urgently. His hands were beginning to cramp and he was losing his grip. Just as he was considering whether to kick the window in or try to jump to the ground, Katie’s familiar face cautiously peered out. Katie’s eyes widened and her mouth opened. She immediately clasped her hands over her mouth to stifle a scream.

				Connor smiled at her and motioned with his head at the locked window. Giving him an awkward half nod, she complied, unlocking the window and pushing it open for him.

				“Connor, what are you doing here?”

				He entered the room and placed his forefinger to his lips, motioning her to keep quiet. He pointed to his own ear and motioned in the direction of the closed door and the Elite that stood guard. Katie nodded, waiting for him to take the lead. The room was an exact replica of the one he’d woken up in that morning. Connor took her hand in his and led her to the bathroom, turned on the fan and light, and closed the door behind them.

			

			
				Katie launched herself at him. He held her just like he’d held her so many times before. Katie wasn’t a crier. She cried now in his arms. They weren’t long, mournful sobs, but tears and quivering breaths of joy and relief.

				Katie separated herself from him, wiping her eyes on the sleeves of her cardigan sweater. Katie looked as healthy as ever. The bite on her neck, much like his own, was healed, leaving not even the slightest hint of a scar. Her hair was down and eyes shone brighter than he remembered.

				“Oh, Connor, how are you here? What’s happening to us?”

				Connor needed to make a choice. He was forced to decide exactly how much he was or was not going to tell Katie. On one hand, he didn’t want to lie, on the other hand he didn’t want to burden her with all of his problems.

				“Connor Moore, you tell me everything.”

				“What?”

				“You have that look on your face when you’re deciding exactly how much you should or shouldn’t say. I remember that face when Major Waffles died.”

			

			
				Connor smiled, he knew exactly what she was talking about. Major Waffles was the guinea pig she’d owned when they first started dating. One day she had forgotten to lock him up and he escaped, meeting his end halfway down the street under a garbage truck. Connor found him, and not wanting to upset her, told her that Major Waffles succeeded in his attempt and was probably off enjoying an escaped convict’s life. A year later, Connor let slip what actually happened. Katie decided to let it go because she knew he had been trying to help her.

				This time, Connor decided to tell her everything. For better or worse, she was in this with him and she deserved to know. There, under the halogen glow of the bathroom lights, Connor told her everything. He told her of meeting Laren and Lu, of being turned himself, about the Five Families, finding out who his father was, the prophecy, and their current dilemma.

				Katie stared incredulously, stopping Connor every now and again to ask questions or to gain clarification on a certain point. “Joe and Pete are dogs? Wait, you killed someone? Oh, that’s so gross—you jammed his eyes with your fingers?”

				When Connor was done, the two were silent, Katie sitting on the edge of the tub and Connor leaning against the marble sink.

			

			
				“So, what now? What are we supposed to do?”

				“There’s nothing we can do. The Council has to make their decision. If they decide I’m the one the prophecy foretold, we’ll be safe. If not, well then, I guess the trial will continue and Morrigan would call on you for your statement.”

				“There’s still so many holes that need to be filled. I don’t even know where my mom is or if she’s even alive. I must have gotten the gene from her side of the family. Did she know? Did she know about this all along and hide it from my father and I?”

				“I’m sure she’s fine. I’ll see if I can find out anything.”

				“I hate waiting.”

				“So do I, Kat. It’s all going to work out. In the meantime, we’re basically both superheroes.”

				“Leave it to you to find the silver lining.”

				“Just wait till we learn how to use and control these abilities, Katie,” he winked. “Things are going to start getting better—you’ll see.”

				“I’m just glad you’re here now and at least I know what’s going on.”

				“I promise, I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

				“I know you won’t.”

				Katie got up from her makeshift seat and again pressed herself into his safe embrace. The two stood there in that moment, forgetting everything else. They dismissed their present circumstances, what the future held for them, and lost themselves in each other.

			

			
				“I better get going soon, Kat. People are going to start wondering what happened to me, if they haven’t already.”

				She looked up at him and nodded.

				Hand-in-hand, they entered the main room and walked toward the open window.

				Katie stopped him before he climbed out onto the ledge and whispered in his ear. “I always knew there was something different about you, Connor Moore. Whether you’re this savior fulfilling a prophecy or not, you’ll always be my knight in shining armor.” She kissed him on his cheek and smiled.

				Connor didn’t know what to say. He gave her a smile and pulled himself onto the ledge. It was dark now; the sun had given up its battle to the moon and its army of stars. The trip back along the ledge seemed easier. Connor wasn’t sure if that was due to the fact that it was familiar now, or the kiss Katie gave him added strength to his quest.

				Connor entered the room and quickly closed and locked the window, then drew the curtains. Opening the door, he looked at the clueless guard to his left and waved. Connor turned to his right to begin his journey in finding his own quarters for the night.

			

			
				Following his original plan, he made every left on the return trip. The halls were dark now, illuminated only by dim lights that sprouted from the walls every few yards. The moon’s rays shined through the exposed window, scattering down the hall whenever an open curtain permitted. The scene was eerie. A few hours ago, Connor had run across more than one passerby, now the halls were deserted.

				As he was passing one of these particularly dark and desolate halls Connor heard a noise. It was faint, coming from a hall on his right. Whatever it was stopped him. It was a sound he’d never heard before. The closest thing Connor could compare it with was the humming of a high-end sports car.

				This noise was soft though, almost non-existent. He turned his head and looked down the hall to see where the noise originated. The passage was like any other of the dozens he’d already passed, except the last door at the end of this hall was slightly ajar.

				Connor would usually just ignore the noise and go on his way, but this time he couldn’t. Not only was he hearing a noise he wouldn’t previously have been able to fifty yards away, it was calling him. It reeled him in, demanding his presence.

				Connor put one foot in front of the other and quietly made his way toward the noise. The sound was steadily growing in intensity.

			

			
				Connor reached the door and saw it was hardly ajar at all. The door was a fraction of an inch from being closed all together. Inside, the noise was steady. Connor hesitated and decided against knocking. Ever so gently, he placed his hand on the doorknob.

				He winced as he gently pushed open the door, praying it wouldn’t make a sound. His luck held. Connor opened the door just enough to be able to make out what was inside. His mouth fell open.


				


			

				


				Chapter 13

				[image: Flourish 13.ai]


				The room was furnished with a bed on the opposite side of the room and a plain carpet. A large window occupied one wall. Connor had seen all of this before, what held his curiosity now was the person and the object sitting in the middle of the floor. All the lights in the room were off and only the moon shone through the glass window. Connor stared at what looked like a circular mirror floating a few feet from the ground. It wasn’t large, maybe a foot in diameter. It glowed an unearthly blue and emitted an unnatural sound.

				Connor struggled to see what it was. The object’s profile faced him, making it impossible to decipher. The person kneeling, looking into the glowing disc, however, was a face Connor knew all too well. Faust was shirtless, the slacks he’d worn earlier that day hung from his waist; his shoes were nowhere to be found.

			

			
				Faust’s glasses were gone and two empty sockets stared into the hovering disc. His hair was disheveled; both of his hands lay lifeless by his side. He hunched slightly as he stared motionless, consumed by the humming. Connor debated whether or not to leave the disturbing scene. Then Faust spoke. Not to Connor, but to the object.

				“No, Divine One. The sorceress Morrigan Hayes, in her attempt to buy more time, has claimed the half-blood as the savior foretold in prophecy. The Council has taken the rest of the day to decide this matter. Do not worry, my lord. He will be dealt with swiftly and severely. I have a plan for him, I’m going to—”

				Faust stopped in mid-sentence. Connor was confused; there was no noise, no voice coming from whatever Faust was talking to. Besides the unearthly hum, there was no sound at all. Still, Faust’s sightless eyes stared into the disc.

				“I understand. Yes, my lord. It shall be done. Upon your arrival everything will be ready. Our enemies have not the slightest clue of the power you have been able to recover. When the time comes, we will take them by surprise and restore you to your rightful place.”

				Connor was unsure to whom Faust was talking, however, from the dialog, he could tell there was a lot more going on than a simple conversation. Connor felt a sense of dread and his instinct told him he had been privy to a secret exchange.

			

			
				Faust straightened and sniffed the air. Connor took this as his cue to leave. He gently closed the door as Faust’s eyeless face swung in his direction.

				Connor knew there were only seconds before Faust would be at the door, smelling and listening for a possible eavesdropper. He launched himself toward the closest window a few feet away. Connor opened the window and wrapped himself in the thick, musty curtains. That was all he had time for before Faust yanked open the door and stood in the hall.

				Tilting his head to the ceiling, he sniffed. Faust slowly turned in a complete circle, searching for a scent. His pale body glowed in the moonlight. He stopped sniffing and stood silent, listening for anything out of the ordinary.

				Connor stared at Faust, a mere six feet away. Connor was wrapped from head to toe in the dusty, burgundy curtain. The warm breeze from the open window gently flowed into the hall and Connor hoped it would be enough to mask his presence.

				Faust turned and stared in Connor’s direction. The black sockets where his eyes used to be were ghastly. A few minutes later, Faust seemed content to end his search and felt his way back to the room, closing the door behind him securely.

			

			
				Connor let out a huge sigh. He unwrapped himself from the curtains and headed for his room. Reaching the stairs to the second floor was easy. Finding his room on the second floor proved to be more of a chore. Three wrong turns and a conversation with a servant later, Connor finally found his room.

				Connor felt his stomach growl, reminding him he’d missed dinner. He spied a cart parked next to his door. A large covered silver platter sat on top. He said a silent prayer of thanks to Morrigan, Laren, or whoever left him the food. It didn’t matter who left it, it was food.

