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    [bookmark: 9543]Prologue


     


     


     


    Two hundred archers strung their bows in unison, releasing their grips on command, and a wave of arrows sang out into the battleground. A young man in the front row fumbled for his second arrow as he scanned the cliffside. The cold winter breeze made it hard on the hands and he repositioned the bow and let loose another arrow. There was no need for shields; only a sword hung at the waist, together with the colours of Lord Philo. The white vapour around each man disappeared as they held their breath in an attempt to get a glimpse of their target below.


    A cloaked figure stood on the open plain below the cliffside, confronted by two men, Lords Philo and Cleon, both decorated soldiers. No human would be capable of fighting them up close. This was a battle of Gods, something Philo was willing to fight for. He could hear screaming and yelling from the right flank. Something had just collided with the cliffside, instantly taking out a third of their force. Another command issued another volley of arrows, released without hesitation.


    “Pathetic,” said the dark figure, waving his hand and sending the arrows veering off course.


    “Dartholemue!” shouted Philo as he sent a blast of lightning towards him. It was perfectly timed, the ground rising slightly under Dartholemue, catching him off guard. Dartholemue teleported out of range, tailed by Cleon, who followed his teleportation rift and connected a blow to his face. Philo appeared at Cleon’s side unnaturally fast, covering the distance in seconds. Both men were heavily panting, covered with beads of sweat.


    This was a fight that had been continuing for years, a struggle to control the growing power of Dartholemue. He had been a threat to their existence, thirsty to gain as many new powers as he could, to win this war and reign as rightful ruler. Both Philo and Cleon had tried unsuccessfully to loosen his hold without resorting to war, but now fought to survive by any means.


    “We were chosen to be gifted with these powers for good, not evil,” pleaded Philo.


    His remark fell on deaf ears as a sinister laugh echoed across the battle ground. “Says the element user who crushed half my army.”


    “You threatened my wife and child!”


    “A child should not be born of two immortals. He could be more powerful than we three put together,” spat Dartholemue.


    “That still doesn’t give you the right,” injected Cleon, drawing his sword. Small rocks began to tremble under Dartholemue’s anger.


    “Do not address your king in that way,” said Dartholemue, harshly. Cleon positioned his shield on his left hand as he took up position next to Philo.


    “You are no longer my king. We long ago transcended that.”


    “I will never forgive you for your betrayal; you were my closest commander.”


    At that point, heavy rain began to pour down on the destroyed battleground. Both men tightened their stance as Dartholemue continued.


    “All I need is for you to attack me once with a power and then that power becomes mine. I pretty much already have most of your element powers, Philo, but I will allow you to use any attack you like,” he baited.


    Cleon leaned into Philo and muttered, “Don’t use any different powers to those you have been using. We can’t afford for him to collect any more.” Cleon gripped the hilt of his sword, feeling the rain loosen his grip.


    “I know, I know,” said Philo. “We need him to remain distracted for a while longer if your plan is going to succeed. We remain attacking in unison and try to keep him away from your archers; there shall be no unnecessary deaths today.”


    They rallied their strength and charged together. Philo’s signature lightning ability tore through the ground as they advanced. Cleon decided to risk using a new technique, thinking on the spot as he developed it, redirecting his power as it came to fruition. A beam of light erupted in a wave across the battleground. Philo used this opportunity to cage Dartholemue in a circular layer of rock, watching with narrowed eyes as the rock wrapped around his body. Metal spikes rose from the ground, piercing the rock sphere and held it in mid-air. Philo wrapped the sphere in a layer of thick metal, something Dartholemue had not seen before. He continued by hollowing the landscape around him to create a deep pit, allowing Cleon to fill the pit with lava.


    “Did we get him?” breathed Cleon.


    “I think so. This lava will stop anyone from breaching the sphere,” replied Philo, observing the vast area of magma and the extreme heat radiating upwards. “Send the signal to Vita,” he commanded.


    Cleon sent a bright light shooting into the sky, indicating the next phase of the plan.


    “You did well,” Philo commented. It had been a long battle, and an even longer war for him. The time for good to conquer evil was almost upon them. They breathed evenly, trying to regain their composure.


    Their vulnerability was high at this point and the series of boulders that rained down on both men caught them flatfooted. The force of the attack was not enough to cause serious injury but, nevertheless, they were bruised and scratched as they struggled out from beneath the rubble.


    “The archers,” said Cleon. It was clear that, despite their efforts, the attack had come from Dartholemue’s direction.


    “He’s sending us a message,” replied Philo, angrily. He found a suitable piece of slate rock, upon which he comfortably balanced. An electrical current, supplemented by his wind power, propelled the platform in the direction of the archers, covering the distance quickly. Dartholemue watched as Philo rose from beneath the cliffside, and they locked eyes immediately. All two-thirds of the remaining archers knelt, clutching their throats and gasping for air. They were as still as stone, as though any movement would decrease their oxygen intake even further.


    “See what you have done,” yelled Dartholemue, squeezing his hand into a tighter fist. The archers began to shake violently, watching as Cleon tried to reverse the effect.


    “Enough!” barked Philo as lightning bolts from the sky broke through his barrier, striking the ground around him, but Dartholemue’s attention had been grabbed by something else. A small, blue tinge of light simmered on the horizon. Dartholemue knew that this must be some new power being used by another party. There were only five people, himself included, who had powers, so his curiosity was piqued. He felt himself helplessly drawn to it; the beacon of another power was intoxicating. The grip he held on the archers faded instantly as he disappeared.


    “Cleon!” yelled Philo.


    He gripped onto Cleon’s arm, who teleported, following Dartholemue’s line. They appeared almost instantly near to him, recognising a similar environment to that which they had left. The sand blew gently against their feet as they stood, stiff with tension. Dartholemue stood nearby, inspecting the remains of what appeared to be a portal. Blue sparks scattered around the portal as it disappeared from view. He could feel great power coming from the portal, something even he couldn’t replicate.


    “You don’t know what’s on the other side,” pleaded Vita, stepping up to Dartholemue and making him flinch with surprise.


    The distraction was supposed to allow enough time for the portal to close, but Dartholemue took a step closer to the portal, watching the reaction on Vita’s face with a nasty leer. A moment was all it took for Dartholemue to be gone, the portal collapsing from his power. Philo sank to the ground, trying to comprehend what had just happened.


    “How far back did you send him?” asked Cleon. Vita could not reply, staring bleakly at the place where the portal had been. He took her by the shoulders and repeated the question, trying to shake the shock from her. He knew that time travel was a technique which used up energy that had been saved for many years and wasn’t something they couldn’t do again in the near future. The devastating fact that they had sent him back to the time when they had only just received their powers made Cleon sick. If things had gone to plan, they could have stopped him before he received the most dangerous power of all of them.


    Vita shook her head and stared at Cleon, tears forming in her beautiful eyes. “I sent Maximus a thousand years into the future,” she sobbed.


    Philo’s heart sank with the knowledge that he would never see his son again.


    “Our little boy,” he whispered.


    “I had to protect our child,” pleaded Vita, embracing him as she cried. As he observed them clinging to each other, Cleon analysed the plan and concluded that there was only one thing left to do.
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    [bookmark: 21006]Chapter 1


    Two-day Mission


    Maximus Thatcher crouched in the forest, surrounded by huge trees that concealed his position nicely, scanning the shrubbery for any hint of a trail. His target: a young man a year older than he, who was a blood relative. He was impressed by his cousin’s stealth, and intrigued by it.


    The tree’s bark was rough and the leafy canopy concealed the sun’s rays. Little specks of light touched the forest floor and this played to Max’s advantage by allowing him to see clearly through the foliage. A slight breeze passed through the thick forest and streams flowed through the heavy, dense forest - the veins that kept the woods alive.


    Max was sixteen, a young man on his way to adulthood. Deep brown eyes which, in the sunlight could easily be taken for hazel, blinked under his dark brown hair. White robes hung from his frame as if they were working in unison with his muscular body. He could manoeuvre any way he wanted in his robes; they didn’t restrict his movements at all and allowed him to be quick on his feet. A wooden sword was strapped to his belt, and one hand lightly grasped the hilt, enabling him to quickly defend himself from attack.


    He was the only person he knew who would willingly penetrate this far into the woods. Not even his cousin, Paul, would dare come this deep. He was not one to venture too far from home, sticking to the outskirts of the forest rather than risk getting lost.


    This beautiful area was the heart of Sherwood Forest. It was a place of great mystery, bordering a vast city as if a line split the modern world from nature. It gave Max a sense of peace and safety to burrow so deep into the forest. He was a good hour away from the outskirts, where he guessed Paul would be, and at least three hours’ walk away from his home located in the heart of the city. Tales of wild animals that inhabited the forest discouraged others from exploring but despite this he did not fear the danger; rather, he embraced it.


    After observing his surroundings for a few moments, Max picked up a trail that took him closer to the edge of the forest. As he drew his sword from his belt he could feel the sunlight warming his face. After an hour of walking, the branches grew thinner, the shrubbery less dense.


    He paused for a moment to allow his eyes to adjust to the light. As they did so, he could make out a serene meadow nestled in the surrounding forest.


    He could have stood there all day, immersed in the beauty of the scene, watching the butterflies flit among the flowers, inhaling the sweet scents. It was almost as if he was in a dream, that Heaven itself had been captured and placed before him.


    The moment evaporated as he spotted an object upon the rock overlooking the large, modern city. It was his cousin, meditating. Max’s two-day mission had led him to this point.


    The mission had taken him through the forest, utilising survival techniques for the first day-and-a-half. Building a fire was the easiest part of his job; using a flint and lots of twigs, he had quickly been able to create a fire to prevent hypothermia. The hard part was catching food with hardly any tools or weapons. As Max only had enough snacks to maintain a low energy level, he’d wisely planned his hunt before acting.


    He hoped that his cousin, Paul, had had better luck than he, although the second part of the mission was to find his cousin and best him in a duel.


    Max sat up against a log to form a plan of attack that would end his mission quickly and successfully. He rose into a crouch and slowly crept closer to Paul, keeping his wooden sword at the ready. Taking a last, steadying breath, he looked down upon Paul, trying to gain the confidence to strike without him being aware of it.


    It felt uncomfortable watching his cousin just sitting there, seemingly unaware of the danger. At this point, he was vulnerable to an attack.


    While Max was pondering the situation, Paul suddenly spun around and swung his sword at his cousin’s feet. Quick reflexes spared Max a crippling blow to the legs as he jumped over the sword and took two steps back. He held his sword with one hand, pointing it at Paul.


    “I thought I would never find you,” said Max hoarsely.


    For a second, they unblinkingly held each other’s gaze and then Paul said quietly, “You only found me because I wanted to be found.”


    “Still, I’m glad I did.”


    Max saw that Paul was surreptitiously scanning the vicinity for anything that would give him an advantage. Before he could locate anything, Max dashed straight at him, only allowing him a split second to react. In a fluid motion, he pulled his sword downwards, slashing through the air, aiming to strike Paul on the chest.


    With uncommon strength and speed, Paul jerked his sword upwards and flicked Max’s sword from his hand. Suddenly, Max found himself on the ground with the sharp point of a blade at his throat.


    Long moments passed before Paul finally withdrew his sword and pulled Max to his feet with a strong hand. “Once again, I am defeated,” said Max, dejectedly.


    “Your time will come, dear cousin, just wait.”


    His cousin had a bigger build than Max, with black hair and darker skin. It was clear that he was the more mature of the two and was very much Max’s role model. He stood tall, with his shoulders back, refusing to show weakness in front of Max.


    “You are a lot wiser than me, cousin,” Max replied.


    Paul walked over to a tree on the left-hand side of the meadow, some thirty metres away from the forest from which they had emerged. The tree’s canopy was broad and shaded the ground beneath, providing protection from the sun. Paul placed his sword on a nearby tree stump and stripped off his top layer of clothing.


    “Shall we proceed with hand-to-hand combat?” enquired Paul.


    Max had picked up his sword and placed it against the stump. He was beginning to feel the long day catching up to him, his eyes stinging from the lack of sleep.


    “We should get into it before it gets dark,” he replied.


    The pair adopted a fighting stance, facing each other. Slowly, the sun was sinking and the wind blew cold on Max’s face.


    He was the first to break the stand-off by taking a big step and launching his right fist towards Paul’s face. Paul leaned back and grabbed Max’s arm, punching him in the chest. Max stumbled back, trying to regain his ground, determined to demonstrate his strength and skill. As he recovered his balance, Paul threw a quick flurry of punches. This time Max reacted faster, blocking each one, catching Paul’s arm and twisting it behind his back, forcing him to the ground and lightly resting his knee on his cousin’s neck.


    They went back and forth in this fashion for another twenty-five minutes until both boys were gasping for breath. The sun was just skimming the tops of the trees, each minute darker than the last.


    Paul was the first to bow and Max emulated the gesture. Bowing after every training exercise had been drilled into them both, since it ensured that there would be no remaining tension on completion of the exercise.


    “We’d better hurry with the fire,” said Paul as he looked beyond the trees at the darkening orange sky. He had always enjoyed watching sunsets; it warmed his heart to know that there was such beauty in the world.


    “I’ll get enough firewood to last the night,” replied Max, looking at Paul.


    “Sounds like a plan. I’ll have a fire going by the time you get back. Don’t be too long – it’ll be dark soon.” He turned his attention to the flat stone where he intended to build the fire.


    Max turned around, picked up his bag, and swiftly headed into the trees. He walked for fifteen minutes towards the right-hand side of the forest. He was very familiar with the forest’s layout and knew the best places to collect good firewood.


    He leapt over the log that he had used earlier to plan the attack on Paul and followed a trail to get to his spot. He could barely see; only a hint of light remained from the setting sun.


    He found many twigs and perfectly-sized logs and placed them in his bag. All of a sudden, he became aware that he was standing in an open space enclosed by trees; not the safest position to be in. Quickly, he picked up as many twigs as he could and once he had filled his bag he was ready to head back and enjoy the heat of the fire.


    All at once, he felt the hairs rise up on the back of his neck, his sixth sense alerting him to the fact that danger was near. The source of his fear became clear to him when he heard growling coming from behind him; he stood as still as a tree on a calm night.


    A cold breeze gave him goose bumps and shivers ran down his spine. He turned slowly around, inch by inch, and faced the direction from which the growling emanated.


    From only ten metres away, a large wolf with wickedly sharp teeth looked directly at Max with ebony eyes. Max stood frozen until he recalled the fact that wolves don’t hunt alone. Taking his eyes off the wolf for a fleeting second, Max twisted his head an inch to see several shadows between the trees; he was right. More and more wolves were silently creeping around him.


    “Where’s Paul when you need him?” he muttered, desperately.


    Very slowly, Max pulled out a thick branch from his bag, cursing the fact that he had left his sword back at the camp. His breathing quickened as his eyes tracked the large beast. With great trepidation, he watched as the large pack of wolves emerged from shadow of the trees.


    It was now becoming almost impossible to see, as the only clear source of light was the moon. Max was shocked; he had heard that such creatures lived in the woods but surely not this close to the city.


    The lead wolf bared its large teeth and growled threateningly. Instinctively, Max waved the big stick around him in a circle, trying to create space. Unwillingly, he had to take his eyes off the leader of the pack from time to time in order to maintain a three-hundred-and-sixty degree lookout.


    “I’m not afraid!” yelled Max, trying to make himself believe his own words. He was actually very scared, unsure of how to get out of this life-threatening situation.


    He gripped the stick until his knuckles turned white and swung as the lead wolf suddenly attacked; a clean hit to the jaw. The pack snarled and closed in, lunging at Max from all angles.


    The trees were very hard to see with so little light and the low light also made it impossible to tell how many wolves were in the pack. Drawing a second stick, he managed to keep the wolves far enough away and to formulate a plan. It had a fifty percent chance of working, but was still better than staying out in the open and fighting a battle that he could not win.


    He picked the big tree that was closest to him, climbing up the roots as the pack gave chase. He lashed out a kick at the beast that stood in his way, climbing the tree as fast as possible.


    Once at a safe height, he looked down on the wolves as they huddled in a pack, howling because their dinner had just escaped.


    “I will not forget you,” muttered Max, breathing hard, relieved that he was safe.


    Max waited for a whole hour after the pack had disappeared from the open space, hesitant to climb down and return to Paul. It was almost pitch black and the pack of wolves could still be waiting to ambush him.


    He finally made a move, aware that Paul would be worried by his lengthy absence. He had completely lost his bearings and had to climb a tree from time to time in order to see the light from the city.


    He returned to the meadow to find a smouldering fire. He sat beside it and warmed his hands.


    “Are you all right?” asked Paul, taking up a position by his side.


    “Wolves in the forest,” replied Max, still panting slightly. He was struck by how close he had come to leaving this world and his cousin.


    Paul pushed Max aside, snatching his wooden sword from his belt. He faced towards the forest, ready to attack or defend the boundary line. His heart rate was already elevated.


    Tense minutes passed with neither cousin making a move. At last, Max broke the stillness.


    “They must have passed,” he said in a calming voice.


    “I was worried, Maximus,” Paul replied. He relaxed his posture and returned his sword to his belt, bending to attend to the fire.


    “I can take care of myself. You’re starting to sound a lot like Uncle Jade.”


    “I have to be. We are not a big family,” Paul replied.


    Everyone knew that Max was a foster child, living with Paul and his father. For most of his life this was all he had. For eight years to the day, he had lived with no parents. His father ran out on him at birth, leaving his mother to raise him, until an unknown disease took her. Little was known about his father, only that Max had inherited his looks. His personality had come from his mother; strong, outgoing and caring. Max pulled out a picture of her from his pocket. Her features were soft and gentle, with a smile that could melt anyone’s heart. Beauty captured before it was swept away by her disease.


    “I will put on some food,” said Paul, watching Max staring at the picture.


    Paul gripped his pocket. The photo of own his mother in there meant the same to him, except that it was at his birth that she had passed. Every day he looked at his father and tried to imagine what it would be like with her there. This was the reason why he was so close to Maximus.


    The smell of the hotdogs coaxed Max closer to the fire. He grabbed both of the sleeping bags that lay next to the tree stump and rolled them out on the soft grass beside the fire.


    With the adrenaline from the wolf attack now dissipated, Max felt himself drifting off to sleep in the calmness and quiet of the meadow. The only sounds came from the fire and the cooking hotdogs.


    “So, what are our plans for tomorrow?” asked Paul, jerking Max back.


    “I was thinking we could go to the hot springs in the forest. We have completed our mission, after all.”


    Paul lay on top of his sleeping bag, looking into the thin smoke of the fire.


    “Good idea. My body could do with some relaxation,” he replied. There were no clouds in the inky sky and the stars shone sharp and clear.


    Max looked up at the sky for any sign of his mother. He knew she was there, somewhere amongst the stars, looking down. He often thought about what it would be like if both his parents were here: if he would have had any brothers or sisters to share his life with; if his dad would have helped him train late into the night.


    Max ate in silence as he watched the trees sway with the wind and wondered about the connection between himself and the forest. He slipped into the sleeping bag and, for the first time since embarking upon the two-day mission, he felt that he could finally relax. With the stars shining above him he drifted off to into his dreams.
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    [bookmark: 40253]Chapter 2


    Sherwood


    Max awoke to the heat of the bright sunlight on his face and it took him a moment or two to remember where he was. Paul was already up, swishing his sword through the air, practising different moves that he executed deftly.


    “Get up, sleepy head!” called Paul, slashing upwards with his sword and then twisting it quickly with a sharp flick of his left hand.


    Max rubbed his eyes as he sat up halfway. “That was a good sleep.” He finally came fully awake and got up, rolling up his sleeping bag as he breathed in the fresh and re-energising air, feeling it penetrate deep into his lungs. He smiled contentedly.


    “How long have you been up?” asked Max.


    “Only half an hour,” replied his cousin. He placed his sword down on his sleeping bag. “Uncle wants us back around mid-day,” said Paul. He had a habit of calling his own father Uncle for Max’s sake. Max had never got to the stage of calling Uncle Jade his father, even though he thought of Paul as his brother. He’d always had a feeling that his father would turn up one day and just fit straight into his life.


    Max said nothing in reply to Paul’s comment. He had been trying not to think about going home as he had so enjoyed his time away from the city.


    Paul was striding backwards and forwards, glancing towards the forest. Something was playing on his mind and his edginess was affecting both of them.


    “Do you still feel like going to the hot springs?” asked Max as he stood next to Paul, looking into the forest.


    “I don’t see why not.”


    Both boys packed their things and set their equipment up against the tree.


    “You all right?” asked Max in a concerned tone. Paul just gazed at him.


    “I’m fine.”


    “Well, a nice soak in the hot springs and you should feel as good as new,” said Max.


    They strolled leisurely to the edge of the forest, with Max taking the lead, since he knew the landscape much better than did his cousin. The forest never really took Paul’s fancy. It was always Max who sneaked away from home to venture into the forest. For hours at a time he would track the forest’s routes and hide outs, training with a tied up dummy.


    The route that he took was much different to the one he had taken the previous night. The trees were spread further apart, making it easier to find his way to the springs; even though they were venturing deep into the forest, there was still as much light as there had been in the meadow. Max climbed over some tree roots and felt a thrill when he caught sight of the steaming hot springs.


    They both stood there for a moment, gazing at the steam that rose from the water’s surface. Tall trees surrounded the spring and, with the sun looking down upon the water, this looked like a place where the Gods bathed. Both Max and Paul were awed by the sight, but after a moment of contemplation, they rapidly stripped off their clothes down to their drawers.


    Max couldn’t help comparing his body with his cousin’s. Paul’s muscles were bigger, stronger and more defined than his. He knew he was still developing, but he still felt as if he was just a kid. Max shrugged to himself: he knew that, in time, he would get stronger.


    They could now feel the hot air of the steam touch their bodies and Max walked up to the spring, cautiously dipping his foot into the water to make sure it wasn’t too hot.


    “Perfect,” said Max, as he stepped into the spring. He felt pure relief consume him as he submerged his whole body under the water. Paul had done the same and was now sitting up in the water, taking in deep breaths of the fresh steam that warmed his lungs. This felt like Heaven and it soothed their bruises and allowed their muscles to relax and rest.


    Max sat looking before him into the forest, wondering if he would get attacked by the pack of wolves again, but then shrugged it off with no further thought.


    His earliest memory of the springs was from Uncle Jade. They had just finished a hard training session in the meadow, with Paul and Max drained of everything they had. It was fitting to finish the session in such a place. He could lose himself for days in the spring.


    Forty minutes passed without the boys realising it; the only evidence being how wrinkled their hands had become. Without complaint, both boys got dressed and made ready to depart. They made their way back out to the meadow, crossing the forest yet again.


    Max stumbled over a tree at the very edge of the forest next to the meadow, and something about it made him stop and take a second look. He could tell that this was no ordinary tree; it had some type of inscription engraved into the bark: “The time has come.”


    Max ran his fingers across the surface of the mark.


    “It feels like the inscription has been burnt into the bark,” said Max. Paul stopped and turned around, making his way back to his cousin, wondering why he had paused. He looked at the inscription with interest.


    “I have never seen anything like this,” replied Paul.


    Before either could draw any conclusions, a spark erupted from the mark, making both boys jump. They stood there waiting for a second spark, but nothing happened.


    “Something doesn’t feel right about this forest, Max. I don’t know why you like it here so much. Too many weird things happen.”


    The spark had astonished Max and the inscription had a strange effect on him. Silently, he gazed at the tree until Paul dragged him back to the here and now.


    “Let’s get out of here. I want to look around the city before we have to go back to the dojo.”


    They found themselves back in the meadow within minutes. Paul was the first to grab his gear, walking over to the rock overlooking the city. It was a perfect vantage point, the city built in a valley, with the forest forming from the city limits all the way up to the top of the ridgeline, separated by the meadow.


    In the clear morning sunlight it was quite easy to see every one of the tall buildings. The city looked so close from the high rock; however it was a forty-five minute trek to the closest part of town.


    “The city looks beautiful in the morning doesn’t it?” said Paul. Max remained silent as he stood there, taking in the view. Paul turned his head towards him and asked, “If you had the chance to protect this city, would you?”


    Max was surprised by Paul’s words, but replied, “If I could, I would.” They were both staring at each other. “Good. I’ve always loved Sherwood. It has always been home,” said Paul, finally turning away.


    Sherwood City was named after the forest. It was agreed when building began that the forest would remain intact. Expanding the city by building away from the forest, the trees gave the city a border, the forest spreading right around it, leaving a vast area of free land behind. Even though the city was young, the skyscrapers and tall, modern buildings towered over the trees. The only old buildings left from before the inception of the city were the dojo and the herb shop, buildings that a few select people still held onto, refusing to let their heritage be destroyed by modernity.


    Max could not help but think how attached he had become to both the city and the forest. Nowhere else did such a place exist.


    With no further hold-ups, Max and Paul walked along the gravel trail that took them down to the city, towards the dojo that was located in the centre.


    Uncle Jade had always loved martial arts. His goal was to be the finest martial art teacher in Europe, helping his people to learn and benefit from his experience.


    The dojo had very little new technology, and in the boys’ spare time Uncle Jade would have them doing chores, practising with their swords, and training in the art of hand-to-hand combat.


    The buildings surrounding the dojo towered over it: huge structures comprised of glass and billboards lined every street in sight. It was like there were two worlds right next to each other: one consisted of nature - trees that covered the vast landscape, animals that used this world to survive, water which the trees and the animals both needed to exist. This world consisted of a system that required all the elements to work, a cycle that ensured everything was working.


    The second was evidence of the humanisation of nature. Humans working and living together was the cycle for the city. If there was ever a world that needed saving, it would be the one with the towering skyscrapers and humans who would steal and hurt one another without compunction in order to make a quick dollar.


    These thoughts slipped away from him as they cut through Sherwood College to get to the dojo.


    Everything seemed so familiar; he had always wanted to go to this school. Every time they cut through, he tried to take in as much detail as he could. The fresh cut grass, the basketball courts, the classrooms filled with a great number of students. It was all so real to him. The only other people they came into contact with were in the dojo classes. It wasn’t ideal for a teenage boy. There was no trouble to get into, no girls to chase. It sometimes seemed so pointless.


    As they crossed the fields it became clear that they had drawn the attention of a group of boys playing around with a rugby ball. Paul angled away, heading for the outskirts of the school. His plan failed and the boys approached them.


    “Hey, you… Aren’t you the two boys who get home schooled?” queried the shortest boy in the group.


    “Is there a problem?” replied Max, staring hard into the boy’s eyes.


    “I remember you two little brats. You both train at the old dojo up the road,” said the young boy, harshly. Max’s face scrunched up in anger.


    “Don’t tell me: you attended our dojo and couldn’t handle it.” “


    N… no, that’s not it,” the boy managed to stammer.


    “Well, why are you crying about it? I certainly don’t remember you. The people who fail are the first to be forgotten,” said Max, half-glancing over to Paul.


    “How dare you,” said the taller boy in the group. He pushed his way to the front, trying to intimidate Max with his size.


    “What my cousin is trying to say is that our dojo isn’t for the faint-hearted,” Paul smiled, trying to de-fuse the situation.


    Paul did recognise the group. The head of the group was called Deon; dark skin, medium build and by far the smartest of the three. The taller figure was Nate; lean shoulders, big legs. He was the biggest and many of the school kids were scared of him. Paul knew for a fact that it was a front; he looked meaner than he was, and this was certainly evidenced by his lack of fighting skills. The smaller one, John, was the concern. He was stocky and very quick on his feet, with blond hair and fair skin.


    “So, you’re saying that the gym we train at is?” replied Nate in a deep voice.


    “I can see this conversation is going nowhere, so we will be off.”


    As Paul turned his back on the group, it was John who took the first swing, trying to catch Paul off guard. Max was quick to counter, forcing John into the ground with a hard arm lock.


    “I will break his arm!” screamed Max, as his leg came down on John’s throat. He grabbed John’s wrist tighter and yanked it even harder.


    John’s sounds of agony stilled the boys immediately. John’s face grew beet red and he grabbed his shoulder, as if that could free his arm.


    “Okay, we’re backing off,” said Deon, pulling Nate away with him. Max released John, rolling out of the hold towards Paul.


    “It’s not sportsmanlike to attack a person when their back’s turned!” yelled Max.


    Paul herded Max away from the group, directing him towards the dojo.


    “Go play with your wooden swords,” replied Deon, creating laughter within the retreating group.


    “I could have settled that in a nicer manner,” said Paul.