				Wheeling it into his room, he stuffed himself with cold chicken sandwiches, fries, cookies, and soda. Finally content, Connor stretched and looked at the clock next to his bed. It read 11:15 p.m. He didn’t bother with changing and was content to take off his tie, dress shirt, shoes and socks. He threw himself on the bed and was asleep within minutes.

				Morning came with a sharp knock on the door. Connor squinted and looked at the alarm clock. The unearthly numbers of 5:30 a.m. stared back at him. This had to be another nightmare. More knocking, this time sharper and in greater number.

				“Okay, okay, come in.”

				Morrigan opened the door carrying a brown bag in her left hand and a garment bag in her right. She wore light brown slacks that hugged her tall legs and a short sleeve white blouse. She must have been up for hours because her hair and makeup were already done and she was way too cheerful.

			

			
				“Rise and shine, Connor. The trial begins in just over two hours.”

				Connor was laying sideways on his bed, not too far removed from the position he’d taken when he first threw himself there. One eye open, he responded, “You realize I’m a guy and can get ready in fifteen minutes, right?”

				“I’m sure you could, although that wouldn’t give us much time to train you, would it?”

				Connor’s interest piqued. Sitting up, he stretched and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. Still dressed in wrinkled black slacks and a white undershirt, he rose to his feet. Unsure if it was his heightened senses or just the normal smell of breakfast, whatever the case, his hunger directed him to the bag Morrigan held in her hand.

				“Not a chance. Not until you shower,” she said as she handed him the black garment bag. “Here, put this on when you’re done.”

				Connor reluctantly complied, taking the clothing from her. He hopped in the shower snd scrubbed away the sweat and dirt from the previous day. While Connor soaped his hair, he considered telling Morrigan about the previous night’s events. Not so much seeing Katie, but rather the interaction he’d witnessed between Faust and whatever it was making the humming sound. Deciding against it for now, since he really couldn’t describe what he saw, he dried himself and opened the black bag.

			

			
				Morrigan had chosen a dark blue suit, white shirt, and a black and blue striped tie. Like before, the suit fit him perfectly.

				How does she do that? Connor wondered to himself. He looked in the mirror and decided the few days of stubble growth on his chin should come to end. Searching though the drawers, he came across a shaving kit and put it to use.

				Looking in the mirror, Connor didn’t even recognize himself anymore. At home, he had worn a suit just a handful of times. Connor felt taller now and even his dark brown eyes held wisdom uncommon in an eighteen-year-old.

				“If you’re done admiring yourself in the mirror, breakfast is ready,” Morrigan called from the other side of the door.

				“What do you think? Do I look like a savior?” he said, exiting the bathroom.

				“Every bit.”

				Surveying the room, he looked for the much-anticipated breakfast he was promised. “I thought you said we had breakfast?”

				“Oh, you do. You just have to find it. Think of it as the first lesson in using your sense of smell.”

			

			
				“You really hid the food?”

				“Well, we can always skip smell and head straight to sight if you’d like.”

				“No, no, that’s fine. I’ll find it.”

				Connor closed his eyes and tilted his head like he’d seen Faust do the previous night.

				“Concentrate not on the familiar smells, but the unfamiliar.”

				Focusing, he breathed steadily through his noise. Connor dismissed the familiar smells of soap and the new suit he was wearing, forcing himself to search further. He began to encounter different scents: Morrrigan’s perfume, the smoke from a cigarette somewhere down the hall, fresh air from an open window. Then, the sweet, sweet fragrance of sausage, bacon, eggs, hash browns, and pancakes.

				He walked to the door, opened it, and continued down the hall. Turning the corner, he saw another cart parked against the wall. On top of it rested the brown bag.

				Connor returned to the room, his mouth full of breakfast sandwich. He beamed at Morrigan. “I love training.”

				“I’m going to remind you later that you said that. Well done, Connor. Why do you think you were able to smell the food from so far away?”

				“Because I’m an Elite now. My extra-strength senses did it for me.”

			

			
				“No, Connor. You were able to sniff it out because you focused and controlled your ability. Never think this gift you’ve been given has a mind of its own or does things for you. You control it, with focus and practice, and you decide the outcome.”

				Connor swallowed the last bite of sandwich and nodded. “I understand.”

				“Good. Now let’s see how your vision is faring.” Standing up, she made her way to the large window and threw back the curtains. Summer sunlight washed the room in its brilliance, blinding Connor. Morrigan unlocked and opened the window, taking a seat on the ledge.

				“Come and tell me what you see.”

				Connor reluctantly placed the remaining food back in the bag and stood next to her at the window. The sun was rising. Servants were running to and from their destinations, some eager, some reluctant to be about their morning tasks. Familiar fields and hills opened before him, and birds chirped their morning songs, happy to be alive.

				Connor knew Morrigan didn’t want him to describe any of the things his human eyes could see. She wanted him to tell her about the scene his Elite eyes could access. Focusing again, Connor furrowed his brow and strained his eyes to see more than ever before.

			

			
				Slowly he was able to zero in on specific details. It was as if he was looking at the same scene, but this time through binoculars. Birds went from simple flapping objects in the sky to chubby brown sparrows and sinister-looking crows. He was able to see people’s distinct features a mile away, whereas before he would have struggled to tell their gender. One of the gardeners walked with a slight limp and had a scar across his chin. A young male servant running across the lawn with an armful of wood was destined to fall due to an untied shoelace.

				Connor smiled as colors became more vibrant and details were laid out in front of him in a way they had never been before.

				“There’s a car pulling onto the property with a nail in the tire. Back left, see? Oh, look. Right there. Just past the tree line you can see two squirrels playing. Hey, that little kid is fixing his wedgy, way over there in the corner.”

				“All right, all right, Connor, that will do. Remember to blink. Why were you able to see all of this?”

				Connor hesitated for a moment, thinking about his answer, “Because I focused. I controlled my abilities and used them to bring about a desired goal.”

				“Well put.”

				“When do we get to the fun stuff? Speed and strength?”

			

			
				Morrigan glanced down at her watch. “Unfortunately there’s no time for that today. Don’t worry, we’ll be getting to that soon enough. I want to spend our remaining time going over more of our people’s history and preparing you for the trial today.”

				Connor took a seat beside her on the windowsill and gave her his full attention.

				“We’re all hoping the Council will see what I see, and recognize you as a Judge. That would be the best-case scenario. However, if they do not and the trial continues, you should know that I have a witness I’m planning to call. Katie Huber, as you well know, was bitten the same day you were, and she has also become an Elite. The gene was passed down to her from her mother’s side.”

				Connor felt somewhat dishonest as he feigned surprise. He couldn’t tell Morrigan that he’d snuck around the castle and basically scaled a wall to see Katie.

				Connor felt so uncomfortable that he was about to tell Morrigan about his visit with Katie. He changed the subject. “Morrigan?”

				“Yes?”

				“If I ask you a question, will you be completely honest with me?”

				“Of course.”

				“In the dream I had when you talked to me, those statues were my ancestors, weren’t they? Previous Judges?”

			

			
				“Yes, they were all great warriors from your bloodline that rose up when they were called upon.”

				“Every warrior carried a weapon, a sword or a spear or something. Even the last Judges. None of them held guns. Is there a reason for that? Come to think of it, when Faust and Randolph were going to kill Lu and Laren, they didn’t have guns, either. They were just going to beat them to death.”

				“Firearms are useless against our kind. Sure, they hurt and it’s a nuisance trying to dig bullets from your body; but they aren’t lethal. The only way for one of us to die is at the hands of a member of our own kind. The strength we possess is required to deliver blows brutal enough to null our healing factor. In the beginning, clubs, axes and spears were the preferred weapons. Now warriors are known to train with anything from knives to their bare hands.”

				“Or pickaxes,” Connor mused. He could still see the look on the Elite’s face he had killed that night in the forest. The glossy film that covered his eyes as the pickaxe was drove into the crown of his skull was a terrifying memory.

				“Or pickaxes,” Morrigan agreed. “Well, it’s about that time.” Turning her brown eyes on Connor, she looked at him, her face serious. “No matter what the Council has decided, I know you’re the Judge we need. I have faith that you will see this truth soon.”

			

			
				“Thank you, Morrigan. Thank you for everything. Not just for teaching me and representing me to the Council. For watching over me all these years.”

				She looked at him much like his own mother did when he told her that he loved her and smiled. “Well, someone had to.”


				


			

				


				Chapter 14
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				Connor and Morrigan made their way though the castle halls toward the Council Chamber. Unlike yesterday, Connor now walked side-by-side with Morrigan, confident in where he was going, rather than following behind her like a lost puppy.

				“You grasp your bearings quickly. Especially since you’ve been confined to your room for so much of your stay.”

				Connor looked at her to see if this was a simple comment or if she knew of his escapades the day before.

				Diverting her gaze forward, she refused to give him the chance to read her face. She preferred to leave him guessing.

				The looks and gestures Connor received on his way to the Council room today were nothing like the day before. Yesterday, people were content to just stare at him, keeping their thoughts to themselves. Now it seemed as though everyone was picking a side on whether or not he was a Judge.

			

			
				More than one disgusted look or mutter of “imposter,” was directed his way. Likewise, there were those who embraced him as their savior and knelt as he passed or lowered their heads out of respect.

				Connor felt like a celebrity and a convicted murderer at the same time. He didn’t have to worry about this dilemma long, because soon they stood in front of the large wooden doors to the Council Chamber.

				The guard on the left side of the door was the same guard who’d been stationed outside of Katie’s room. A look of recollection and then surprise crossed his dark face as Morrigan and Connor passed into the Council Chamber.

				Without slowing his pace, Connor gave the guard a shrug of his shoulder and opened his hands in a sign of surrender and continued into the room. The wooden room was again full of Elites. If it was possible, it seemed as though there were more people present today than the day before. Word must have spread that the Catskill incident revealed a new Judge, an event that hadn’t taken place in decades.