    “Is that your way of saying thank you? I wasn’t going to sit around and let him hit you from behind.”


    He gave Paul a small nudge, which broke the tension instantly.


    “Thank you,” Paul replied with a chuckle.


    It was coming up to midday and they still had ten minutes to walk before reaching the dojo. The city streets bustled, with hundreds of workers on their lunch breaks. The mingled scents from the various food stalls made the boys’ mouths water.


    “Can I ask you a question?”


    “Shoot,” replied Paul.


    “What do you want to do when you grow up?”


    Paul slowed down his pace, focusing on his reply. This was a question he found easy to answer. He knew exactly what he wanted.


    “Probably take over the dojo.” It was what the generations before him had done; it was almost set in stone. Paul could tell that Max was waiting for him to ask the same question.


    “What about you?”


    “To tell you the truth, I don’t know. I want something bigger than this,” Max answered.


    “The best advice I can give you is to wait. Whatever you are searching for will come. You have a good life at the dojo and, wherever you end up, just don’t forget where you came from.”


    “Thanks,” said Max with a half-smile.


    “What should be on your mind is beating me for once.”


    Max patted him on the back. “You know the time will come.”


    A few moments later, they were home and stood at the gates of the dojo. The doors stood as tall as the doors on a castle, with intricate patterns carved into the wood. The patterns followed along from the door to the wall surrounding the dojo. The wall was ten feet high, with tiles forming into a roof on both sides of the wall. It was ancient but well preserved.


    The doors to the grounds swung open and framed in the doorway was a powerful man with black hair and brown skin. His track pants were loose and a white singlet covered his upper body. The singlet was almost a size too small and emphasised his well-defined muscles. The man standing in the doorway was Paul’s father, but to Max he was Uncle Jade.
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    [bookmark: 58956]Chapter 3


    The Dojo


    The two boys walked towards the doorway and Uncle Jade welcomed them in with open arms.


    The dojo was big, with two main buildings; the left building was bigger than the right and consisted of their living quarters. The other building was the training room where Jade took most of his dojo classes.


    The two buildings lay ahead of him as he led the way through the corridors. The stone of the floor was cool and smooth beneath his bare feet.


    As Max walked, he looked to the right at the beautifully-planted gardens and, as always, he was captivated by the serenity of the surroundings. He could hear the birds feeding their young under the crystalline blue sky.


    At the lower level of the dojo was an area of grass as big as a football field. Uncle Jade used it for outside classes, providing fresh air for all the students. The field was big enough to fit three classes at the same time, with a fence that cut off the rest of the city from this big and peaceful place.


    “I see you boys made it home in one piece. How was it?” he asked, while walking with them on the floorboards, which lined the whole dojo. Both boys stepped up onto the floorboards and sat down.


    “It was very insightful,” replied Paul, as he admired the spectacular view of the green field. Jade looked from Paul to Max before he spoke. A smile appeared on his face.


    “I see. So, do you think you passed?” he asked.


    The boys looked at each other, confident in their ability. Paul nodded to Max, hinting for him to do the talking.


    “In my view we passed. All instructions were executed perfectly and we feel as if we have accomplished something,” Max answered with all honesty. Reassurance came in the form of a smile from Uncle Jade, obviously happy with the reply he was given.


    “I have a class to teach soon but the point I wanted to make is that you may have to use this mission experience later on in your life, so I do hope you have learned something from it. You both have chores to do before lunch and then you have free time while I teach.”


    With that, Jade stepped onto the platform and disappeared behind one of the doors that led into the house.


    Max stood up and headed to the kitchen, where a list of chores was posted. Under his name there were a number of things that needed his attention, including scrubbing the wooden floors, sweeping, cleaning windows, tidying his side of the bedroom and hand-washing the dishes. Max took a minute to scan the piece of paper and look down Paul’s list, which included cleaning out the hot pools, sweep leaves, gardening, cleaning his side of the room and taking out the trash.


    Max eagerly began doing his chores, knowing that the sooner he started, the sooner he would be finished.


    An hour passed, by which time both Max and Paul had finished their chores and were waiting at the table while Uncle Jade reheated last night’s dinner. Usually, their lunch was food from the previous night, because his uncle always had to teach right afterwards and cooking more than enough for dinner would mean leftovers for lunch. Pasta was on the menu for lunch and Jade set three plates of it on the table, sitting opposite Max and Paul.


    “Eat your grub while it’s still hot,” he said. He was only there for five minutes before hurrying off to the next part of the building and getting ready to teach.


    The boys ate in silence, not a word passing between them. Paul was the second to be done and was in no hurry as he cleaned his plate and left.


    Max was left alone at the table eating his lunch while his mind entered another world. It was the tree that tore through his thoughts. How was what he had witnessed possible?


    After a couple of minutes of pondering, he had licked his plate clean, leaving no remains. Now he had most of the afternoon to do as he wished, with no classes to attend until the next day.


    With the sun shining, outside was the favourite option. With a full stomach, Max felt no ambition to do anything other than sit on the wall that faced the dojo fields and let time take over. It wasn’t long before he closed his eyes and fell asleep. Time passed. Hours withered away as the warmth of the sun evaporated. Max awoke to a voice and a dark figure standing over him. He tried to move his lips to talk but was cut off.


    “I put dinner aside for you and I do hope you get some sleep somewhere more comfortable. We have a long day tomorrow so I want you to get some of that energy back, okay?” said Jade as he stood over him.


    Max looked up at his uncle. “What were my parents like?” he asked.


    There was a long pause during which neither Max nor Jade spoke. Jade came down into a crouch before Max, so he could better engage with his nephew.


    “Your parents were lovely people, Max. Your mother was something different; she was truly the most beautiful person I have ever met. I can see parts of her in you and it warms my heart,” he continued, as he smiled softly at Max.


    “What about my father?”


    “He was a great man. Someone who gave back to the people, protecting those who could not defend themselves. He was more of a Robin Hood than anything.”


    Max easily recalled the memories of Uncle Jade reading the Robin Hood story before they went to sleep. But how did his father fit into the picture? He had never heard much about the man.


    “You say he was a hero, but what type of hero leaves his son at birth? What type of a hero leaves his sick wife to die four years later? Tell me, Uncle Jade,” said Max, sharply.


    “It was your father’s duty to leave. Don’t ask me why. That is something that only time can give you,” replied Jade.


    “Time has not been kind to me, Uncle.”


    Uncle Jade took Max in a firm grip, bringing him to within inches of his face.


    “I will not let you bad-mouth your parents, the sacrifice they made to get you where you are now. They did not leave you with me to lose hope. Glorify their memories by striving for greatness,” he commanded, shaking Max.


    Silence gripped both men. Max could sense emotion within Uncle Jade, emotion that he rarely saw. He knew he had hit a spot in his uncle that had been untouched in years. Uncle Jade had to take a second, letting go of Max and retreating a couple of paces away.


    Max was almost in tears. He had never felt such pain or emotion as he now felt. He ducked his head down, seeing nothing but grass and trying to avoid his uncle’s gaze.


    Max had always wanted to know more about his parents, hoping that, with more information, he would finally be able to understand them.


    “The last thing they told me before they left was to keep you as close to my heart as Paul. To raise you as they would have, not only for the name you bear, but for the family you represent.”


    There was a pause and his uncle turned around to the city and gazed out as if searching for a lost soul.


    The conversation had overwhelmed Max and now he was in desperate need of his own space. There was a puzzle to be put together and he only had the outer layer.


    “I have taken in everything that you have told me, but I am not that quick to forgive them,” he replied. With the last words rolling off his tongue he departed. It had grown dark, but he was so wrapped up in thoughts of his parents that he took no notice of his surroundings.


    He heated his dinner in a flash, sitting at the table and thinking about what had just happened. His mind drifted in and out of reality. He sat like a zombie as he ate his food, staring straight at the fridge in front of him. If it weren’t for the sudden sound of the dojo students passing outside, he would have sat there all night.


    Max cleaned himself up, brushed his teeth and climbed into bed. Paul had already fallen asleep, his heavy breathing testament to that. He was surrounded by darkness and was in a bed that was only just starting to warm up. The day had been long and Max was grateful to be in his own bed and not on the ground next to the fire. He finally closed his eyes, resting his head on a soft pillow that made him feel right at home.


    He awoke in the middle of the night to a voice. One that did not come from within the room or anywhere else in the house, but a voice that came from within his very soul. The voice sounded identical to his own: “The time has come,” it said. He closed his eyes and a picture was projected into his mind. It was the carving on the tree, but this time there was no voice; only the carving. Sweat poured down his face and chest. A spark erupted from the carving. Max could feel the same rush now as he had when it had happened in reality. He awoke again to see Paul kneeling at his bedside.


    “Are you all right?” Paul asked worriedly.


    “I’m fine,” he muttered, confused. He sat semi-upright, wiping the sweat from his face.


    “Did you have a bad dream or something? You were tossing and turning and screaming at the top of your lungs.” Paul crouched on the hard wooden floorboards.


    “Bad dream, I guess,” said Max, trying to deflect Paul’s attention.


    “Do you want a glass of water?”


    “I’m fine, just a bit more sleep and that should do me,” he replied as he lay back down and pushed off the covers in an effort to cool himself.


    “Okay, suit yourself.”


    Paul hopped back into his own bed and promptly fell sleep.


    Max was now too afraid to close his eyes, not knowing what would pop up from his subconscious. He could tell he was probably too tense to sleep any more, anyway, even though his eyes were burning with tiredness.


    Sleep he did, though, and the morning arrived too quickly when he felt something poking him. Was he still dreaming?


    He opened his eyes to find Paul standing over him with a practice sword in his hand.


    “I’m trying to sleep,” complained Max.


    “Get up, you lazy swine. Uncle said we have an hour to eat breakfast, bathe and get ready for home school,” he said.


    Max got to his feet and found he was a bit wobbly, his body struggling to wake. He looked out of the window at the dark, pre-dawn sky. It was six forty-five, three quarters of an hour until sunrise.


    Max grabbed a towel and his clothes and headed to the kitchen for breakfast. Paul sat alone at the table with two pieces of toast and a glass of orange juice. Max got out some cereal and set it onto the table with a bowl, spoon and milk.


    “Are you ready for today?” asked Paul, his mouth half-full.


    Max finished pouring milk into his bowl of cereal and took a spoonful before answering him.


    “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


    After breakfast, they both made their way to the bathing house, located along a bamboo-lined path in the direction of the fields.


    The reason behind bathing every morning was to cleanse their bodies and minds ready for home school and was something Uncle Jade demanded of them.


    Max jumped into the bath, feeling his body adjust to the warmth of the pool after the cool air of the early morning. It reminded him of the hot spring in the forest. Time passed as quickly as it had in the forest and the sun began to rise from behind the city buildings.


    Max rose out of the water and vigorously towelled himself off, feeling the warmth of the sun beginning to radiate through the air.


    Now that Max was properly awake and ready to go, he made his way with Paul to the room where Jade passed on his knowledge. In the time they were there, they learnt English, Roman history, science, geography and maths.


    Max didn’t enjoy school as much as his cousin. He often nodded at the points his uncle made, but it was only a pretence that he understood what was being taught. It wasn’t hard to figure out that Paul was better in every subject but one: Roman history. Max was truly fascinated by the subject, if not for the war tactics, then for the heroes and the battles that killed thousands.


    The culture and dominance intrigued him and that enthusiasm carried on through his training.


    Finally, it was time for a break, giving Paul and his uncle time to unwind.


    Max made his way from the education room to the kitchen, grabbing fruit as he went, and seated himself on the wooden boards, looking out into the open field. Max could feel the tension leave his body as he ate and took in the perfect day. No wind, no distraction and only the birds singing to entertain him.


    After ten short minutes it was time to begin their training. Paul could feel butterflies turn inside his stomach. He watched Max enter the room with an equally nervous expression on his face as he bowed to Paul and Jade.


    Both boys wore matching blue robes with a blue belt and the dojo symbol was stitched into the back. This was the uniform worn at all trainings. White robes and belt were given to every student who spent more than a year at the dojo. To indicate progression through the dojo, a belt system was awarded. Uncle Jade had a black belt, thanks to his many years of knowledge.


    “You’re just on time,” said Uncle Jade. He got up from the floor, finished with his stretching. Max said nothing, walking in and standing by Paul. His cousin stood motionless, waiting for his father to give them instructions.


    “We’re going to start off with two laps around the bottom field, then come back up to stretch and begin the other exercises.” Both Paul and Max exited the building and jogged twice around the field. Making their way back up to where his uncle was, Max could feel his body start to loosen. All the tension which seemed to tighten his muscle fibres was suddenly released.


    With Paul leading, they made their way into the dojo. Uncle Jade demonstrated a range of exercises for both boys. He was satisfied with the warm up and it was now time to progress.


    “We shall begin with forty push-ups each,” said Jade, dropping down to the floor. He led the class with perfect press up form, lowering down until his upper arm was parallel to the ground. Uncle Jade believed in the mentality of doing the exercises with his students.


    “If I can do it, you can,” he repeated.


    Max had found the press-ups quite easy. He could tell by the way Paul bolted up that he did, too.


    “What’s next?” questioned Uncle Jade.


    “Sit-ups, because core strength is important,” said both boys simultaneously.


    They carried out the sit-ups with a smile. Paul could feel his core strain under the press of the crunch and his abdominal muscles screamed out in agony. The pain brought back both memories and feelings.


    One challenge that he could remember vividly was standing on a stump, three feet in height, holding a bamboo stick across his back with bricks tied to either end. Of this torture, he had endured twenty minutes.


    A couple of feet away from Max to his left, Uncle Jade had taken up position, facing his class. Behind him were five handpicked white belt beginners. They had been in the dojo for almost two years, and they all had enough tips on their belts to get promoted to blue. This challenge was one of Jade’s favourites, as it pushed a person both physically and mentally.


    Five minutes into the exercise, Paul had felt his legs go numb and his shoulders cry out in agony. He knew if he kept his mind clear and did not doubt himself that he would find the exercise a lot easier.


    Halfway in, however, his body had begun to tell him that he couldn’t do it. His legs had begun to shake and the sweat erupted from his face, dripping to the ground like rain. He told himself that he was strong and that dropping the bamboo would heap consequences upon them all. He could not look weak in front of the other dojo students, especially Max. If any of the boys failed the test, the penalty would be to start again.