				Benches were so full they were practically bending under the weight of so many eager attendees. There were even those willing to stand during the entire Council session. Elites lined the walls, excited to catch a glimpse of this so-called Judge for themselves.

			

			
				Everyone dressed in his or her best; dark suits, blue dresses, white blouses, there wasn’t a pair of jeans in the entire room. Every head turned when Connor and Morrigan entered and every eye studied and measured Connor. Whispers and glances were shared amongst the audience. Connor heard a few comments as he walked down the aisle to their table.

				“He’s supposed to be the Judge?”

				“How old is he?”

				“I thought he would be taller.”

				“He can be my Judge any day.”

				The last comment made Connor turn and look. There was a plump, flirtatious looking woman with short black hair and a dress two sizes too small for her looking back at him. Noticing his attention, she winked an amber eye.

				Connor immediately averted his eyes and turned his head forward. Connor took a seat next to Laren and Lu, who were already waiting at the table.

				“Hmm. Blue is very becoming on you, Mr. Moore,” Laren said with a smile.

				She wore a charcoal gray suit with a light pink dress shirt. She had applied the slightest touch of makeup to accentuate her features. Connor didn’t know why she even bothered to wear makeup. Her natural beauty was already more than enough to turn any head.

			

			
				“Thank you, Miss Abelardus. You look breathtaking.”

				She smiled and rolled her eyes.

				“She already likes you. You can lay off with the schmoozing,” Lu, who was sitting to Laren’s right, leaned over to say.

				Without missing a beat, Connor responded in a whisper, “Do I need to start schmoozing you, Lu? Or do you already like me?”

				“The jury’s still out on that one.”

				“Boys,” Laren warned as a hush came over the room. Everyone kneeled.

				So far Connor had managed to push the Council’s decision from his mind. Now, kneeling in his dark blue suit, his tie spilling out of his coat, nearly touching the floor, there was no choice. He was faced with his reality. It was going to be a rough path, whatever their decision was. On one hand he would be announced as a Judge, a savior. The weight and hope and trust of an entire race would be on his shoulders. He would be sent forth to conquer an evil he hadn’t the slightest clue existed.

				On the other hand, he would be denied the title of Judge, discrediting Morrigan and making him out to be an imposter. The trial, in that case, would continue with his, Laren’s, Lu’s, and even Katie’s fate hanging in the balance.

			

			
				It was a bleak picture as Adolpho Abelardus’ voice broke the silence, “Thank you. You may be seated.”

				There was a loud shuffling noise as everyone turned to sit.

				“As you know we are gathered here to determine the fate of the individuals involved in the Catskill Forest incident. Yesterday, the Council was presented with both cases, as well as information regarding the identity of a half-blood that was turned. Connor Moore, son of Caderyn Moore, was presented to this Council as not only a Judge, but the savior foretold in prophecy who will delivery our kind from its darkest hour.”

				The room was dead silent. The slightest sound could be heard as everyone held their breaths, waiting for the Head of the Council to continue. Connor sat, heart racing, beads of sweat forming on his brow. Breathing was starting to become a chore. He’d never experienced a panic attack before, however, he imagined he may be experiencing the beginnings of one.

				Then he felt a cool hand on his own. Laren intertwined her slender fingers between his and gave him a gentle squeeze. His heart began to slow down and breathing came easier. He looked at her. She returned his stare, mouthing the words, “It’s okay.”

			

			
				“After examining the evidence, taking into account Morrigan’s reliable history as a prophetess, and speaking with Connor Moore, the Council has decided that he is the Judge foretold of in history.”

				The room erupted. For every shout of affirmation there were two shouts of doubt. Leading the crowd in shouts of dispute was the table parallel to theirs. Randolph, Christof and Faust were on their feet, yelling objections. The fancy suits they all wore contrasted with their less than honorable composures.

				Adolpho was content to let the crowd have their turn voicing opinions. He was Head of the Council for a reason. Years of experience with unruly crowds taught him it was better to let them tire themselves out instead of breaking his own stoic composure.

				Connor felt sick. Somewhere deep down, he thought they would see he was just an eighteen-year-old kid. He couldn’t understand how people who hardly knew him could have so much faith in his ability. What were they seeing? There was no sense of relief, no smile, not even for a second.

				Instead of quieting, the room grew louder.

				“He can’t be the savior. He’s too young.”

				“He’s a half-blood. He’s beneath us.”

				“Liars—their all liars! They killed the Ulfric family in the forest.”

				While Adolpho stood patiently, willing to weather the storm, Ardan Hayes felt his elected Council leader was being disrespected. A sense of loyalty soon turned into the need to take action. Rising from his seat, he yelled for silence. It was useless, he just added another voice to the near hundred already in the air.

			

			
				“Quiet! Silence!” he screamed. His black hair trembled with his anger. Ardan’s brown eyes had turned blood red—not just the pupils—his entire eyes. Connor had witnessed Faust and his family’s eyes turn black, Laren and Lu’s from green to yellow, but this was something different. Red eyes, fangs bared, he roared now rather than yelled.

				“Silence!” His chest heaved with the exertion of keeping himself under control. He stared into the crowd, daring anyone to challenge him.

				The room was immediately quiet. Ardan searched the room, looking for a target for his anger. Tian, who sat on his left, placed a reassuring hand on his friend’s shoulder.

				Ardan looked at him, chest still heaving. His eyes turned from red back to brown and pearl white teeth took the place of fangs.

				With one final deep breath, Ardan was back and the spirit of anger that possessed him was gone. He turned to address the crowd. “I don’t think our esteemed Council Leader was done talking. Thank you for your respect and civility until he is finished.” Arden sat down and looked to Adolpho.

			

			
				His green eyes twinkled at the much younger Council member. Adolpho opened his mouth to speak. “Thank you, Mr. Hayes. As I was saying, with the Council’s decision, I would like to open the floor to the other party involved in this trial if there are any questions they wish to ask or explanations they require.”

				Christof was on his feet in the blink of an eye. He knew the entire case rode on the question of whether Connor was a Judge. If he was confirmed as the savior, Faust and Randolph were doomed.

				Christof strode to the Council table, his pale skin and blue eyes shimmering in the light.

				“I would like to thank the Council for this opportunity to inquire into their decision. I know it is one of my qualities to embellish my vocabulary with unneeded words, so I will make this short.”

				He paused, letting the anticipation build. Raising a blond eyebrow in an imposing fashion he continued, “If Connor Moore is the next Judge in history, as the Council states, let him prove it by passing the Tests.”

				Connor was oblivious to what Christof meant by the Tests. Everyone else seemed to know. The room was too scared of Ardan to launch another yelling barrage, so they whispered and muttered to one another. Connor tried to gauge the level of importance Christof’s last statement carried by examining the faces of the Council and his friends.

			

			
				The Council members tried to hide their surprise and confusion as they looked to one another for a consensus. Faust and Randolph sat next to each other, smiling and chuckling. Lu’s eyebrows reached his hairline, Laren was pale, and Morrigan, who never showed anything but perfect poise, tried to hide the fear in her eyes.

				“This isn’t good, is it? This Test? It’s not like a math test, right? I’m horrible at math.”

				Laren looked at him incredulously. She couldn’t help herself and burst into laughter. “No, Connor, the Tests were an ancient series of challenges that were presented to a Judge if there was any reason to believe he wasn’t what he said he was. They haven’t been used in centuries. I don’t even know if my father has seen one. They’re more myth and legend than history.”

				“Oh—well, I probably wouldn’t have been joking about it if I had known that.” Connor slumped back into his chair, muttering to himself. “Great, just when I thought things couldn’t get any worse.”

				Thema rose from her seat.Her voice was heard loud and strong above the din. “The Tests have not been performed for centuries, maybe even longer than that.”

				“Why would it matter when the last Test was?” Christof retorted, looking not only at the Council, but at the entire room. “Our judicial system states that if an Elite is to rise from our ranks and declare himself a Judge, and if there is any reason to doubt his claim, the Tests are a legitimate way to verify his validity. If he is what he says he is, then he should have no problem accepting. And there is no shortage of reasons to doubt this claim.” Christof balled his right hand into a fist and raised a finger each time he listed a reason. “He’s a half-blood, he’s the son of a notorious Law breaker, he’s already admitted to killing an Elite and ripping the eyes from another. Need I say more?”

			

			
				Mutters of agreement met his ears. Christof stood proud as his scheme began to work. He was playing to the crowd. If he had them on his side, it would make the Council more likely to see his point, or so he thought. Now he turned his haughty gaze on Morrigan. “Unless the almighty, all-knowing witch was wrong. Why should they be hesitant in accepting the challenge?”

				Connor felt his anger rise. Seeing Morrigan speechless for the first time, being belittled and made a fool of in front of the entire Chamber was too much for him to bear. Christof could say whatever he wanted about him, but demeaning Morrigan like this was unnecessary. She had watched over him, protected him, and even now was by his side. It was his turn to be there for her.

			

			
				Connor slowly rose to his feet. He could feel more eyes in the room directed at him every passing second. He stood as tall and confident as he could, looking first at Christof, then the Council, and finally turning to see the crowd. “It’s clear that there are a few skeptics in the room. There are those who think I’m a liar, a phony, or maybe you’re giving me the benefit of the doubt and just passing me off as confused. I’ll be the first to admit that I’m ignorant of your customs; I’m young, a half-blood, and recently turned, still learning about my new power. Let me put this all to rest here and now. I accept. I will take the Tests.” Connor looked directly into Christof’s eyes. “And she’s not a witch, she’s a sorceress.”

				Taking a deep breath, Connor looked around the room. He didn’t know what he’d planned to say when he opened his mouth and he hadn’t planned on saying much. Once he started, he hadn’t been able to stop. The room was silent as people decided how to respond.