    “I can’t do it,” cried one of the students at the back.


    “Stay strong,” muttered Max, grinding his teeth in pain.


    “Don’t falter, men. Another ten minutes is better than starting all over again,” said Paul in a reassuring tone.


    The boy had repositioned the bamboo on his back, looking over to a student on the far side of the room. He could not let her see him in a weak state for she might not like him. The boy had grimly focused on the back of another student’s head, beginning to believe that self-doubt was pointless.


    “Very good. Find strength from within and feed off the person next to you,” Jade had said, trying to give all of them confidence. Three minutes remained in the exercise and every part of Paul’s body had surged with pain.


    Finally, it was over and he was able to get off the stump and walk around. With every step, the built up pain had gradually subsided. His eyes watered and his arms had felt like they could drop off at any second.


    “Paul!” yelled Max. The memory shattered, returning Paul to the training session at hand.


    “Since Paul looks like he is day dreaming, go get the doctor,” Jade growled.


    Max shot Paul a dirty look and then they both took off running outside to a big log in the field. Using all their might, they attempted to lift the log above their heads, one of them at either end.


    “Don’t let that log touch your head,” warned Uncle Jade with a hint of anger in his voice.


    “Get it up,” Paul whispered.


    Max’s arms began to tremble; every moment that passed was agony.


    “Lock out your arms,” hinted Uncle Jade.


    Half an hour passed in this manner and the log went up and down and all around the field. It was hard and draining, a true test of the students’ abilities. Max had forgiven Paul instantly, realising that the problem was within his uncle: He wasn’t quite in the best of moods.


    “Go get washed up,” said Uncle Jade, finally finishing his session. There was no protest from either of the boys and Uncle Jade vanished out of sight.


    “What a drag,” said Max, stepping into the hot pools for the second time that day.


    “I apologise for today,” frowned Paul.


    “What were you day dreaming about, anyway? It had better be good,” smiled Max.


    “It was the stump challenge with the five rookies.”


    “Good pick,” laughed Max, soaking up the heat. He was glad today’s session was over, leaving him with plenty of spare time.


    Max exited the pool, dried off and made his way to the kitchen for brunch. Toast with melted cheese was the best Uncle Jade could cook up for them.


    Max ate alone, replenishing his water levels, which was critical for his hydration. Training had taken a toll on him, he reflected, as he sat there pondering what to do with the rest of the day.


    Sleeping wasn’t an option, so he tossed a coin: going for a walk or finding Paul? The coin flip came up heads: a walk it was, then.


    The dojo gates were soon far behind him. He felt as if he needed to drift off and enjoy some time alone. He walked around the block, but this brought him back to the dojo too soon, so he took off along a path that led him far away from his home.


    He walked the streets alone, drifting around looking for a pleasant place to just sit and enjoy the passing time. It was by chance that he stumbled upon a park in the middle of the city. He sat on the grass and rested against a tree trunk, breathing in the air and letting the sun warm his skin. Closing his eyes, he took in the sounds of his environment.


    Max opened his eyes and watched the kids playing in the playground. Turning towards the walkway, he saw a woman jogging, listening to music on headphones and running alongside her Labrador.


    For long moments he sat there, contemplating the purpose of his life. Was he supposed to travel the world and uncover the secrets that it possessed, or was he to take the dojo over with Paul and help people understand their way of life?


    His reverie was broken by a sudden scream: “Help! Leave me alone!”


    Max put his hands on the ground and launched himself upright. He took a step to the left, leaning his head around the tree to see a boy on the ground with four other boys surrounding him.


    Max could do one of two things: he could walk away, leaving the poor boy helpless on the ground, or he could stand up to the four boys and hope that they would leave. No thinking required.


    He came out from behind the tree and made his way to the group.


    The boys stopped tormenting the kid and turned their attention towards Max.


    “Four guys beating up a little kid,” said Max. “You think that’s fair?” His voice was confident, but his body felt tired. There was no way he had a chance against this many opponents.


    “None of your business, tough guy,” said one of the boys, who had been kicking the kid’s legs.


    Max replied in a voice that was eerily calm. “It becomes my business when a little kid is on the ground getting beaten up.”


    He studied the boys. The leader had a medium build and arms twice the size of Max’s. He wore a white t-shirt with a skull on the front, and jeans that sagged on his hips. The other two had similar builds, but wore basketball jerseys and looked like his flunkies. The last guy he recognised very quickly. He was the short bully he had met at the school.


    “I have a score to settle with you,” said John kicking the boy on the ground in the ribs. The boy let out a scream of pain and clutched himself.


    Max couldn’t stand it any more. He went nose-to-nose with John and said, “If you touch him again I will kill you.”


    The bullies burst out laughing. One of them grabbed a stone and threw it at the kid’s head. Max saw red. He flicked his leg behind the leader and pushed him to the ground. As soon as he hit the ground, Max turned to the guy who threw the stone. With no hesitation, he punched him in the face. Even though Max was fast, he couldn’t prevent a punch that came from the side. It pushed him back but he didn’t falter. He didn’t feel any pain as adrenaline pumped through his blood.


    Now, the leader was back on his feet. He grabbed Max, putting him in a neck hold. Max struggled, but he was unable to break free of the boy’s grip. Powerless, he felt ashamed that he had overlooked the leader.


    “Who wants him?” said the leader, sneering over Max’s shoulder at his friends.


    “It would be my pleasure,” said John.


    He wasted no time and punched Max in the guts, making him grind his teeth. John looked into Max’s eyes before saying, “This will be over before you know it.” He took a step back, releasing a roundhouse kick. Max felt a sunburst of pain before he blacked out, falling unconscious to the ground.

  
    


  
      [image: ]

    


    [bookmark: 88200]Chapter 4


    The Revealing


    It seemed to Max as though hours had passed. He was somewhere in pitch darkness and was unaware of his own body and sensations. Max was in a dream where he was weightless, hovering in the air like a feather. He felt no pain or sadness, only happiness; he was in his own world, where pain was not known. Faintly, he heard voices ring like a bell inside his head. Louder and louder they grew, as if someone were turning a volume dial.


    Max awoke to find the boy he had tried to protect kneeling behind him, attempting to shake him awake. He could see the scared face brighten as he woke. It was like a light had returned to the boy, knowing Max was safe and not dead.


    “Are you hurt?” Max asked, worried about the boy.


    “Only a few bumps and bruises,” he replied.


    “How long was I out?” Max began stiffly to get to his feet. He shuffled a few paces sideways on shaky legs before regaining his stability and standing tall to surveying his surroundings.


    “Not long.”


    Perplexed, Max looked around, trying to figure out how come he was still alive.


    “What happened here? How is it that we’re both not in hospital?”


    The boy took a while to answer as he looked up into the dark night. He could tell that the boy was frightened and only wanted to go home, to be tucked into his safe bed.


    “The police came and chased them away. I hid behind the bushes over there,” replied the boy, now beginning to shake. Max couldn’t tell if he was cold or scared. He didn’t want to wait any longer, knowing his uncle would kill him if he was late.


    “Where do you live?” asked Max, calmly and warmly. The boy said nothing, just pointed in the direction of a long row of houses. “How about I walk you home then?” he said, trying to act like an older brother. “You know kids should not be left alone?” he questioned, looking down at the boy.


    “I know,” the young boy smiled.


    “Next time make sure you are with someone, okay? The city is a dangerous place.”


    The kid led the way, with Max close by his side. They soon came to his house and, without hesitation, the boy climbed the stone steps.


    “There you are! I was worried sick!” said the babysitter, making her way down the stairs.


    “Found him in the park,” yelled Max.


    Without waiting for her reply, he hurried back to the dojo.


    He went to see his uncle and explained what had happened. He had a nasty graze on his knee and his face was bruised, his head pounding from the heavy blow he had received. His uncle was annoyed but not angry; he simply told Max to get an ice pack, relax and not to hold a grudge, because he knew Max was better than that. He was right, of course, and Max understood where Paul got all his wisdom.


    Max took Jade’s advice and sat on the couch with an ice pack held to his face. He disliked being in situations where he was made to look a fool. His uncle had told him not to hold a grudge but he couldn’t help it; every fibre in his body told him to hunt John down.


    The next couple of days passed very quickly; sleeping in his time off, trying to heal the bruises from the fight. It was Thursday morning and Max went through his usual routine, getting up, eating breakfast, bathing and getting ready for home school. Home school passed just as quickly as the days had and it was now time for the boys to leave the books and hit the training grounds. Both boys bowed at the door and walked inside the dojo room. There, Uncle stood before a rack of heavy swords, each with a strong, sharp blade. The day was muggy and very hot and Uncle Jade was sweating before training had even begun. The floorboards felt warm under their feet.


    The wooden swords had been cast away and the boys were excited that they would now be training with the new metal swords. Uncle Jade could see the excitement in their eyes; it was as if Christmas had arrived.


    The swords were big for a reason; they were designed with extra weight attached for training purposes. This allowed the user to get stronger than they would from using a regular sword. Uncle Jade’s plan was to train them with such intensity that when they transitioned to lighter swords, they would be much quicker.


    The training with the wooden swords had seemed interminable, but their growth was impressive.


    It was time to begin. He wasted no time in handing Max and Paul two similar swords. Both buckled under their weight, gripping the handles with all their strength. Max couldn’t believe that such weight could be contained within a sword. He grabbed the handle with both hands but still struggled to balance it.


    “This exercise will connect you to the sword,” said Uncle Jade. Both boys couldn’t help but smile, waiting for further instructions.


    “I want you to feel the pain, and to keep feeling it until the time when you pick up the sword and can use it without it slowing you down,” said Jade. He was now holding a sword of his own and swinging it around like it was made out of wood.


    Max was deeply impressed by Jade’s strength; if he tried those manoeuvres, his sword would swiftly bring him down to the floor.


    “Now, what I want you to do is to swing the sword; it doesn’t have to be fast or strong, just as much as you can handle.”


    “Yes, Sir,” replied both boys. Paul swung first, just keeping it under control - not swinging too hard but neither too softly - and he succeeded in the first attempt. It was now Max’s turn. His arms began to tremble and his feet were sore from carrying all the weight, but watching Paul had boosted his confidence. If his cousin could do it, so could he.


    He took the first swing, losing control as the sword dug itself into a wooden manikin, which was designed for their close-combat exercises.


    “Careful,” muttered Uncle Jade.


    Max readjusted his swing, this time keeping control as he repeated the process.


    “Let’s move on to the next exercise, shall we?” said Uncle Jade, pleased with the boys’ efforts. “The next exercise will be sword push-ups. With the sword on your back you will do as many repetitions as you can.”


    Thoughts rushed through Max’s head; doubt, strength and time - all the essentials that made up the exercise. The sword weighed a ton; he had problems holding it, let alone doing push-ups with it.


    They both got down on their stomachs and Uncle Jade placed a sword on each of their backs. It felt to Max as though his back were going to cave in. His abdominals began to sing, over-use settling in as he tried to withstand the pain, listening to his uncle’s words.


    “Okay, as many press ups as you can, in your own time. Go!” he yelled as the boys followed his commands.


    Max completed twenty before his body gave out on him and he fell to the ground, with Paul completing thirty before he also crashed onto his face.


    They were allowed a two-minute water break so that they could regain their breath and strength. Three sets later and Paul could hardly lift his arms. Maximum repetitions left them hugging the ground.


    The last exercise of the day was sparring against one another with the huge swords. By now, however, Max’s body was straining to even pick up the water bottle, let alone the sword.


    The last thing he wanted to do, though, was to show any kind of weakness to his uncle. With all the will he could summon, he picked up the sword for the last time and faced Paul.


    Paul dealt with the same problem Max did, but he nevertheless showed no sign of slowing down, which made this fight an even match.


    With Uncle Jade looking over them both, they began fiercely hitting one another. Even though they were swinging slowly and weakly, a blow from the sword could still break a bone if it made contact. They went back and forth, swinging and blocking each another, until they satisfied Uncle Jade.


    “That is enough for one day. Go clean up ready for lunch,” said Jade, grabbing the two swords from the boys. With the mighty weight of the swords gone, the relief was enormous.


    The word ‘lunch’ meant only two things to them: eating followed by sleeping.


    “Can’t wait,” said Max with more than a tinge of hunger.


    Paul and Max made their way to the kitchen while Jade put the swords away. Rice and beef was reheated from last night’s dinner. This was one of Max’s favourite foods so he didn’t mind in the slightest eating the leftovers.


    “Once you’re done eating, Max, I would like a word with you,” said Uncle Jade, watching his nephew eye down his food as if he was going to eat the whole thing in one mouthful.


    “Understood,” said Max. He mixed his rice and beef together before scarfing it down, wondering what it was Uncle had to say.


    For some reason, this was a special lunch. The whole family was at the table, talking and sharing stories. Uncle Jade did not have to shoot away for another class, giving him plenty of time to enjoy the family’s company. Max envied Paul because he had a father, but deep down he knew that Jade was more of a father to him than was his biological one.


    When they had finished lunch, Max made his way to Uncle Jade’s office, located in the second dojo. He had only been allowed in there once before, when he had to scrub the entire floor section for getting in trouble. He had learned his lesson that day and never had to scrub it again.


    Uncle Jade sat in his chair, indicating for Max to also sit. Max silently did as he was asked.


    “Do you know why I called you in here?” asked Uncle Jade as he sat in his arm-chair looking directly into Max’s eyes. Max felt slightly nervous but couldn’t think why.


    “No, Uncle,” he replied.


    “As you are aware, you are one tier behind Paul on your blue belt. I would like to give you the opportunity to earn that stripe and get yourself up to the same level as him.”


    The air in the room felt heavy all of a sudden. Max knew that Paul had undertaken a big mission in order to earn his last stripe, and Max felt the pressure of falling into his shadow if he failed.


    “What do I have to do?”


    “Miss Boston has a medical supply shop on the edge of town. Someone is stealing supplies from her business. Here is a list of what has gone missing over the last week.”


    Max took the list and scanned the contents. Wintergreen, yarrow, chamomile, Golden Rod and Lady’s Mantle. He recognised some of the names thanks to the summer break, when he had helped Miss Boston. She had taught Max and Paul about medical treatments when Uncle Jade had to be out of town on business trips. Paul had enjoyed the lessons more than Max did, learning how to crush the right herbs to calm a headache.