				One person’s clapping broke the silence. Connor turned and was met with a lop-sided grin and a shake of his head from Lu. Lu was one of the last people Connor expected to have his back. There he was, massive suit and all, clapping away. A split second later, Laren rose from her seat and took up her brother’s call. Morrigan followed and the room erupted.

			

			
				Cheers rang out from the audience and even the Council members couldn’t help but smile. A few even applauded. It was hard not to root for the underdog.

				Morrigan leaned into his ear and shouted to be heard over the noise. “I knew you could do it. Thank you.”

				Connor smiled back, wondering what he’d gotten himself into, at the same time not regretting a word.

				Soon the applause stopped and Christof was speaking again. “Let him start now, then. Let us not hinder justice. Send him to the Tests.”

				“The customary period given to any Judge to prepare for the Tests is seven days,” Morrigan said.

				“But as you claim, he isn’t just any judge. He is the savior. Is he not capable of going now? Is our savior not able to begin?”

				“Enough,” Adolpho’s voice broke the argument. “I would like to honor our tradition and give a full seven days. With not only the outcome of this trial but the possibility of a greater evil at hand, it is best to start as soon as possible. Connor will be given three days to prepare for his quest.”

				As they left the Council Chamber, Connor knew he’d swayed at least a few of the minds in the room. Slaps on the shoulder and encouraging shouts confirmed this.

			

			
				Like the day before, he was directed to a banquet room so he and his companions could share a meal in relative peace. The walk there was short and filled with well-wishers, denying them the ability to talk confidentially.

				As soon as the doors to the banquet room were closed, it was fair game.

				Laren launched herself into his arms. “I knew you had it in you!”

				Morrigan was smiling and even Lu gave him a compliment. “You have balls, kid. I’ll give you that much.”

				The four sat down to a beautiful spread of meats and cheeses. There were so many varieties of bread at hand Connor wasn’t sure what they all were. A fruit and vegetable platter was available for the conscientious eater and representing the other end of the health spectrum was a huge cherry pie.

				“Well, there’s no keeping those bloodsuckers out of it now,” Laren mused over a plate of salad and fruit.

				“Vampires?” Connor’s voice nearly cracked as he asked a question he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

				“Connor, that would be crazy.” Lu shook his head from the opposite side of the table. “She’s talking about journalists. You’re big news now, buddy, whether you like it or not. Reporters are going to be all over you.”

			

			
				“News reporters? I thought as an Elite, things were kept secret about our existence.”

				Morrigan agreed. “We are kept secret, but as you can imagine, similar to any sub-culture, we have our own newsfeeds. Since there hasn’t been a Judge challenged for a long time, Connor, this is history in the making.”

				“Great. How many times has this happened before?”

				“If I remember my history classes correctly, there have been twelve Judges that have been challenged and accepted the Tests.”

				Connor thought about this for a minute and decided to be optimistic. “Twelve? That’s not that bad.” He had taken off his blue jacket and tie and was reclining in his chair. “If twelve of my ancestors could do it, I’m sure I can, too.”

				“Twelve tried, Connor, only two survived.” Lu said this around a mouth of cheddar cheese and ham.

				Connor fell backward in his chair with a thud. Before anyone could move to help him or ask if he was all right, his head popped up from the other side of the table. “Two? There have only been two Elites in the history of our kind that have done this?”

				If looks could kill, Lu would have been dead twice over as Laren and Morrigan shot him looks full of scorn.

				“What? He deserves to know what he’s up against.”

			

			
				“Connor,” Morrigan drew his attention. “You are going to be the third.”

				Grateful for her support, however lacking in confidence at the moment, Connor righted his chair and stared at his empty plate. He knew he had to ask the question.

				“What are the Tests?”

				The rest of the table shared awkward looks amongst themselves, hoping they wouldn’t have to be the one to break the dreaded news. Morrigan took the lead. Smoothing her long black hair behind her, she took a deep breath. “There are three tests that will challenge your strength, mind, and spirit. We can look to your predecessors for examples of these Tests. Unfortunately, we don’t know which three you will be faced with.”

				Connor took a second to digest what she explained. “What do you mean ‘We don’t know which I’ll be faced with?’”

				“The Tests chosen for you will be revealed one at a time upon completion of the previous Test. I’m not sure if the Council plans to do it the exact same way. Historically, the Lead Council member chooses the Tests at random. They are written individually on ancient stones. They are concealed within an iron vessel. One at a time, the Lead Council will place his hand in and choose a stone.”

				“How am I supposed to train for a Test if I don’t know what I’m training for?”

			

			
				“Well, that part’s easy, Connor,” Lu chimed in. “We train for everything.”
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				What everyone else referred to as training was torture to Connor. It started that same day after their meal. They quickly decided Lu would teach him how to harness his strength, Laren would instruct him on the speed he now possessed yet didn’t know how to use, and Morrigan would guide him in mentally mastering his inner power.

				“Come on, rookie, let’s go.”

				Connor looked at Lu as though he was crazy. Sweat trickling down his bare back, he gathered himself for another attempt. They were alone by a small river that ran between two fields of grass. The sun shone down, beating its relentless rays against Connor, bronzing his already dark skin.

				Once again he grabbed the chair-sized boulder at his feet, assumed a squatting position, and pulled. Back straight, head up, legs doing all the work, his technique was flawless; what was lacking was strength.

			

			
				Connor could feel his face turning red as he released every once of power he owned in moving the object—nothing, not a budge, not even the tiniest of shifts. He released his grasp and fell backwards on the grass, panting and shaking his head. “It’s too big.”

				Lu raised an eyebrow, and without taking his eyes off of Connor, walked to the boulder, lifted it from the ground and hurled it to the opposite bank.

				Lu was bigger than Connor. Bare chest exposed, Connor had a first-hand look at the beast. Hair pulled back in a ponytail, muscles bulging, Lu gave a visual example of raw power.

				“You’re bigger than I am, stronger.”

				“Do you really think the size of my muscles has anything to do with me picking up that boulder? That thing has to weigh over a ton. I’m able to lift it because I’m able to tap into that inner power. I have control over my beast within, it doesn’t control me. Now get up and try again.”

				Thirty minutes later, when Connor was just about ready to give up on the boulder exercise, Lu called a break. “Well, it doesn’t seem like we’re getting anywhere with this today, let’s try something new.”

			

			
				Connor was all too eager to agree, anything would be better than this. He followed Lu across the field to a line of trees that marked the entrance to the forest.

				“Watch me,” Lu instructed, lining up to a tree. The tree was massive, easily three stories tall. It loomed over them, spreading its branches in every direction. Lu took a boxer’s stance and balled his right hand into a fist. Breathing out with a grunt of exertion, he punched the tree, throwing his entire weight behind the blow.

				Connor did a double take and thought for sure he saw the tree vibrate. Examining the spot where Lu landed his punch, he saw an indention in the tree. It was two inches deep and looked like the outline of a fist. Shocked, he looked at his instructor.

				Lu held up his right fist. It was clean. No blood, no broken bones puncturing the skin, not even the slightest sign of swelling. “Use what you know is inside of you, concentrate and punch through the tree, not at it.”

				“I’m going to break my hand doing this.”

				“If you’re weak enough to think that, you probably will. Doubt is your greatest enemy.”

				Connor took a deep breath and approached the tree. His opponent welcomed him with open branches. Connor knew the tree didn’t have a face, although through the bark he could almost make out a jeering grin. Taking the same stance as Lu, he prepared himself. “I know I can do this. Punch through the tree. I have the ability.” He repeated this to himself over and over again until he was ready. His fist met the exposed bark of the tree at bone-crunching speed. Connor was sure he’d broken something as he drew his hand back in agonizing pain. He groaned in discomfort, hunching over his hand as he drew it in close to his body.

			

			
				“Did- did I do it?”

				“Well, it looks like you sure taught that tree bark a lesson.”

				Hand throbbing, he stood next to Lu. The spot where he’d landed his blow cleared away some of the hanging bark, and that was it.

				“Well, let’s try again.”

				“My hand feels like it’s broken.” Connor raised it up for both of them to see. There was blood on his knuckles where the force of the blow had torn though his skin.

				“I guess it’s a good thing you have two, then, isn’t it? Besides, even if it was broken, our healing factor won’t leave it that way for long.”

				Four long hours passed. The sun was setting and Connor had yet to pass any of Lu’s tests. He couldn’t move a boulder, punch through a tree, or even get close to pinning him in a wrestling match.

				Connor’s knuckles were bloody. Lu was right, his knuckles healed quickly and the wounds were already gone, just the blood remained.

			

			
				Lu threw him to the ground for about the hundredth time. His legs and back ached from trying to heave boulders and every other part of his body was screaming in discomfort from being thrown so many times.

				“Emotion.” Lu stood over him once again. His green eyes stared intently at Connor. “That’s what you’re missing. You have the ability, the drive, and the desire, but you’re missing the most important thing.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“Why haven’t gotten angry this whole time?”

				“What?”

				“Yeah, we’ve been out here for almost five hours and you haven’t been able to do even the smallest thing right. The entire time you haven’t shown any anger or frustration. Why?”

				“I guess I know it will come. It’s only the first day.”

				“What if it was the last day? Where’s that guy I saw in the forest? That crazy maniac who stormed through the front door with a pickaxe?”

				Connor thought about this for a moment. “I’m not angry. I was angry then. Angry about what they were doing and what they were going to do to you and Laren.”

				“You were angry. You used that anger and turned it into something good. You used that rage and saved my sister and me. We need to find that rage again, Connor, and teach you to harness it.”

			

			
				Connor thought about it. It made sense. Before, he would find that rage and channel that power into school sports or runs. It made him a star athlete and never let him down. Now he not only had full access to this power, he understood what it was.

				“What makes you angry, Connor?”

				“People who talk in movie theatres, people who leave their cars parked in the middle of the road with their hazards on when there’s not an emergency.”

				“No, I mean really angry, like you’re going-to-stab-someone-in-the-head-with-a pickaxe angry.”

				“You haven’t been too hard on him, have you?” Laren’s voice was like a school bell signaling recess.

				“Of course not. Our Judge has to be in perfect condition for his Tests.”

				Laren arrived on the scene, and much to Connor’s dismay, she was wearing running shoes, black shorts, and a tank top.

				One glance at his knuckles and she turned a disapproving eye at her brother.

				“What? They’re already healed, and technically the tree did that to him.”

				“I’m fine. So training’s over, right? Dinner time?”

			

			
				“Well, it’s over for me,” Lu said, gathering his shirt and throwing a peace sign to the two of them over his back. “I can smell a steak calling my name.”

				“Kind of,” Laren replied. “I was thinking this would be a great chance to work on your speed and teach you how to survive off the land. Since we don’t know where The Tests will be taking place, it’s better to prepare for everything.”

				“Can food be involved in this exercise somehow?”

				She helped him to his feet and handed him a backpack filled with his own running clothes. “Yes, I think we can manage that.”

				“This isn’t what I meant when I was asking about food.”

				“Shhhhh. You’re going to scare it away.”

				The next two hours were spent roaming through the forest. Laren was instructing Connor on how to find water, what plants were edible and which were not, and how to track small animals for food. Connor and Laren had picked up the tracks of a rather large rabbit and followed his trail.

				Now they hunched behind a fallen tree, yards from their prey. He was a brown fellow with a white tail, a twitchy nose and equally twitchy eyes.

				“Always stay downwind, and when the time comes to strike, don’t hesitate.”

			

			
				“This is all great stuff to know, but how do you expect to catch it when we don’t have any guns or bows?”

				“With these.” She raised her empty hands, gave him a wink, and was gone.

				Connor looked around, not believing how fast she’d moved. He stood up, all thoughts of the rabbit lost. It was impossible that she’d just been there next to him.

				“Connor, I’m over here.”

				Connor turned his head. She was standing twenty yards away, half obscured by a tree, holding the dead rabbit in her hands. “Poor guy thought he could get away.”

				Connor ran to her side, still trying to understand exactly how fast she was. He’d run with her once before, that was nothing like the speed she’d just exposed.

				“How did you do that?”

				“I snapped his neck.” She held up the rabbit for him to see. “It’s the fastest and most pain-free way for them.”

				“No, I mean how did you move like that?”

				“Let’s eat and I’ll teach you.”

				She chose a place by the river, and producing a small hunting knife from her pocket, showed Connor how to skin a rabbit. Connor had never been in the Boy Scouts. He imagined that this was close. He learned how to make a fire, spit a rabbit, and the best way to cook outdoors.

			

			
				It was getting dark as Connor reclined against a tree stump eating his meat. He couldn’t help thinking it was the best thing he had ever put into his mouth. He devoured his portion in minutes and Laren laughed as he timidly eyed the remaining meat on the spitted rabbit.

				“You can have it, Connor, I’m already full.”

				“Thanks.” Connor finished the remaining rabbit in record time and laid in the cool grass, stretching.

				He looked up into the sky. The sun was gone now and only the moon and stars illuminated the forest. Soon he was nudged by Laren’s foot. “Ready to go? We haven’t even started your speed training yet.”

				She helped him to his feet and pulled a rogue leaf from his hair. “Connor, I’ve been thinking about you and me and everything that’s going on right now. I don’t want you to feel pressured or obligated to try to put a word to the bond that we share. I understand. There’ll be plenty of time to sort it all out when everything is behind us.”

				“Thank you,” Connor said, looking her deep in the eyes and thinking for the hundredth time how beautiful she was. She was amazing—not only gorgeous, strong, funny, and brave, she was understanding.

				How can someone so young be so wise and mature? Wait a minute, she’s not nineteen, how old is she?

			

			
				“Wait a minute. How old are you?”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Well, I know you’re not nineteen anymore. How old are you?”

				“Why, Connor Moore. If your mother knew you were asking young ladies their age, what would she say?”

				“She would probably say you should stop avoiding the question and give me an answer. What are you, like a hundred, two hundred years old?”

				Laren bit her lip in contemplation. “I’ll tell you what. If you can catch me, I’ll tell you.”

				“We both know that’s not going to happen. You’re too fast.”

				“You’re going to let a girl beat you? Come on, where’s your competitive spirit?”

				She was right. No matter how tired he was or how much of an edge she held, the only way he was going to get better was with practice.

				Connor and Laren spent the rest of the night running through the dark forest. The many paths and dense foliage added an extra element to training.

				“Want to play hide and seek?” Laren asked.

				“Aren’t we supposed to be training?”

				“Who says we can’t do both? Close your eyes and count to one, slowly.”

				“Just one, huh?”

			

			
				“That’s all I’ll need,” she promised.

				“All right.” Connor closed his eyes with Laren smiling right in front of him. He thought for sure he would see her back down the path, or at least hear her when he opened his eyes. He slowly said, one.


				Opening his eyes, Connor saw nothing. No moving branches or shaking bushes signaling the path she took. She was a ghost in the forest, vanished into thin air.

				Connor turned around, stunned, and had absolutely no idea where to start looking for her.

				“Impressive, right?”

				The voice came from somewhere close. With only the moon’s light to navigate by, it was impossible to tell where the voice was coming from. All Connor could tell was it was close.

				“Very impressive, Miss Abelardus. Now where are you?” Connor asked the darkness.

				“With your vision limited, your other senses will kick in to help. Concentrate on what you hear. Listen.”

				Connor stood still and closed his eyes. He couldn’t see much, anyway, and it helped him concentrate better. He heard the tiny paws of creatures in the forest, the soft flow of the river, and slight creaking of branches. The branches swaying back and forth took precedence over the other sounds and he could almost make out each branch individually.

			

			
				The larger trees groaned and the smaller trees almost sighed. One branch in particular groaned louder than the rest. Opening his eyes, he looked up and saw Laren’s face smiling down at him. “See? It’s not that hard.”

				She jumped down beside him. “With enough training, we’ll have you separating the noises that should be there from the ones that shouldn’t. You’ll be able to do what you just did in seconds.”

				“It’s amazing, isn’t it? I never thought I would be able to tell the difference between the sounds tree branches make.”

				“Yeah.” Laren paused thoughtfully. “I guess sometimes I lose track of how awesome it is. Being born an Elite, I take it for granted sometimes.”

				“I can understand that.”

				“Keep practicing and you’ll be able to hear the world in a way you never have before.”

				Connor nodded. “Race you back to the castle?”

				“Now that’s the Connor Moore I know.”

				Connor ran and he thought he was able to run faster than before, yet he was still nowhere close to Laren’s lightning speed. Connor and Laren walked back to the castle close to midnight. The guards at the front gate immediately recognized them and allowed them to enter. Due to the late hour, there wasn’t much activity in the castle as they made their way upstairs.

			

			
				“You did great today,” Laren reassured him. “Get some rest. Tomorrow you have another full day of training.”

				“Thank you, for everything.”

				“Of course. Oh, and 1887.”

				“What?”

				“I was born in 1887.” She grinned as she walked away, leaving him dumbfounded at his door.

				That night a stranger invaded Connor’s dream. He was standing in the main castle hall completely alone. All the servants were gone. No guards stood at attention. The only noise in the entire castle was a low, vibration.

				Connor walked towards the noise. It was coming from the same area he was taken to when the Council interviewed him. The vibration grew louder as he approached. It was dark outside and the cloudy sky denied even the moon’s light over the castle. When Connor finally reached the room, the vibration stopped and his eyes were met with a ghastly scene. Lying sprawled around the room were the five Council members, covered in their own blood.

				Adolpho, Thema, Ardan, Raban, and Tian were all wearing the same expression: lifeless eyes and mouths mangled in silent screams. It took Connor a few moments to gather himself before he realized he wasn’t the only one in the room.

			

			
				“So, you’re Caderyn’s son?”

				The male voice came from a robed figure standing near the back of the room. His face was covered by a dark hood and he was staring into the fireplace, now just a few dying embers.

				“Who are you? What have you done to the Council?”

				“You mean the traitors, don’t you? I killed them.”

				“Traitors? What are you talking about?”

				“They betrayed me a long time ago, your father more recently, and they will betray you soon enough.” The figure’s voice was strong and menacing. He was tall, and although Connor couldn’t see much, he sensed a power to this man he couldn’t describe.

				“My father was punished for breaking the Law.”

				“Harsh words coming from the son he’s imprisoned for saving. Your father was a hero who made a poor decision. Now he rots in prison. Let there be no mistake, Connor, they will use you, and when they are done with you, they will throw you away. Like they did to me. Like they did to your father.”

				“No, I won’t believe that.”

				“Connor, I know you have been forced to bear a heavy burden with the revelation of your heritage, but know beyond all of this, beyond being an Elite, a Judge, and even the chosen savior, there will be another heavier decision to make.”

			

			
				“What’s that?”

				“I’m planning to offer you a place by my side when I return. A place of true power.”

				“When you return? Who are you?”

				“You’ll know soon enough. Right now all you need to be concerned about is what will happen if you choose to stand against me. As an ally, I will make you a great leader, but stand against me, and your life and the lives of those you love, including your mother’s, will be forfeit.”

				“My mother? If you touch her—”

				“If I touch her? You’ll what? You’re just starting to understand your powers, much less control them. I could crush you here and now but I’m offering to give you a chance to rule both the Elite race and the lower human race with me.”

				“Rule? No, you’re crazy. I’m not going to join you.”

				“Then you are a fool.” The dying flames in front of the man shot to life and Connor could feel hate emitting from the shadowed figure. “It does not matter. If you stand against me, I will crush you, savior or not.” He rotated his body, looking at Connor. “You are the savior, aren’t you?”