    “All these herbs could be used for a number of reasons - fever, cuts, and headaches,” said Max with a serious face.


    “Your mission is to camp outside the store and gather information on the culprit.”


    Uncle Jade now looked from Max to the window. He stood and approached the window, leaning on the ledge. “Miss Boston has been a friend of the family’s for a very long time. I want this issue resolved.”


    Silence fell upon the room. Max didn’t know what to say.


    “What about Paul?”


    Uncle Jade looked surprised.


    “You have often asked for an opportunity to prove yourself. If you don’t think you can handle this, I will have to pass it to Paul,” replied Uncle Jade, still with the surprised expression on his face.


    He was right. Max had always wanted an opportunity to prove himself. The day Paul had returned from his mission, envy had crept into the cracks in Max’s personality.


    Max straightened in his chair. “I can handle this,” he replied with authority. He was overwhelmed with joy at the thought of his first lone mission.


    “Good. You have the day to prepare. You leave at nightfall.”


    “Yes, Sir.” Max bowed to his uncle.


    Max left, his walk quickening to a jog as he exited his uncle’s room. Jade would provide him with the equipment he required, so all he needed to do was prepare mentally.


    He rested on his bed for a while, contemplating his mission, but before long it was time for him to return to Uncle Jade’s office to receive his equipment.


    He opened the door and made his way over to a table where there lay food and a wooden sword.


    “Glad you could make it,” came Jade’s voice from behind the door. “Have a seat.”


    “Take the ridge, by the forest’s edge. Do you remember your way to her store?” he asked.


    Max nodded, trying to visualise the route in his head.


    “You have enough resources to last for two nights. If nothing happens, then report back to me.”


    Uncle Jade knew that wouldn’t be the case: If the thief still needed supplies for whatever reason he would strike again.


    Jade continued to look out the window at the dark night. Finally, he reached under the table and pulled out a set of black robes.


    “These are very old and worn robes. I used these on my first missions. So did your grandfather and his grandfather. Wear these with pride and ration your food. Make sure you use your wooden sword appropriately.”


    “Is there anything else, Uncle?”


    “Yes. Slip this note under the door of the store before you set up camp.”


    Max stood up and gave Uncle Jade a reassuring look. “I am honoured to be sent on this mission and I will wear your robes with pride.”


    “Good luck, Max.”


    Jade left the room so that his nephew could change and get ready to head out.


    Max approached the equipment, grabbing the robes and easing them over his body. He put his food in an inside pocket and attached his sword to his belt.


    He left Jade’s office and went into the dining room, but there was no one to be seen. He took that opportunity to slip out of the dojo into the moonlight and stood for a moment, invisible in the shade of the dark.


    There was a faint night breeze that made Max’s skin tingle with anticipation and he hastily made his way out into the field facing the fence, heading towards the forest’s outline.


    He evaded all the streetlights for fear that someone would spot him, doing his best to remain hidden as he moved from tree to tree, sticking to the shadows.


    He arrived at the thickest part of the forest. It looked very intimidating and Max wondered if anyone but he was brave enough to venture in.


    Taking another right as the forest curved around slightly, he remained between the forest and the city. Once the curve ended, he was on a straight path for the shop. Even keeping up a steady pace it still took him forty-five minutes to get from the dojo to the store.


    When he arrived at the store he searched the immediate area to ensure that no one had yet been there and found no clues to indicate that the store had been broken into.


    He approached the door and slipped the letter under the doorframe.


    The store was about five minutes away from the city, located just beyond the forest’s edge. Trees surrounded the house and it was clear that this was a unique store; a purveyor of rare herbs and other unusual ingredients. This store had remained unchanged for many generations, providing medicine and herbs to its clientele. Mostly old, travelling traders would buy herbs for their journeys. There were few stores like this in the world, most having been developed into hospitals and medical clinics.


    It was for this reason, of course, that the thefts had been taking place in this store: It was too risky to steal supplies from the hospital.


    Max sprang into action, placing movement traps along the perimeter. The traps were of his own design: two cans stuck into the ground with a wire connecting them. The idea was that if someone walked between the cans, the string would tighten and the cans move from their original positions, making a slight noise, just enough for Max to pick up on.


    Once he had set three of his traps around the entrances to the shop, he felt satisfied with his plan.


    It was now time for Max to take up position and wait for the time to expire. He found a comfortable spot beneath a tree which overlooked most of the area. He did not light a fire lest it scare away the thief.


    Although there was no fire, he was warm enough in the thick robes. He got comfortable up against the tree and looked down into the open area, keenly watching for any type of movement.


    Time passed slowly; it had been three hours since he had arrived and Max did all he could to keep himself occupied. He had opened and consumed a couple of energy bars, just to stay awake. He sat there looking into the darkness of the forest. Max’s vision had already adjusted to the darkness and he was comfortable being on guard in the inky night.


    Just as his mind started to drift off, he heard a little shuffle. He whipped his head around to all three of his traps and immediately noticed that one of them had been moved. It was clear that someone was here.


    Max bolted to his feet and began searching the area, duck-walking so that no one could see him.


    He continued to search, but nothing obvious was visible apart from the trees and the house.


    He couldn’t understand what set the trap off; it wasn’t an animal because he would have spotted it. He kneeled completely still, not moving a muscle, and scanning from left to right.


    Turning his head towards the door he was astonished to see the door open itself. Even though it was dark Max was not mistaken. No one had entered the door, and yet it had opened of its own accord.


    He was at a loss: should he follow whoever went in or wait until the door opened again and try and catch the thief when they emerged? He had decided to wait it out for a little longer when he had an idea.


    Max rounded up his traps, cutting the wire off the cans, turning his head every two seconds to check the door. He found two sticks that looked strong enough for his plan, connected all the pieces of wire together and tied the longer strand to the sticks. He then placed the sticks on either side of the steps that led down from the door. His plan was to trip whoever came out, grab them and question them.


    He checked the wire, making sure it was tight enough to do the job and hid behind the fence ready to attack.


    Ten minutes had passed when Max finally heard the door open. He looked up at the door, but saw nobody, only a package that hovered in the air for a second before disappearing.


    He was now more confused than ever. He couldn’t believe what he had just seen and rubbed his eyes to check he was not dreaming. Bemused though he was, he remained behind the fence, waiting for his opportunity.


    He kept his eye on the sticks and the wire and suddenly the sticks went flying. There was a thud and the hovering package flew out into the open area. Max drew his sword and leapt out from behind the fence, swinging at the spot where the ‘person’ had fallen.


    Only dust rose where his sword connected and disappointment descended upon him at the thought that he may have failed his first solo mission.


    But how could the trap have triggered itself? And, anyway, he was sure he’d heard someone say “damn it,” as they hit the ground. This was either the work of someone really smart or someone clumsy but very quick.


    He spun around to where the package had landed and a sudden cold fear gripped him. His breathing stopped and his whole body was frigid, as if he had been frozen into the middle of an ice cube and left there.


    His heart jumped a beat and without a conscious decision, he found that he had swung the sword in front of him. A teenage boy about a year older than Max was standing upon the package, staring into his eyes.


    “You know, it’s not nice to set toy traps. You could really hurt someone,” said the boy with heavy sarcasm.


    “You shouldn’t be stealing from this store!” replied Max.


    “I have good reasons.”


    “Whatever your reasons, stealing from the store isn’t right.”


    “You have two options. Either you stop me or you don’t,” said the boy.


    Max stood silently, offended by the boy’s attitude.


    “There is only one way to settle this: my way.”


    The teenager then vanished into thin air. How on earth was this possible?


    Max looked around, but soon realised it was impossible to find someone invisible. He didn’t know where to look. Was he behind him, beside or in front of him? There was no way of telling.


    A slight breeze touched his face; he jumped and swung his sword as hard as he could in front of him, but his sword didn’t meet any resistance. How was he supposed to know what it felt like to hit someone invisible? He had never encountered this before and his uncle sure enough didn’t have a lesson on how to defend yourself against an invisible person.


    Was the teenager here, or was Max now alone? All he could hear were the animals that rummaged around in the forest.


    The teenager soon proved that he was not gone; he silently approached Max’s right side and punched him in the side of the face. Max stumbled but retained his balance, swinging his sword to his right but again hitting thin air.


    His face was throbbing from the sucker punch: he had to put an end to this. He closed his eyes and held his sword stiffly out in front of him. He became calm, soothing his body and mind and boosting his mental state. This was a trick that Uncle Jade had taught him. When Max opened his eyes and was ready to fight, the teenager was not visible to his eye, but to the environment he was in.


    Max watched as a strong gust of wind blew leaves in the direction of the boy. The leaves stuck to his body and in that second, Max knew where he was.


    In the darkness of the night, the only light source was the moon, but Max could see clearly enough. Before he lost the boy again, Max threw his sword as hard as he could at the blown leaves, running forward as the sword left his hand.


    The sword stopped dead in thin air and dropped to the ground. Max dived and wrapped his arms around the invisible form, bringing it to the ground with him.


    “Well done! Not bad for a Non.” Suddenly, the youth’s form was now visible.


    They got to their feet and Max picked up his sword, holding it against the teenager’s chest.


    “What is a Non?”


    “A Non is a person with no powers.”


    Max didn’t understand what the boy meant. Powers? Was that how he could become invisible? Max was baffled.


    “Are you the only one with these powers or do other people have them, too?”


    It took the teenager some time to think of a reply. “No, I’m not the only one; there are others like me. Plenty, in fact. They are expert at hiding their true abilities, though, because they’re scared of what people would think.”


    Max was lost for words. Were there, then, people he knew with powers that he just didn’t know about? If so, how would he be able to deal with another, having had so much trouble with this one?


    “I must say, you are the best Non I have come against so far. No other has taken me down like that. In fact, only a very few people with powers have been able to do so.”


    Despite his confusion, Max was delighted by the comment and failed to suppress a small smile.


    “So, how did you obtain your power?” asked Max, curious about what it must be like and wishing to have a power of his own.


    “That, my friend, is for another time, if we ever meet again, that is.”


    The stranger picked up the package that he had dropped and put it inside his jacket.


    “It’s been a pleasure meddling with you but I should be on my way. I will not return to this store again, so don’t worry.”


    “How can I trust you?”


    “You can’t,” said the boy, once more becoming invisible.


    “Wait! What’s your name?” shouted Max.


    “Carter, the invisible wonder,” the boy called, as he made his exit.


    Max sensed that this time he was really gone and stood for a moment, contemplating the extraordinary experience. He was full of joy about his completed first mission and was dying to tell Paul what he had just seen, although he doubted that Paul would believe him. Did he even believe it himself?


    Max threw the thought out of his mind. He had now packed his gear and was ready to head back to the dojo. He took the same trail back home, which was much harder to navigate at nearly three o’clock in the morning, the sky having darkened to the point where Max was largely relying on his instincts.


    He came off the curve and went through the back streets to get to the field where the dojo lay. As he walked, he suddenly got a gut feeling that something was wrong, but couldn’t put his finger on what it was.


    As he jumped the fence that separated the city from the dojo he was overpowered by a fierce light that burned his eyes.


    His hand over his eyes, he peered through his fingers to see the dojo ablaze with leaping flames. Tears filled Max’s eyes and, with a cry of horror, he sprinted forwards to save whatever he could.


    He couldn’t shake the thought of Jade and Paul; they were the only people he had left. He was damn sure not going to stand around and let nature take them away from him.


    Faster and faster he ran until he came to the middle of the field, where he collapsed to his knees, unable to move any further. The image of the tree flashed into his head: “The time has come.” The tree shot up in flames and Max screamed in sudden pain. The pain was unbearable but with a surge of will power he opened his eyes.


    All at once, he realised he could feel rain. Were the gods looking down upon him, giving him hope that they could put out the fire? Or was it simply nature?


    The rain fell harder, millions of droplets of water hitting the ground, until he was drenched. Thunder tore the sky with a vast boom, his eardrums vibrating from the sheer power. To Max the thunder sounded like the roar of an angry dragon, as it boomed even louder. He looked up into the raging sky and it seemed to him that there was a war going on up there.


    The sky flashed brightly as lightning filled the air and purple and red blurred Max’s vision. It was as though the thunder and lightning were opposing foes fighting each other; first one would pound the sky, and then the other would set it on fire. From purple and red flashes to yellow, red and white lightning bolts.


    Max was desperately scared as the lightning screamed down to the ground, striking every ten metres around the field. Why was this happening? The lightning was seemingly contained only to this field, leaving the rest of the city unscathed.


    Max tried to move but was unable to. Something was holding him down, a force he couldn’t explain. Was it the gods? Or could it be the Power Users he had found out about today? Either way, he felt utterly helpless as he knelt there, watching the dojo burn.


    Incredibly, the lightning flashes increased, each bolt burning a mark on the grass. And then it stopped for a split second.


    A single lightning bolt shot from the sky - the biggest Max had ever seen – and it screamed through the heavens towards him.


    He slammed his eyes shut just as pain erupted into his body, the bolt hitting him directly. Instead of returning to the sky or cutting off, the bolt continued to emit its extraordinary power.


    Slowly, Max felt himself being raised ten feet off the ground until he was floating in the air, just as in his dream. The bolt maintained its throbbing power, releasing its energy into Max until, with a huge thump of thunder, the bolt stopped, shooting back whence it had come and releasing its grip on Max, who thudded down onto the grass of the field.


    He lay there, unmoving, while sparks of lightning tingled all over his body, jumping from one side of him to the other.


    Slowly, Max regained consciousness, watching the dojo burn directly in front of him. He could feel the intense heat radiating from the building, and the thought of losing his last family made him sick and angry. He had to do something; he could feel his mind slipping away.


    “Paul! Uncle Jade!” he cried out, rising to his knees. How had he got here? He couldn’t remember the transition from the forest to the dojo. How was he alive? Anyone else would have died, so what made him so special that he had survived the wrath of nature?


    He turned his head away from the terrifying sight and tears began to stream down his cheeks. He took a faltering step, trying with all his might to move and save his family. Before him, the dojo began falling apart, piece by piece. His vision became blurry and he was on the edge of losing consciousness once more. Just before his body finally gave up, he witnessed two large shadows far on the other side of the dojo and he was sure they weren’t Jade and Paul.

  
    


  
      [image: ]

    


    [bookmark: 125556]Chapter 5


    The Hospital


    The doctor stood at the foot of Max’s bed. “His status?” he asked, looking towards the nurse.


    “His heart is normal at the moment, his breathing has steadied and his charts are fine,” she replied.


    The doctor stood there confused, wondering, if that were the case, how Max could have slipped into a coma.


    “We need to do some more tests, give him a brain scan and check for anything out of the ordinary,” said the doctor, walking up and down beside Max’s bed. “We must be missing something.”


    Two police officers were stationed outside the room, waiting to ask their questions about the fire and the deaths of his uncle and cousin.


    “What happened to him?” asked the nurse, turning to the doctor.


    “Little is known. They found him by the burning dojo, unharmed,” he replied.


    “Why are the police stationed outside? Do they really think this boy could have caused the fire?”


    The doctor clipped the file onto the end of Max’s bed before replying.


    “They brought him in.” He indicated the two police officers sitting in the corridor.


    “I feel awful for him. They were his only family and now he has no one,” said the nurse trying to hold herself together. The doctor could see the tears brimming in her eyes and quickly shuttled her out of the room before she broke down completely.


    Max slumbered inside himself, oblivious to his surroundings. He was in a cocoon and would hatch out only when the time was right.


    Once she had composed herself, the nurse returned and took him to the scanning room, while the doctor attended to another patient.


    The tests went well and Max was returned to his hospital room. His room was like any other: three-storeys up in the building and with a window that afforded a lovely view and let the sun drift in. There were no flowers or gifts since only the doctor and the police knew he was here. He had no relatives or friends to come visit. He was only alive thanks to the police. They needed questions answered and Max was the only one with the information.


    The police and fire fighters had arrived on the scene at the same time. By then, the rain had put out the main part of the fire and only a few small areas continued to burn. It had only taken a few minutes to douse the remaining fires, but the service personnel were soaked, drenched by the downpour.


    They had quickly stumbled upon Max, since he had dragged himself from the field all the way to the frame of the dojo. It was very easy to mark his trail: a large mud trail stretched behind him and large fragments of wood had collapsed on him as he lay there helpless.


    A furious effort by the firemen succeeded in releasing Max from the collapsed dojo and they rushed him to the hospital as fast as they could. On initial inspection, he appeared uninjured and the hospital staff were bemused as to how he had not been crushed by the falling wood.


    It was a Sunday morning and the policemen could find a hundred more important things to do than sitting around watching a boy all day. There had been no change in his condition and the doctors didn’t know if he was ever going to come out of his coma. In fact, they told the police that there was only a slim chance of him waking up. They had given Max two weeks before he was taken off life support.


    A week and a half passed and still nothing had changed. Two policemen had been detailed to check up on the boy. It was eight in the morning on Wednesday and the sun was already out in force, promising a beautiful day ahead.


    This was supposed to be the officers’ day off, however they had made this their last stop before returning to their families. They entered his room and one of them sat down on a chair next to him. “It doesn’t seem that there have been any changes to him.”


    “No, he looks brain dead,” replied the second officer.


    “Nothing we can do. Shall we go get a drink before we head home?”


    He was halfway out of his chair when both of their heads snapped in the direction of the heart monitor. It had begun to crash, indicating that Max’s heart was dying.


    One of the policemen rushed out of the room to find a doctor, but Max lay still, unaware that he was moments away from death.


    The doctor flew into the room, pushing the policemen aside, followed by two nurses. The doctor ripped off Max’s shirt in preparation for resuscitation. The nurses brought the crash trolley over to his bedside, charging it for the doctor to use.


    “Ready?”


    Both the nurses nodded and the doctor charged the machine, rubbing the paddles together before zapping Max. His body pulsed and his chest rose in the air for a second before once more collapsing to the bed.


    “Second time. Charge.” Zap. Max jerked once more but again nothing happened.


    “Third time. Charge.” Zap. The doctor was beginning to lose faith. The police officers could only watch in silence as the doctor tried for the fourth time to bring Max back from the dead.


    For a moment, nothing happened but then everything went black. The power had failed. Quickly, the officers pulled out their flashlights and pointed them at Max. One of the officers thought he saw a spark of light flick from Max’s body. He leaned in closer, casting a glance at his partner in the hope that he had seen the same thing, but the other officer was staring at the doctor.


    The back-up generators kicked in, but the police could see the doctor shaking his head in disappointment. He checked one last time for a pulse but was unable to find one.


    “Time of death…” he began, looking at his watch, but before he could continue, he cried out and took a step back.


    “What’s wrong?” asked the nearest police officer.


    “That’s weird. I just got shocked.”


    “Once more,” pleaded the nurse, handing the paddles to the doctor.


    Max lay there, apparently lifeless, but again the doctor recharged the machine, placing the paddles on Max’s chest. As soon as the electric pulse hit Max’s body, the machine exploded, pushing the doctor back and making him stumble and fall. Fire and smoke filled the room and the police officers grabbed the doctor and both nurses and dragged them out.


    The room echoed with the sound of the explosion and lit up like a lightning bolt. The explosion was so powerful that all the windows up and down the hall shattered.


    The explosion had come from within Max; built-up electricity had erupted from his body and the crash machine had allowed it release. A gaping hole in the wall showed the view of the outside.


    The electricity bounced from wall to wall; everything in the room but the bed and immediate area had been destroyed. Slowly, Max sat halfway up in the bed and drew his first breath.


    The nurse rushed to the door and gasped as she saw Max. His body had changed drastically and she no longer recognised her patient, the skinny boy. Her gaze drifted from his eyes down his body. He was bulky and heavily-muscled, with a set of abs that made her eyes widen. When she glanced back at his face, she realised that this, too, had changed. The jawline was more defined and in his eyes was a new coldness. He was no longer a boy, but a man.


    “How?” she whispered.


    Max looked dully at the nurse. He felt like a whole new being, confused, and not knowing who was breathing for him. This was not the body he had left back at the dojo. That boy had not been strong and his agility, smartness, awareness and reactions were below average. Something had changed. He began to realise that in all aspects he was now super human.


    He felt amazing. Curiously, he raised his hand in front of his face and examined it. Was this a dream? He could feel something flowing inside of him, a connection to something he did not understand. He felt that if he were to become weak, or was in need of extra power, that he could draw it from a well inside him.


    He ran his hand down his muscular chest and stomach and was surprised and shocked. How had his body developed so much in such a short time? If he were back in his old body, he would have had to train non-stop for a whole year to get these results.


    He gradually became aware of his surroundings and stared around him in disbelief. The walls were black and as he turned his head towards where the door used to be, he saw the nurse gaping at him in shock.


    The policemen scrambled to their feet and rushed to where the nurse stood.


    Max wasted no time. He found a spare hoody and track pants on a chair near the bed and hastily dressed in them. He left the robes from the dojo behind: they were of his old life.


    He walked over to the gaping hole that lay in the wall and was overcome by a desire to jump off the three-storey building. He had the distinct impression that this would not be impossible, but as he contemplated doing so, he heard a sound behind him and turned his head to see one of the police officers bolting towards him.


    “Stop!” yelled the officer, quickly cutting the distance between them.


    Max ignored him and, covering his head with the hood and calling upon the power he could feel deep down, he leapt off the building, smiling as he hovered in the air for some seconds before hitting the grass with a thud.


    He landed easily on his two feet, crouching down and feeling no pain. A normal human would have broken every bone in their legs or died outright, but Max felt nothing. He crouched low to the ground, placing one hand on the grass in front of him.


    He paused for a few seconds, his eyes closed, absorbing the meaning of his new-found powers. When he lifted his head and opened his eyes, a spark of lightning leapt from one to the other.


    He picked himself up and ran without a backward glance, his focus solely on getting as far away from this place as he could.


    He ran until he could run no further and found himself in a beautiful park in the middle of the city, with swathes of lawn, tall trees and flower beds covering an acre or so. There was a lake in the middle with a bridge across it and it was here that he paused for breath.


    He walked across the bridge and sat on a bench beside it.


    As powerful though he now was, he could no longer hold back his emotions. Tears streamed down his face as he recalled the events leading up to his hospitalisation and he heard himself sobbing. He had no one left; every person he loved was gone. What was he to do? Where would his path take him?


    There were so many questions that needed answers. Who were his family’s killers? Why did his uncle and cousin have to leave him? Max couldn’t comprehend the fact that he was now totally isolated. No friends, no family and no money. Was he to perish the same way his family did, or could he rebuild his family’s name? Hours passed in thought until, finally, his brain had enough and shut down; he lay still on the park bench and retreated into sleep, away from the overpowering emotions.


    A growl from Max’s stomach made his eyes flicker and he slowly awoke. Turning onto his other side, he became aware of the hard wood upon which he lay and consciousness fully returned. It took him a good minute to ease himself off the park bench, wincing at the pains in his muscles as he did so.


    The air was warm and the sunlight reflected off the lake’s surface, making it look inviting. Taking a step towards it, he yelled in pain as his leg cramped up. Bending over and massaging his calf, he hobbled slowly to the lake, then crouched and splashed water on his face.


    “What is a boy to do?” he shouted, wiping a tear from his face.


    “Not a boy, a man,” came a voice from above him.


    Max tried to respond, but no words emerged. A man stood above him on the bridge, smiling. He carried a cane and his eyes were pure white and Max could tell that the man was blind.


    “Why would you think that?” asked Max, straightening to his full height.


    “Well, let me ask you a question: if you had the chance to save someone, would you?”


    “Yes, I would,” replied Max, honestly.


    The man smiled and pointed his cane at him. “Well, there’s your answer; if a boy has the courage to save someone, in my eyes, they’re a man.”


    Max didn’t know what to say. It was true that with every passing second he felt more and more like a man, leaving that boy inside of him behind. The blind man turned and slowly made his way towards the other side of the bridge.


    “Hey, old man! Wait!” Max jumped up onto the bridge and made his way over to him. The blind man stopped and turned towards him.


    “Thank you, Sir,” said Max softly, touching the man on the shoulder.


    “Don’t be silly. I haven’t done anything.”


    “But you have. You made me realise who I am.”


    “Ah, but it came from within you, not me.”


    “I guess you’re right,” smiled Max. “I’m Maximus.”


    “Nice to meet you, Maximus. My name is Bill.”


    The old man propped his cane against the wooden rail and leaned over to get the full reflection of the sun on his face. For some reason, Max felt calm in his presence and enjoyed the company that Bill was providing.


    “Tell me, young lad, what type of scar do you have on your neck?” requested the old man in a curious voice.


    “I don’t have a scar,” replied Max. The old man knew that this was not the case and had full confidence in his next answer.


    “Are you sure? Check again.”


    Max ran his fingers first down the left side and then down the right side of his neck and a shock went through him. He tried to talk, but found his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth. It was impossible for this old man to know he had a scar: for one thing, Bill was blind and for another even Max himself had been unaware of its presence.


    “I’m taking your reaction to mean that you have just found out that you do have one. Some sort of symbol, if I am not mistaken.”


    Max touched the scar for a second time. “No, you are not mistaken. It feels like some sort of lightning bolt with a circle around it. How did you…?”


    The old man gasped and Max could see in his face both fear and excitement. He began to pant, one hand on his heart, and it took him a few seconds to regain his composure.


    “Are you all right, Sir?” said Max in a concerned voice.


    “Yes, yes, I am quite all right, young lad, but I need you to do something.”


    “Sure, what is it?” Max replied, curiously.


    “What I’m about to give you is very important and before I give it to you I need to know that I can trust you.” Even though the old man was blind, he still seemed to hold Max’s gaze, his eyes boring intently into Max’s.


    “You can trust me,” replied Max and the old man smiled. From his pocket he pulled out a small, colourful ring, the same size as Max’s scar.


    “Put this on your scar. It is a dangerous world out there, Max, and your scar will get you into some real trouble.”


    “Why?”


    “You have just acquired a power, have you not?”


    “How did you know?”


    “Your scar is how I know. Now, this small plastic circle will camouflage that full circle of yours. Under no circumstances are you to take it off.”


    Max simply nodded his head, utterly confused by what was happening. He took the small plastic ring from the old man’s palm and laid it against the scar. As it made contact the circle disappeared, leaving only the lightning bolt visible.


    “Great. Let me explain a little, Max. The electric bolt identifies what type of power you have and the circle shows what level you are at. However, now that the circle is hidden you will feel the plastic draining your power so that you don’t over use it.”


    “What’s the meaning of all this, Bill? I don’t understand what’s happening.”


    “It is important that you tell no one about this,” said Bill urgently and Max nodded his head.


    Now he could feel the circle on his neck start to burn, glowing red hot, with the electric scar shining bright. He instantly felt a restriction to his electrical powers, feeling as if he could only draw from very the tip. His body shuddered and he suddenly felt tired and weak.


    “Is it supposed to feel like this?”


    “Yes, you will get used to it.”


    “Yes, Sir, but how long will it restrict me like this?”


    “Until you are ready to control it. Many dangers come with that scar you hold on your neck, which is why it’s crucial that no one knows.”


    “How do you know all of this?” Max asked.


    The old man grabbed his cane and straightened up.


    “I have risked too much. The last thing I will tell you is to control your anger. Try as hard as you can with the restrictions on your power. The seal will break when it’s time, but by that point you have to be aware.”


    With that, the old man turned around and began walking away.


    “Why do I have to cover the full circle?” called Max. “You haven’t given me a good enough reason.”


    “Because there is only one other person in the powers world who has a full circle like you, and he is a God,” replied Bill, harshly.


    Max heard the warning in his voice as Bill turned his back on him. All this new information was overwhelming; it seemed as if two worlds had collided, with Max in the middle.


    Once again becoming aware of his hunger, Max left the park in search of food. He had found a few dollars on the ground next to his bench when he woke up – offerings from passers-by who thought Max was homeless.


    He made his way down to the central shopping street, eyeing the expensive wares in the windows, until he reached a fruit stand on the pavement.


    “How much for two apples?”


    “Fifty cents,” replied the stallholder. He handed the money to her and grabbed two apples, which he ate slowly in an attempt to make them last.


    His hunger somewhat abated, he window shopped for an hour or so before making his way back to the park where he felt safe.


    It was Thursday and Max could tell by the position of the sun that it was around lunchtime. So much had changed in the space of a few days; he was supposed to be at the dojo with his cousin, Paul, at this very moment. He felt overwhelmingly sad that he would never again attend Uncle Jade’s classes. So many memories…


    He wondered what his family would think of his transformation. The only good thing to come from their deaths was that they would not have to live with this new situation that he himself was struggling to handle. Would he still have ended up alone if he had received the gift of his power with the dojo still standing?