				He was still too far away for Connor to make out his features and the hood cast a warped shadow across his face, hiding his identity.

			

			
				“I- I think I am.”

				“You are not, or you would know. Greatness is not something you believe and it happens. You know it or you don’t. I am great, and when I return, the Five Families will tremble before me and there is nothing you or anyone else can do.”

				In the blink of an eye, he stood before Connor. It was so fast, it was as if he teleported instead of ran. He grabbed Connor by the throat with one hand and lifted him into the air. “Feast your eyes on greatness, Connor Moore, and know that I am coming to have my revenge!”

				The man threw back his hood and revealed a gruesome sight. He was more bone than flesh and the skin that clung to his face was charred black. Instead of fangs, an entire row of sharp teeth opened. Despite all of this, Connor was drawn to the man’s eyes, one completely red, the other black.


				


			

				


				Chapter 16
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				The rest of the night was spent tossing and turning. With the first ray of sunlight, Connor found himself sitting up in his bed. He scratched his head, thinking once again about his dream from the night before. What could it have meant? It couldn’t hold any real meaning, could it? It was just his subconscious playing a cruel joke. Then Connor remembered what the man, the creature in his dream, had said about his mother. Dream or not, he clenched his jaw and reminded himself how many people were counting on him to succeed. It wasn’t just the Elites, it was everyone, including his mother.

				Like most mornings, the knock on the door came early. Connor didn’t even have to ask, he knew who it was. “Come in.”

				Morrigan walked into the room bearing her normal gifts of food and clothing.

			

			
				Deciding to skip the details of his night, Connor focused on the present and his growling stomach. “Are you going to make me smell out my food again?”

				“I don’t think that is necessary. What I do think is necessary is that you get out of bed and ready for the day. We don’t have any time to spare. Lupus and Larentia said your training went well yesterday. How do you feel?”

				Connor rose from the bed and stretched. “Great. I’m actually surprised I’m not sore or aching.”

				“Well, at least we know your healing factor is working. Now, quickly into the shower,” she scrunched up her nose as if a skunk had just made its presence known. “You smell horrible.”

				Thirty minutes later, Connor was once again seated with Morrigan by the window.

				“As you know, Lu is teaching you strength and fighting techniques, Laren speed and survival techniques, and I am here to make sure you have as much knowledge as you can retain about who you are and your capabilities. Do you believe that you are not only a Judge, but the Judge that will deliver us in our time of need?”

				Connor thought long and hard before he answered the question. “I know I’m an Elite and I do believe that I’m the Judge in your vision. What I don’t understand is how I’m supposed to be this great person when I can’t even lift a boulder, or run through the forest as fast as the people I’m supposed to protect?”

			

			
				“Because you have to believe in yourself. Don’t think you are strong, don’t think you are fast, believe you are. Know you are and find whatever it is inside of you that drives you to be better. Whatever emotion you draw strength from, use it; make yourself master over your emotions and you will have all the power you need.” Her eyes darkened and she looked at him as if she were a mother talking to her son. “But be careful to harness this power, do not become a slave to your emotions.”

				Connor nodded. “I think I know what I have to do.”

				“I think you do, too.”

				And that was it. That was the end of Morrigan’s visit. She led him outside the castle walls and once again to Lupus’ drill camp.

				“Did you come ready to do work, rookie?” Lu asked with a grin, his shoulder-length brown hair falling around his face.

				“Are you ready? I’m not holding back today.”

				“Well, let’s see it.” Lu pointed to a boulder the size of a large suitcase. Connor gritted his teeth and set to his task. His mind was racing with things that made him mad, that made him angry. He squatted next to the boulder, his hands searching for a grip along its jagged edges.

				Your father is still alive. You were left in the dark all these years and he’s alive. He didn’t leave you. People took him away from you. Connor’s arms shook with the exertion as he strained against the rock. Mom must be worried. She’s all alone now. All by herself while you’re out playing savior. First he left her and now you left her. His legs and thighs screamed under the pressure, but still he pulled.

			

			
				Faust was going to kill them. He was seconds away from killing Lu and Laren. He would have murdered them without a second thought.

				Then, there it was. Just like before when he was playing sports, except one hundred times magnified. There it was like a shining answer, the rage, the power, that “it” factor that he’d tapped into so many times in the past. Here it was, this time it was on steroids. It was an inner source of power before, a force that he could draw strength from. Now it was a hurricane of emotion and rage.

				Connor let out a roar as he felt the power coursing through his body. He felt numb, he felt invincible. Then the boulder moved, not a lot, just a few inches. Connor put his back into it now. Grunting, his vision turned red, almost blurry as he lifted the rock from its place and threw it into the water.

				He sank to his knees. His mouth felt different. It wasn’t painful. It was alien, as if his teeth belonged to someone else. He looked at his reflection in the river and didn’t recognize the person looking back. Two red eyes stared at him. Fangs had sprouted from his mouth.

			

			
				“It’s okay, Connor. Control it. Don’t lose yourself to it. You have control.”

				Still gasping for breath, he shook his head. It was intoxicating, it was a drug. He wanted more. He didn’t want to stop, although he knew he had to. This wasn’t him. It was part of him.

				Grabbing his hair with both hands, he shook his head back and forth and screamed. He had to stop it. If he was ever going to be the man he needed to be, he had to learn to control it. Then it was gone. The power faded, the surging feeling ebbed, and he was left kneeling on the river bank, Lu standing beside him.

				“I knew you could do it. It’s not easy now, switching it off and on. It will be, you’ll learn.”

				And Connor did learn, quickly. By the end of their session, Connor could lift more than he’d ever dreamed, punched almost as hard as Lu, and their sparring match went so well that after Connor had pinned him a few times, Lu even began teaching him different styles and techniques.

				The two stopped as they saw Laren approaching, panting from their day of training. “I know you can’t see it because it’s just you and not a class, but you’re doing great. You’re light years ahead of where you should be. I almost take back all those mean things I told my sister about you.”

			

			
				“It’s okay. I thought you were kind of a tool for a long time.”

				“I still am kind of a tool.”

				Laren smiled at her brother as she passed him. “Ready to run, Connor?”

				“The question is, do you think you can keep up with me, Miss Abelardus?”

				“That’s the spirit. All right, try to keep up. I’ll start off at a steady jog, then a run and push it to a sprint at the end.”

				Connor nodded.

				The two took off into the forest at what Laren deemed a “steady jog.” It felt more like a run to Connor. He reached for his power again and felt it pulsing slowly. He tapped into the feeling and energy coursed though his body.

				When Laren was ready to push the pace, Connor met her stride for stride.

				Fifteen minutes later, Laren looked at her running partner. “Ready? Here comes the sprint.”

				“Let’s get after it.” Connor gritted his teeth and grabbed on to his internal beast. His legs moved faster than he thought possible as the two flew down the forest path.

				Trees and bushes became blurs of green and brown. Connor didn’t even turn to see Laren’s pace. Instead, he focused on the path and let the rest of the world fall away. There was only one thought in his head, run.

			

			
				Connor lost all track of time, and although his lungs burned, he would have continued down the path had Laren not called a stop.

				“Okay, Flash, that’s enough for one day. I think it’s your turn to find dinner.”

				Connor stopped and smiled at her panting. “What’s on the menu tonight? Roast squirrel with a berry sauce, fried rabbit and figs, frog legs and lettuce?”

				“Whatever you can scavenge. You’re the chef tonight. Although frog legs do sound tempting.” Laren laughed.

				Connor turned and walked into the woods, surveying the forest floor. He searched just like Laren taught him. Slowly and deliberately, his eyes scanned the forest floor until he found a tiny paw print.

				Following the trail, he soon found himself beside a tree. Looking into the branches, a large grey squirrel returned his gaze. The branch the squirrel sat on was ten feet off the ground.

				Laren appeared beside him. “Think you can get him?”

				“There’s only one way to find out.” Connor backed up a few feet, and before his mind ran through the reasons that his plan couldn’t physically work, he started running. He jumped as high as he could and pushed off the tree trunk, propelling himself higher. The squirrel’s mouth dropped open, and if it was possible for squirrels to look surprised, this one did.

			

			
				Still flying in the air, Connor grabbed the animal off the tree branch, and for a split second, thought he was going to die. Gravity overcame his upward momentum and sent him falling to the hard forest floor ten feet below.

				You’re going to die. Morrigan is going to be so pissed. He hit the ground on both his feet and tumbled awkwardly to the side.


				Laren rushed over. “Are you okay, Connor?”

				Connor rolled onto his back, covered in leaves and dirt, holding onto the limp form of the squirrel. “I did it.”

				“Yes, you did. Starting to believe in yourself a little bit more?”

				Laren helped him up and he gave her a boyish grin. “Yeah, I guess so. Now let’s eat.”

				It was as he was preparing the fire that Laren showed her pride on his advancement.

				“You’ve accomplished in two lessons what would have taken a normal Elite months to master. That’s great, Connor. How do you feel?”

				“Alive. Everything’s starting to click. I can tap into that power inside me now, I just have to make sure I can turn it off just as easily.”

				“I agree, you want it in short spurts. Our greatest strength is also our greatest weakness if we let it consume us and lose control.”
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				The next day went by much too fast. That morning, Morrigan informed Connor that Katie was granted access to the castle with strict orders not to leave the grounds. She also told him of the events that were going to be held that night in his honor. Since there hadn’t been a Judge challenged in such a long time, everyone was somewhat hazy on the exact etiquette of how the ceremony should proceed. History demanded a celebration, in today’s world, that meant Connor would be interviewed by a group of reporters and then taken to a celebratory dinner.

				Sessions with Lu and Laren were shortened to give Connor time to prepare for the night’s events. Lu was happy with his student’s progress, only wishing they had more time to go over weapons training. He consoled himself by telling Connor, “Oh well, if you need a weapon, grab the biggest thing next to you and throw it at your enemy.”