    He walked slowly back to the park with his head down, trying to block out all the unwanted thoughts.


    It was a beautiful day and the park was full of runners getting some exercise during their lunch break. Max made his way over to the same bench upon which he had fallen asleep the previous night and heavily sat.


    For the first time he thought about his new powers. He held his hand out in front of him and tried to create a spark.


    Nothing happened.


    Calming his mind, he tried again and gasped as sparks surged out of his hand and up his fingers. Max stared at his hand in awe. The potential of his new power, he felt, was endless.


    He pointed his finger towards the concrete pathway and “pushed.” The electricity flew from his finger and struck the place he pointed to. He stood and looked down both pathways to make sure no one was watching and then sprang over to where the bolt had hit. The area of the concrete was completely blackened and a sudden joy filled Max.


    “What else could I do?” he asked himself in a low whisper.


    He got down on his knees and placed his hand on the ground. He charged enough electricity, opened up the connection inside of him and released it. Electricity pulsed though his arm and shot out of his hand. The pulse rippled through the ground five metres in every direction.


    He stood up, thrilled but dizzy from the energy loss. He was not yet used to controlling how much electricity he could expend and felt drained from the restrictions that the ring put on him. He brushed it off with a smile and took a walk around the park to ease his concerns.
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    [bookmark: 152359]Chapter 6


    New Friends


    The sun was high in the sky and neither cloud nor breeze touched the rocky surface of the cliff side. The cliffs stood high with a reddish colour that glowed when the sunshine reflected off them.


    A tall pillar was located in the middle of the canyon. It was isolated from the cliffs on either side and on top stood a dojo. It was a very fine structure, pinned securely to the rock.


    There were three main sections to the dojo; the main building stood firm and tall, five storeys high. This block contained the accommodation for the dojo, with thirty-two rooms on each floor, apart from the top level where the Masters’ training area was situated. Each room was big enough for a double bed and a desk and they all had a block set of windows, adding light and a view to each room.


    The second part was an open training ground where the students could work out. The ground had a marvellous view of the huge, sandy canyon and, in the distance, trees.


    The third part of the dojo was the big hall, where students could eat and relax. The complex was built to withstand any force that could possibly pose a threat, sandstorms included.


    The location of the dojo was kept a secret; the only way to gain access to the dojo was with knowledge of specific co-ordinates. It was miles from humanity; only the canyon, sand and the far forest lay out here. This was the reason the ancestors had picked this location, being that it was a safe distance from the Nons.


    Traditionally, at some point in every generation, every dojo chooses a new up-and-coming teacher to be trained especially to teach the newer generations to follow.


    This arrangement was put in place by a special government called the NPA (National Powers Association), a very different government to that of the Nons. The NPA deal with all kinds of people, but notably power hungry individuals or groups, and special units are mobilised to deal with certain types of situations.


    Each strike force is handpicked; only the best of the Power Users may join, making the system invincible. The NPA specialises in dealing with any disaster or threat to the Power Users.


    The NPA employees are the very best at their jobs, qualified in many other areas as well as their chosen professions.


    The other main branch of government is the Ministry of Abilities, their main focus within the organisation to hold down the desk jobs and deal with the politics. Their tasks include cleaning up any messes left behind by the Power Users, dealing with any problems that the NPA may come across and controlling the flow network in which people travel.


    Both branches of the government rely on each other to make the system work, everything they do being purely in the best interest of both the Nons and the Power Users.


    They insist upon the training of all students who obtain any sort of power in order that the government may keep the strongest subjects under their control.


    Once a student has finished school, there are certain paths that they may take. One path is immediate placement into the NPA or the Ministry, the other to take their own path, going out into the world to live among the Nons.


    Inside the dojo is a room fully-equipped with computers and up-to-date software, conferring upon the dojo high-level capability.


    The room is completely dark, the only source of light coming from a computer screen. Two people are in the room; a woman behind the computer screen and a man standing behind her.


    The man is of medium build with blond hair and he looks to be in his thirties. There is something different about this man; the scars across his shoulders and neck set him apart as one who has experienced a great deal. He hates to wait around; outgoing and needing to progress swiftly through life, striding through the world and taking it. If he had to do it the hard way then that was fine with him.


    “What’s the latest spark report?” asked the blond-haired man, leaning over to take in the computer screen.


    “Excluding house electricity that could have gone off, there have been two big electricity shock waves that the meter has picked up,” replied the woman in the chair.


    “The location?”


    “A city on the borderline of Sherwood Forest,” replied the woman, pointing to the exact position on the screen.


    “That must be him. I want a team dispatched immediately. I’m taking two of my students along with me and I want you to send a message to the Ministry requesting Stuart from the flow network to assist us. Tell them to meet us at the dojo training ground at zero six hundred hours.”


    “Yes, Sir. One more thing,” her voice dropped to a whisper. “The shock wave was off the chart. If it is him, be extremely careful. No one in the electricity family had anywhere near the amount of energy this one is producing. I can’t put my finger on it, but something’s different.”


    The man stood in silence, his face deliberately blank.


    “I will take that into account, thank you.”


    The man departed the dark room with an uneasy smile, closing the door behind him.


    A couple of days had passed and Max had set up a routine that he followed daily. This consisted of waking up, jogging to the meadow next to the forest and training for a few hours. Taking a dip in the hot pools followed, and then finally he would head back to the city to eat lunch.


    There were no restrictions on him now; Uncle Jade was no longer there to teach him schoolwork or martial arts and he was free to roam and do whatever he desired.


    He had got into a bad habit of sleeping in the middle of the park, feeling as if time was non-existent, lost between the folds of his past and present.


    Today, Max would have continued to sleep if it wasn’t for a strange life force. He awoke to see the clouds partially obscuring the sun, leaving a cool tinge upon the Earth’s surface. The life force confused him and he sat up halfway, wiping the sleep from his eyes.


    In the distance, standing by the lake, was a beautiful girl. He was captivated by a beauty like none he had ever witnessed. His attraction to her felt like it arose from something deeper than just her looks, although with her long dark hair with lighter brown streaks that made her blue eyes sparkle and seem as clear as the lake, she took his breath away.


    Max couldn’t stop staring; he couldn’t take his eyes off her and as he drank her in, his breath began to shorten. He had to talk to her. He slowly got to his feet and made his way out from underneath the bridge.


    As he hesitantly approached the girl, she gave him a smile of perfect white teeth that made goose bumps rise on his arms.


    He now believed in angels. He had to tear the thought from his mind as he walked towards her, picking up a scent of crushed roses and strawberries that made him weak at the knees.


    As he drew within touching distance, he tripped over a small crack in the concrete and, as he broke his fall with his hands, sparks spread out across the ground making him jerk in surprise.


    The beautiful girl grinned and reached out a hand to help him up. “Don’t worry. No one can really control their powers when they first get them.”


    Max was stunned, uncertain of what he should do. What could he say? He froze like an ice cube, waiting for the sun to melt him away.


    Hesitantly, he took the proffered hand and stood up, brushing the dust from his pants as he did so.


    “Plus, I was the only one to see,” she winked.


    “Thank you,” said Max, with a small smile of his own.


    He couldn’t decide if it was the fact of her beauty and that she was actually talking to him, or that she felt comfortable around his powers that made him freeze like he did. She stood there smiling, waiting for Max to speak.


    “May I ask who you are?” he questioned, not trying to hide his confusion.


    “My name is Hilary,” replied the girl, still smiling. An uncomfortable second passed before Max realised he wasn’t daydreaming as he listened to her soft and soothing voice, but actually standing in front of her. He shook himself.


    “I’m Max. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


    He reached out a hand and as soon as Hilary touched it, he could feel electricity of a very different kind to his potentially destructive powers. He felt it like an opened connection, and when she let go of his hand, he could read from the surprise on her face that she had felt the same thing.


    For a moment, neither of them spoke, staring wide-eyed at each other in the warmth of the day.


    “You’re wondering how I knew about your power, aren’t you? Is that why you’re so quiet?” said Hilary, breaking the silence.


    “Yeah, that’s been bothering me ever since I fell,” replied Max with a nervous laugh.


    Hilary walked to the railing around the lake and pointed at a certain spot in the water. Max could just make out a little whirlpool. As he watched, the whirlpool was transformed into a water snake, which started coming towards them. It slithered up the side of the pool and stopped in front of him.


    Fascinated, he studied the detail of the snake. It was amazing. The scales were very defined and its shining eyes gazed unblinkingly up at him. Max ran his hand through the snake, which shivered momentarily and then immediately re-formed, leaving him with moisture dripping from his hand. What excellent craftsmanship! He was embarrassed that he could do nothing but produce electricity.


    “I can control water,” said Hilary.


    “Can you produce it like I can?”


    “Yes, I can, so don’t shock me: water conducts electricity,” she joked.


    Max looked blank, missing the joke completely, his eyes still fixed on the snake.


    “How could you tell I had a power?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.


    Hilary gave a slight grin. “Well, first it was obvious with all the sparks flying around, but the dead giveaway would have to be your scar.”


    At the mention of that, Max lowered his gaze from her face down to her neck.


    “I see you have one just like it, but yours has a quarter of a circle around it. What does that mean?” queried Max as he recalled his conversation with Bill on the bridge.


    “There are different levels. No ring is a Beginner, quarter of a ring is a Leader, half a ring a Superior, three quarters of a ring a Master and a full ring is reserved for Gods.”


    “I can’t be a God,” he muttered, thinking about what the old man had told him.


    “Nice try, but we all start at the Beginner level,” she laughed softly.


    Max felt himself begin to sweat. What did his full scar really mean? Was he a God and, if so, how and why? His mind filled with so many questions that he forgot for a moment Hilary’s deep blue eyes.


    “There have only been five people that have achieved this status, and you wouldn’t believe how long it took me to get just a quarter.”


    “Who has achieved such status?” asked Max, curiously.


    “The three Gods and the only Goddess.”


    “Is that where the full scar came from, the Gods?”


    “I guess you could say that,” laughed Hilary.


    “What about the other one? I only counted four.”


    All of a sudden, Hilary became nervous – even slightly fearful.


    “You don’t have to tell me anything if you don’t want to,” said Max, trying to make her feel more at ease.


    She shook herself. “I’m fine. It’s just… this next one, we don’t like talking about him, and all I can really say is that he is unstoppable. He steals other people’s powers and uses them to his own ends. He doesn’t care who he hurts or kills as long as it goes his way. Many people have tried to stop him but no one can. You’d have to be insane to try and stand up to a level five. Anyway, I’m not going to say any more on that matter,” said Hilary, obviously eager to change the subject.


    Max also felt like moving onto other matters: Gods and evil people were not really his first choice of conversation at the moment.


    “But, yes, a level one you are. I guess Sparky does have some brains after all,” said Hilary, laughing. All Max could do was laugh, relieved at finally having someone to share his scattered his thoughts with. Ever since the fire he had been alone, with no one to relate to. And now, everything that Max could have hoped for in a girl was right in front of him.


    “Well, I hate to interrupt you two,” said a boy standing on the bridge. Max and Hilary spun around in shock. The boy’s hand was already lifted, unleashing a burst of red-hot flame. The flame engulfed the air, spreading like liquid, coming to within inches of Max before he raised his hand, an electric barrier stopping the fire. Max could see the flames smashing the barrier, scattering across the sphere as the boy burst out into the open behind them.


    “Stop it, Jonny!” yelled Hilary, giving him an evil stare.


    “Don’t worry. He can’t get through this barrier,” said Max, glancing at Hilary.


    “And what makes you so sure? He is a level two,” said Hilary.


    “He has no idea what I’m capable of. Both of you are assuming that because you’re both a level higher than me that you can overpower me.”


    “Well, it does take years to achieve level two. So I am going to assume that two level twos can easily handle someone who just recently acquired his powers,” said Hilary indignantly, her face now glowing red.


    “I see,” said Max. He began to inspect the barrier. The fire didn’t leave a mark, touching the point of his finger. Small sparks erupted around the sphere. It was completely intact.


    “You can’t get in,” shouted Max, shaking his head. Jonny leapt off the bridge and onto the pavement.


    “So tough, for someone who knows so very little.” Jonny gathered energy into the palm of his hand, releasing a fireball that hit Max’s barrier with extreme force. Sparks erupted when the fireball hit, ash falling to the ground at the point of collision. Max could feel the heat press against his face as it hit.


    “Well, it’s been a pleasure, but I do have to get going,” bowed Max. He could see the frustration grow on Jonny’s face and smiled to himself.


    Max lowered the barrier, watching as the fireball whizzed past both of them.


    “Thank you,” Max whispered to Hilary.


    Jonny prepared to strike Max for a third time, gathering his energy in the palm of his hand.


    Max’s eyes were drawn to the sky, where a large lightning bolt screamed down to the concrete pathway, making Hilary and Jonny turn in surprise at the magnitude of the light. Max used his flash as an opportunity to escape, leaving the level two Power Users rubbing their eyes.


    Jonny refocused his eyes, trying to clear his blurry vision, which had temporarily blinded him. He did not like being vulnerable, especially to a level one. He could now clearly see Hilary’s red face.


    “You didn’t have to interfere!” she snarled, filled with rage.


    “I wasn’t going to leave it all to you,” he replied. He took a good look around.


    “Outwitted by a level one. If only you could have broken that barrier to save me,” sneered Hilary.


    “You think I would waste my full power on him? I didn’t break it because I didn’t want to hurt you.”


    “If you say so,” she shrugged. She had never seen a student get the best of Jonny, let alone a user who had only recently obtained his power.


    There was something different about this one. The connection she felt through the spark as they first touched. Something told Hilary that this was not the last she was going to see of him.


    “What’s the report on the electric boy?” asked the teacher, waiting in anticipation.


    “His name is Max, Sir, and he got away,” replied Hilary, her gaze fixed to the floor.


    “What happened?”


    Jonny was reluctant to give an answer. He was not someone to be beaten, and admitting that he had been was harder than he thought.


    “He slipped away from us,” said Jonny, trying to avoid Hilary’s eye.


    “I didn’t need any help, Jonny. You scared him off by attacking him,” she replied.


    “I was merely testing the boy; we don’t want weak students at our school. There are already enough of them as is.”


    “Jonny…” glared Hilary.