				Likewise, Laren was thrilled with his advancement in only three lessons, but regretted not having more time.

				The evening found Connor in the shower with Morrigan shouting directions to him from the other side of the door. It was beginning to become a routine.

			

			
				“Some of the reporters may try and stump you or ask you off-the-wall questions. Remember, take your time, and you always have the option of replying with no comment.”

				Connor was nervous and couldn’t help thinking that with such a big night ahead, he should be terrified. A room full of cameras and journalists all looking at him, not only for answers, but possibly for their lives if they believed in the prophecy. He would have been more nervous except something had happened in the last few days. Connor knew he was different. He knew he belonged here, and he was beginning to believe he was the Judge that was foretold. He was as strong as Lu, as fast as Laren, and this was only after three days.

				“I hung your tuxedo on the hook behind the door.”

				“Tuxedo?” Connor shut off the water and started drying himself.

				“Yes, tuxedo. What did you think you would be wearing? Converse and a V-neck?”

				Connor unzipped the garment bag, he had never seen a tuxedo before. At all his high school dances and proms, Connor had been content to wear his one suit or just a pair of slacks and a shirt and tie. He knew how hard his mother worked at the shop and couldn’t justify spending money on things that weren’t really that important to him. Any extra money from the job he worked aside from the shop either went to his mother or a savings account.

			

			
				The tuxedo was stunning. Connor was never one to keep up with trendy fashions or have expensive clothes. A good pair of running shoes and something portable to play music were all he had ever really wanted. This was a piece of art.

				His tuxedo was jet black with a white dress shirt, and black cummerbund and bow tie. The material it was made from felt expensive, the fabric was rich and soft. His black dress shoes were so shiny they were almost blinding when the light hit them.

				“Everyone will be at the banquet celebration as well; the Council, politicians, and, well, the richest and most powerful Elites on earth. Just remember to show respect. Also remember that they’re all here to see you.”

				Connor walked out of the bathroom, bowtie in hand. “I have no idea how this thing goes on.”

				Morrigan was also elegantly dressed in a long, sleeveless purple dress, her hair was pinned up and long silver earrings dangled from her ears. She looked Connor up and down.

				“Did I put something on wrong?”

				“No, Mr. Moore. Not at all, you look very handsome. You’re going to take everyone’s breath away.”

				The tuxedo transformed Connor from an attractive eighteen-year-old kid to a head-turning secret agent. He fixed his hair the way Laren had shown him, and shaved his face.

			

			
				Morrigan took the bowtie from him and wove her adept fingers through the material.

				Chin up, Connor stared at the ceiling. He was getting nervous as the time for his interview approached. You can do this. You know what you are now. You know what you’re supposed to do, he told himself.

				“There, perfect.” Morrigan took a step back to examine her work. “Are you ready?”

				“Yes.”

				The castle was alive with last-minute preparations. At this point, everyone knew Connor’s face. Word spread like wildfire since the trial, when the Council declared him a Judge. Servers passed by staring, some were even bold enough to say hello or venture a handshake. It was humbling and a bit empowering at the same moment. Morrigan quickly maneuvered around these exchanges politely, informing them they were on their way to an interview and couldn’t be late. She led him to a side door and stopped before she went in. “Do you need a minute?”

				“No, it’s like a band aid. I just want to pull it off and get it over with.”

				“Remember who you know yourself to be. Be honest and the rest will take care of itself. I’ll be there in the front row. Take your time, there’s no rush.”

			

			
				Connor nodded, readying himself for the chaos he knew would ensue as soon as she turned the doorknob.

				Whatever Connor was expecting, he was wrong. It was a zoo. As he entered the room, camera lights went off in such a quick succession it sounded like machine gun fire. Dozens of reporters all spoke at once, begging him to answer their, and only their, questions. Morrigan gave them all smiles and led Connor to a podium that was arranged for the interview. An interview that now seemed more like a press conference at the White House.

				“Please, will everyone be seated?” Adolpho’s voice was heard via microphone from the podium.

				With a reassuring smile, Morrigan left Connor standing next to Adolpho. “There’s no reason to behave like a pack of wild animals. I’m sure Mr. Moore will be more than happy to answer all of your questions. As was discussed, we’ll start left to right, beginning in the back. Each reporter may ask two questions, and for the sake of time, if your question has already been asked, please don’t ask it again.”

				The small room died down. Reporters were dressed in tuxedos and gowns, obviously attending the banquet celebration, eager to ask their “ground breaking” question. The only noise now was the steady clicking of cameras.

			

			
				Adolpho leaned in next to Connor and whispered, “A bit of advice. If you start getting nervous or freeze, just imagine them all as chubby puppies.”

				Connor looked at him, confused.

				“Don’t ask me why. It’s worked for me for centuries.”

				With that comment, Adolpho stepped down and took his seat next to Morrigan. Connor felt as though he was a valued object up for bid, everyone eyeing him and deciding how much he was worth.

				An elderly man in the back broke the silence. “Mr. Moore, do you believe that you are the next Judge that will fulfill the prophecy?”

				“Yes—and yes. Those were both of your questions, right?”

				The room giggled at his boyish remark. “Yes, Mr. Moore,” the elderly man smiled. “I’m done.”

				“One down.” Connor meant to say this under his breath, however he was standing too close to the microphone and it picked up his internal pep talk.

				The room laughed again. The next reporter was a young woman with curly red hair and cheerful amber eyes. “Mr. Moore, if you do think you’re the Judge of prophecy, and are going to save us from this impending doom, what doom do you think is coming?”

				Connor couldn’t help thinking of whoever Faust was talking to that night he’d spied on him. He couldn’t say that, though. “I don’t know. What I do know is that whatever it is, when it comes, I’ll be ready.”

			

			
				A few reporters smiled and even more heads nodded in approval.

				“And my second question is: are you prepared for the Tests?”

				“I’m ready and able to do whatever it takes to prove to you who I am and what I’m capable of.”

				The young lady thanked him and took her seat, giving the floor to a burly man that looked as though he had eaten too many jelly doughnuts.

				“Mr, Moore—”

				It was the fourth time Connor was addressed as “Mr.” that night and he couldn’t help cutting in. “You can just call me Connor. That goes for everyone.”

				The room exploded in smiles. Connor gave them a sheepish grin as the man began again. “Well, then, Connor, we understand that you have been recently turned, awakening the dormant Elite gene. How have you been handling the change?”

				Connor leaned into the microphone. “I feel like a superhero.”

				Morrigan told him to be honest, and at his answer, the room erupted in laughter. Connor won them all over within a few minutes by being himself.

			

			
				The remaining questions seemed to last forever; questions about his childhood, what he thought about his father’s imprisonment. One middle-aged woman, who was wearing a revealing dress, even asked if he was single.

				When the last reporter finished asking their two questions, Adolpho rose to take the stand. “Thank you, Connor. I believe there is a celebration being held in your honor next door. Ladies and gentlemen, if you would please follow us, the night is about to begin.”
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				Each Elite in the room was invited next door to take part in the celebration.

				An orchestra played classical music as they entered the brightly lit ballroom. It was the size of a football stadium and still, it was packed with people. Everybody wore their best. After all, it was a once in a lifetime event—even for them. Rich paintings and drapes covered the walls and the carpet was spotless.

				Connor felt as though he was in a dream. It was the type of event one only heard about. Circular tables were set up around the room to provide seating if anyone so desired, and serving stations filled with every type of gourmet food imaginable were never far away.

				Everyone turned to look as Connor entered the room and he was immediately engulfed in a wave of excitement. He was introduced to so many people it was impossible to remember all of their names. They were full of smiles and support. He was given counsel on the Tests, words of wisdom about what he may encounter, and a plethora of other advice he didn’t ask for.

			

			
				It was during one of these talks, as a violet-eyed, self-proclaimed warrior was instructing him on a preferred fighting style, that Connor saw her.

				She was impossible to miss. Every male and female head turned as she walked past.

				“Excuse me,” Connor said politely to the young man.

				She saw him walking towards her and smiled. “They finally decided I wasn’t a threat and let me out of my room.”

				“Perfect timing. Kat, you look great.”

				She looked down at her strapless sparkling blue gown. “Do you think so? They got it for me when I asked if I could come to the ball. They had to let the waistline out a few inches. I’ve been stress eating, locked up in my room.”

				“Well, you’re out now. How are you dealing with the—the change?”

				“Well, I guess about as well as I can. I have a Transition Coach, it sounds more like I’m moving than my anatomy is changing. She’s nice, though, and every day I think I’m better able to deal with—” she looked around the room, “—all of this.”

			

			
				“It’s a big change, although it does have its perks. I mean not every eighteen-year-old can heal instantaneously or lift a bus, right?”

				“Maybe someday I’ll be there,” she laughed. “For now, my instructor is content teaching me how to hear what I want to hear and be able to tune everything else out. When it first started, I was picking up every sound and it was driving me crazy.” She looked at him with a teasing smile. “I’m sure you got the hang of things much faster than I did. You always were a quick learner.”

				“I guess. Somehow I always knew I was different. I never imagined anything even close to the truth.”

				“Yeah, I always had a feeling you were special. I had no idea that you were special on a prophetic level.”

				“I guess so. That’s all to be determined with the Tests, right?”

				“Connor, are you doubting yourself?”

				“I want to believe it and I know that most everyone already believes in me. There’s just something inside, a little voice that asks, ‘what if they’re wrong?’”

				“You’re not wrong. Tell that voice to shove it. You’re going to get through this and when you come back, we’re going to pick up right where we left off. I’ve had a lot of time to think and I’m so sorry. I’ve been such a—”

				“There you are! Connor, darling, you mustn’t leave your reporters wanting.” It was the same scantily-clad older female reporter that had asked him if he was single during the interview.

			

			
				“I have a few more questions to ask you, if you don’t mind.”

				“Well, actually I was—”

				“Oh great, how good of you.” Turning to Katie, she asked, “Oh, darling, you don’t mind if I steal him for just a few minutes, do you?”

				“No, not at all. While you’re talking to him, make sure you ask the question boxers or briefs. I think you’ll be surprised.”

				The reporter’s eyes widened. “Oh my, Connor, do tell.”

				Connor gave a Katie a look of disbelief as she stifled a grin and left him alone with the reporter.

				“I’m sorry, what magazine or newspaper are you from?”

				“Elite Sixteen,” she said, tossing an extension behind her ear with a long acrylic nail. “But please, do tell. Back to the question, Mr. Moore. My readers will be dying to find out boxers or briefs?”

				“I… uhhh…”

				“Don’t be shy now.”

				“I think what Mr. Moore is trying to say is that he has more important things to think about with the Tests tomorrow,” Morrigan’s brother, Ardan Hayes, said, appearing next to him with a wine glass in hand.

			

			
				“Of course, Mr. Hayes, silly me.” Connor felt sorry for the woman as color rose to her face. “Well, I will be seeing you at the ceremony tomorrow, Connor. Mr. Hayes.”

				She awkwardly turned to walk away.

				“Boxer-briefs.”

				“What?”

				“I wear boxer-briefs.”

				Her expression immediately changed from embarrassment to joy. “Oh, thank you. I’ll be sure to send you our next edition.”

				“I can’t wait.”

				Arden shook his head as they watched her walk away. “I know you probably thought I was rude to her. They’re like car salesmen: give them an inch and you’re driving away in a Porsche before you know what hit you.”

				“She seemed like she meant well.”

				“The road to hell is paved with good intentions.” Arden appeared to be saying this more to himself than to Connor. “You’re not drinking tonight? Come on, it’s your celebration.”

				“Haven’t been much of a drinker at eighteen.”

				“Well, yes, I guess that is a good point. Are you ready for tomorrow?”

				“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

				“That seems like an unsure response.”

				“That’s what everyone keeps telling me. I have to be honest with myself.”

			

			
				“Connor, look at me. What do you see?”

				Arden was about his height, slim, and walked with confidence. He was wearing a similar black tuxedo and his brown eyes looked as though they held a secret.

				“I see a respected Council member. A member of my family and I’m—I’m missing the point of this conversation, aren’t I?”

				“Well, you are intuitive, and not that far off track. Somewhere far, far down the line we are related. We share the same blood. What’s even more important is that my sister believes you are the next Judge and the one that will pull us out of whatever evil is headed our way.” Arden paused here, choosing his next words carefully. “I love my sister, but even more than that, I trust her. She’s never been wrong. That’s why I believe you are the one, and the reason I’ve come here to help you tonight.”

				“Help me?”

				“Yes, rather, give you some information. There are too many ears here, follow me.”

				Arden led him right next to the podium where the orchestra was playing. Leaning into his ear, he whispered, barely loud enough for Connor to hear, “There is an evil rising, we know that for certain. The prophecy is becoming extremely real and we will need a hero, soon. There is a war coming, Connor and our race will call for its Judge.”

			

			
				Connor knew that Arden was trying to help him. To bring relevance to the prophecy. However, this just gave Connor more to think about.

				“What evil are you talking about?”

				“It’s not safe to discuss here. You have to trust me, it’s real and coming soon.”

				Connor saw by the grim look on his face that he was telling the truth and he wouldn’t be saying anymore on the subject. “Thank you.”

				“I know it’s not much, but I hope it helps. Now go mingle with the rest of the room. I can feel them staring at me, waiting for me to be done with you—vultures.”

				The rest of the night was spent much like the beginning; there were always more hands to shake, always more names to remember and forget. Morrigan was constantly within a few feet, as if she were a mother hen, ready to swoop in if the situation called for it.

				Within the two hours, Connor needed a break from the hob-knobbing and advice.

				“Morrigan, is it all right if I step outside for a few minutes? I think I’m going to go crazy if one more Elite tells me, ‘I thought the Judge would be older.’”

				Morrigan nodded. “Of course. Don’t be long.”

				Connor agreed and headed for the castle’s main entrance. The hall was deserted when he entered, or he thought it was until he heard a loud sniff come from one of the many doorways. Faust walked into the hall, confident and wearing his usual sunglasses. “I thought I smelled a misguided youth.”

			

			
				Connor just wanted to ignore him, however, he would have to walk by Faust to reach the castle exit.

				“Listen, I don’t want any trouble tonight. I’m just headed outside.”

				“Oh, by all means, please continue. Don’t let me stop you.”

				Connor hesitantly approached him. His muscles were tense, prepared for anything.

				Just as he was passing his eyeless nemesis, Faust broke the silence. “I can’t help but wonder what you think taking the Tests will solve. Even if you are the Judge and come back victorious, you won’t win. You can’t.”

				Connor stopped to face Faust. He knew this is what his antagonist wanted but he was willing to give in anyway. “What are you talking about?”

				Faust smiled, pleased with himself. “I’m talking about your loved ones. Your mother, that pretty blonde, what’s her name? Katie, was it? Or Larentia? You’re quite the catch, Mr. Moore. Even if you do come back and everyone hails you as a hero, you’ll still be a boy powerless to protect your loved ones.”

				Connor could feel his heat rise. “If you touch them, so help me, God…”

			

			
				“Struck a nerve, did I? Is this where you tell me that if I touch them you’ll kill me? Well, rest assured, it isn’t me you have to worry about.”

				His vision was starting to blur now as anger invaded his senses. “That’s where you’re wrong. If anything happens to any of them, I’m coming back for you.”

				“There are things beyond your understanding. Ancient things that even you will be powerless against to save the ones you love.”

				Connor was on the verge of losing control; he could feel the power surging within him, begging for an exit.

				“Connor?” It was Laren. Hearing her familiar voice calmed him. His vision cleared and his temperature dropped.

				“What are you doing out here?”

				“Mr. Moore and I were just discussing the details of the next few days and inevitable failure.”

				Laren wove her arm around Connor’s, completely ignoring Faust. “Will you walk with me outside? It’s a beautiful night. I’d love to see the stars and to just look at the moon.”

				Faust sneered at the two as they walked outside, consoling himself with what he believed the future would hold for them.

				They reached the front gate, secured by two vigilant guards, and were enveloped by the cool nighttime air.

			

			
				“Thanks, I thought I was going to lose it for a minute.”

				“No problem. What’s a girl going to do when she sees her hero about to break the neck of a handicapped person?”

				Connor’s mood lightened, glad to be outside and even happier to be with her. “You always know the right thing to say.”

				“I try. I can almost guarantee I know what fifty percent of those people were asking you in there.”

				“Really? And what’s that?”

				She switched into a deep voice releasing his arm and pretending she carried a microphone in hand, “Mr. Moore, please, we’re dying to know, are you ready?”

				“Hit the nail on the head. You win a—walk around the courtyard.”

				“Lucky me.”

				They strolled through the castle’s immense front garden. It was a clear night and the stars and moon provided more than enough light. With everything going on inside, the grounds were deserted save for the few crickets that chirped away.

				“So, are you going to tell me what you and old eye sockets were talking about?”

				“It just all comes back to me being able to believe that I am the Judge that Morrigan prophesied. I want to believe it. I do. What if I’m not? What if I’m called upon and I’m not strong enough?”

			

			
				Laren stopped walking and placed herself in front of him. Her white dress and heels contrasted his tuxedo. “But you are strong enough. You’ve already saved me and I know if I play the damsel in distress card again, you would be there. Stop doubting yourself and embrace that you are strong enough. I know that if anything happened to me, you would save me, no matter what, right?”

				“Right.”

				“Then stop worrying. You’re going to give yourself a tumor. Now come on, you’re going to miss your own going away party.”

				She took his hand and led him back to the castle. He didn’t know what it was, but he already felt better. Laren was right, if anything were to threaten her or his mother or Katie, he would stop it. No matter what the cost.

				The couple entered the ballroom just in time to see Laren’s father take the stand and address the crowd. “Ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you all for coming out tonight and witnessing this historic event. I want to give a chance for our man of the hour to say a few words before we end the night. Connor, if you would?”

				The crowed started clapping and everyone turned, looking for him. Taken by surprise, he hesitated. Laren nudged him toward the stand. Connor moved forward, even though his mind was seriously considering running in the opposite direction. Palms sweating, he took the stage and thanked Adolpho.

			

			
				“Knock em dead,” Adolpho whispered in his ear.

				The applause died down too soon and Connor was left staring into a sea of expectant faces. Faust’s and Laren’s words were still fresh in his mind. If people were in danger, if his loved ones needed him, he knew he would rise to the occasion. For the first time, he believed. “Many of you know Morrigan Hayes, and all of you by now are familiar with the prophecy she foretold years ago. A Judge would rise up from my family bloodline and save our race from the coming darkness. Morrigan has believed in me from the first day she met me, and many of you have put your trust in me during the last few days. I’m willing to admit that I wasn’t so sure of myself at first. I doubted myself.”

				The crowed murmured quietly. Katie stood in the crowd to his right with eyes full of encouragement and Laren was standing to his left a few rows deep, nodding for him to continue.

				“Over the course of the last few days, I have slowly realized something. I know that my strength and my belief does not come from what or who I am. It comes from you. I am the Judge and I am the hero of our people because that is who you need me to be. I will save my loved ones and my people when it is time. I know I could do nothing less. There is an evil coming and I will be ready. I am the heir to an ancient bloodline of warriors that has always answered the call of their people, and I will not break that line. My name is Connor Moore. I am the son of Caderyn Moore, and I am the prophesied Judge that will save our race. I promise this before all of you as my witnesses, I will be ready when you need me.”

			

			
				The End
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