    “That’s enough. Report back to the dojo. This is no matter for Elite students any more,” ordered the Head Master.


    “Yes, Sir,” they replied together.


    Meanwhile, Max had taken refuge partway into the forest, next to the meadow. He couldn’t stop thinking about Hilary and the events that had occurred during the day.


    “Why did they approach me?” he asked himself. He didn’t really get any information about why they were there. Their black uniforms matched, meaning only one thing: that they were from an organisation or school. Were they trying to recruit him? If so, they had done a poor job of it. Max lay on his back, looking up at the sky.


    “Some advice would be good,” he sighed, hoping for an answer from either Paul or his uncle.


    It was so recently that he had been introduced to a new world, one that he barely had any control over. He had met the most beautiful girl he had ever talked to, found out that there were Gods and evil people stealing powers, and that there were so many more people with powers than he could have imagined. He didn’t know if he could take in all this at once, and he was suddenly struck by the thought of all the new obstacles that he had to face alone.


    He stood and stretched and then sat on a tree stump, looking up for a long time at the night sky, seeing the lights of the city glowing to match the stars above.


    At last, he rose and made his way to the rock that overlooked the city. He stood there as the breeze brushed through his hair and, after a moment’s thought, crouched and carved Paul’s name into the stone.


    Before long, Max grew tired of his painful memories and got up to walk down the path back to the city. He kept telling himself that holding onto these memories would only create a weakness in him, so he pushed them out. If Paul had been there he would tell him to release these emotions, to stop holding them in.


    Walking slowly, pondering on his thoughts, he was unaware of his surroundings until he realised that he was suddenly back in the city. There were more people in town than usual. It struck Max that the weekend had come and he had been completely unaware of it.


    He felt very out of place as he passed groups of men in collared shirts and dress pants. The females wore short dresses and fancy shoes. All of them seemed to be having so much fun.


    Max lowered his head and kept walking, trying not to notice that everywhere were happy, laughing faces.


    As he passed a dark alleyway, he heard sounds coming from the far end. In the darkness, he couldn’t see in detail what was happening, but as he looked closer he could make out a bunch of guys cornering another group.


    The ground was wet and the streetlight flickered, casting jumping shadows every few seconds. There were tall buildings to his left and right as he walked down the alley to a dead end.


    Steel ladders climbed the buildings, leading to the different levels of the apartment blocks. Max walked as softly as he could, trying to avoid stepping on the broken glass that littered the alleyway, attempting to get a better look at the thugs.


    As scary as the situation appeared, Max felt no fear; the situation he was about to get himself into seemed the only thing to do. By the time he was halfway in, he had nevertheless scanned his surroundings, checking for escape routes, just in case.


    As he drew close to the bunch of guys, he could see the faces of the cornered boys and quickly realised that it was Deon and his school friends.


    “Turn around!” yelled Deon in a panicked voice, drawing the attention of the bullies to Max.


    “Ah! Another one to add to our list,” said the man standing before him. Max stood, motionless, not letting a single sound leave his mouth.


    “Beat it, punk, if you know what’s good for you,” said a second man from beside his shoulder. Max observed the three men and couldn’t help but grin. He could see that his grin darkened all their faces and they tightened their fists in preparation.


    “You think something’s funny, boy?”


    Max could see that Deon and his friends looked terrified. The last thing they wanted was for Max to worsen their situation.


    “I just think it’s funny that the bullies are getting bullied,” replied Max.


    “Do you now? Well, you can just join your buddies.”


    “I don’t think so,” smiled Max.


    The man on the left stepped forward and punched Max in the face. He could have easily dodged the blow, but he wanted to feel what it was like to be in power. He stood as still as he could, idly rubbing the spot where he was hit.


    “Was that it? I give you a free shot and you can’t even ground me?”


    The thugs looked stunned. Not only did this boy seek out trouble, but he also mocked them.


    “How dare you!”


    The men were infuriated and now surrounded Max.


    “You stand no chance against all of us.”


    The first man threw a punch, but swung too hard and missed his mark. Max caught his punch, clenching his hand around his fist. The thug tried to break free of Max’s grip but it was useless.


    Max could tell that the man behind him had begun to close in and he pulled his victim close, using his elbow to deal a knockout blow to the man’s forehead. A beat passed and, with perfect timing, Max dodged the approaching fist that threatened to connect with the back of his head.


    The second man’s hand rested on Max’s left shoulder and he quickly spun around, driving a fist into the man’s lungs, dropping him with a squeal.


    The third man quickly came to his friends’ defence. Unfortunately for him, he swung with the same style as his friends, reckless and with no sort of calculation to his striking. Max made quick work of him, pulling his arm over and around his neck, choking him very effectively.


    He had taken out all three of them without breaking a sweat and Deon and his friends gaped at him, speechless. Max could feel the man struggling in his grip, frantically tapping on his hand for release. Max let go and the man crumpled to the ground.


    “Get these two imbeciles out of here.”


    The man nodded, limping over to the two men on the ground and after hauling one to his feet, he carried the other with his arm around his shoulders. They all retreated from the alley as quickly as possible. The flickering light partly illuminated Max as he turned back to Deon and his friends.


    “Are you crazy, man?” squeaked Deon, finally finding the courage to talk.


    “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t do the same to you,” replied Max.


    The tension remained, but the group inched closer to Max.


    “What’s the matter, Nate? Don’t you remember what happened in the park?” he asked, looking down at the boy, anger swirling in the pit of his stomach.


    “What of it?” barked Nate.


    “Put your differences aside, lads. We have bigger fish to fry,” said Deon, the only one who seemed to be clued in to the situation.


    “What do we do now?” asked John, looking paranoid. So much sweat rolled down his face that it looked as though it was raining and he wiped his face with his sleeve. His paranoia made the alleyway seem smaller. Suddenly, he collapsed to the ground, his breathing hard and fast.


    “Relax, John! Take deep breaths,” bellowed Nate, rushing to his side. At that point, things got worse when Max saw two vans pull up at the end of the alleyway.


    Max nodded as he stood in front of the boys. He could see much more clearly now that the moon had risen above the buildings and was shining straight down into the alleyway, reflecting in the puddles at his feet.


    Ten men jumped from the van wielding baseball bats, pointing at Max and smiling in a very unfriendly fashion.


    “Guys, we have a problem!” yelled Deon. He watched as Max began to stride towards the vehicles, portraying a confidence that Max himself didn’t know he had.


    The men drew closer, some slapping their bats against their palms, still smiling.


    The same helplessness that had left Max unconscious on the dojo grounds now spiralled around him once again. Never again did he want to feel lonely; never again did he want to be in a bad situation he could have prevented.


    His scar grew hot and his power sky-rocketed, his anger beginning to mushroom. He howled at the sky and shot out a burst of lightning that bounced off both buildings, missing the men by inches.


    Max could see real fear in the men’s eyes as they struggled to come to terms with his power. The men didn’t risk stepping out into the electrified puddles: Max could see them staring in awe at the puddles as if they had never seen one; a puddle so charged with electricity that it bolted from one side to the other.


    “Go,” one of the men nudged.


    Max lifted his hand and gathered energy into his fingertip, shooting a beam of lightning straight at the group. Before the beam actually hit them, however, it stopped dead and Max realised a force field had been set up around the men.


    Max held his energy, concentrating hard on not breaking the flow of lightning that spurted from his finger. He pushed with all his inner strength, shattering the force field, the lightning beam splitting in two.


    The men bore witness to the bolts of lightning scattering to either side, fading into the distance and, as if as one, they dropped their bats and quickly jumped into the van, which screeched away around the corner.


    It was dead silent. All the boys could hear was the crackling of the electricity remaining from Max’s attack.


    “I think you boys should get going,” said Max, his back turned to them. They didn’t need to be told twice and they nodded in respect as they passed him and left the dark alleyway. Max stood there in silence, lifting his gaze towards the rooftops.


    “You can show yourself now,” called Max, his voice echoing off the tall buildings.


    The silhouette of a man appeared on the rooftop and he began making his way down the flight of steel stairs.


    “That was very impressive,” said the man, his heels ringing on the steps as he descended.


    “You didn’t have to put up that barrier. I wasn’t going to hurt them,” Max explained, watching as the man jumped from a few feet up and landing gracefully on the ground.


    “Anger is a funny emotion. You can never be too careful,” the man replied.


    “Anger can be controlled,” said Max, strongly.


    “Yes, it can, and so can power.”


    “Why am I running into so many powers?”


    “A questioned well asked. If I put you in a room with swordsmen and told you to spot the swords, what would you see?” asked the man.


    “Swords,” Max replied.


    “Exactly. So, you are the one looking for the powers.”


    “ You’re making no sense!” Max laughed.


    There was a second of silence as Max tried to get a good angle on the man, but found it difficult. He seemed wise and patient. The name Uncle Jade popped into his head as he considered the man’s evident personality traits.


    “Who are you?” asked Max, curious about this latest of several contacts in only a few weeks.


    “I’m Alexander the Third,” the man replied, shaking Max’s hand.


    “Okay, Alex, and what could you possibly want from me?” he asked, sarcastically, still unsure of his present situation.


    “Show respect!” barked Alexander.


    “Why?”


    “Because I am the Head Master of Elementrix.”


    Max’s eyebrows rose: that had grabbed his attention.


    “A school?”


    “A place for boys and girls with gifts like yours; a place where you don’t have to run and hide, a place to call home,” said Alexander.


    Excitement formed in the pit of Max’s stomach. So many questions had been answered in the space of this short conversation. It explained Hilary’s uniform; it explained why he never saw anyone with powers when he was a Non.


    “A school for Power Users,” Max echoed, trying to convince himself it was real.


    “Will I be accepted?” Max asked.


    “Your bloodline has been attending the school for decades,” Alexander replied.


    Max’s eyes widened as even more of his questions were answered. Now he wanted to understand how he had become the last of his bloodline.


    “Maximus, I have a place in the school for you. I will not force you, however it is in your best interests to attend.”


    Max paused for only a second, then: “Okay, yes,” he agreed.


    “Good. That settles it. We’d better get you to your new home as the night is growing shorter. If you could please stand right next to me, we shall be off.”


    Max stood quietly beside him as Alex pulled out an earphone, which he placed into his right ear, calling the flow network. After a moment he heard a weird popping sound coming from just beside them.


    “Splendid,” said Alexander as a small, young man arrived at their side.


    “Where would you like to go, Sir?” asked the young man.


    “To Elementrix Pillar, please,” nodded the Head Master.


    The young man grabbed onto each of their arms, preparing for the jump. The next second, Max felt a weird sensation, as if his body were travelling at the speed of light through what appeared to be different dimensions. Cities and towns came as short glimpses, skipping past with frightening speed.


    Very soon, he spied their destination in a flash of bright light. All the muscles in Max’s body tightened, a crushing feeling settling upon him.


    “Relax,” said the young man, who was still in front, gripping onto him. Max struggled for a few seconds but finally let go. The tightness flowed through him and out of his body and then the light consumed him.
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    [bookmark: 192171]Chapter 7


    Expectations


    The teacher and his followers arrived with a puff of dust and Max fell to his knees after the sheer speed of the journey. His head had begun to throb and his stomach churned as if he were going to throw up.


    “You all right there, boy?” enquired Alexander, casually taking in the fresh air of the cliff side.


    Max wiped his eyes and made a feeble attempt to get up. He gripped the boy’s proffered hand and stood up with his hands over his head, trying to blink away the dizziness.


    “Not the best I’ve felt, but I’ll live.” He was dazzled by the sunlight hitting his face and suddenly realised that he was only inches away from the cliff’s edge. Taking a hasty step back, he gazed from cliff side to cliff side and, after looking around for a moment, focused on the large pillar in the middle of the canyon.


    “Eh? What’s that?” said Max, trying to get a closer look at the building on top of the pillar.


    “It’s the place where you will be staying during your time here,” replied the head teacher. He smiled at Max, knowing exactly what he was thinking: How on earth were they going to get over there?


    “Looks great, but what are we doing all the way out here?” he questioned.


    “Ah, you see, funny you mentioned that, because here is where your journey begins.”


    Max raised his left eyebrow and looked at both Alex and the young man standing beside him.


    “I love this part!” crowed the young man, making his way over to Max and shaking his hand. He slipped his card into Max’s hand and whispered in his ear, “If you ever need to go anywhere in a hurry, just speak the inscription on the bottom of the card and I will come to your aid. It was a pleasure meeting you, Maximus.” The young man let go of Max’s hand and made his way back over to where Alex was standing.


    “Right, shall we start? You will be given certain tasks that each student must complete in order to progress with their education. Some will be pointless and others not. All tasks are for the benefit of the students and the school. Are you following me with this?”


    Max just stood there and nodded, indicating that he understood what he was being told.


    “Since you understand, I can now give you your first task to complete. Every student has gone through it and so must you. Make your way up to the school before sunset.”


    A silence fell between the three of them and the only thing Max could see was the big grin on the young man’s face.


    “Okay, is that it?” replied Max looking directly into Alex’s eyes.


    “Indeed it is. Let’s begin, shall we?”


    As soon as Alex had finished speaking, he lifted his hand and blasted an invisible force into the centre of Max’s chest. Max felt himself lifted off the ground and within seconds could see the cliff side right in front of his eyes. The wind rushed past him as he fell. Fear blossomed in his chest and he began to panic. Faster and faster he sped and the rock beside him blurred.


    For the first time since Max had got his powers, he felt completely helpless.


    Turning his head, he saw the sandy surface of the canyon bottom fast approaching and all he could do was close his eyes.


    A few seconds passed and Max grew confused: surely he should have hit the bottom by now? He was too afraid to open his eyes and check, but gradually gained enough courage to slowly open his left eye and have a look.


    His body hovered over the sand and was stock still. He tried to move and twist over, but as soon as he did, his body dropped and he landed on his back, looking up at the sky.


    “Oh, very mature!” yelled Max, picking himself up off the sandy surface and wiping at his shirt in an attempt to brush the sand off his back.


    He turned his head to observe the pillar and could only think of one way of getting up there; to climb. He began walking towards the pillar and estimated that it would take him forty minutes and, judging by the placement of the sun, it would take him around four hours to climb the pillar itself.


    He started walking the hot and sticky trail, watching the pillar come closer and closer with each step. When he arrived at the pillar, the sun had disappeared from the rocky surface that now lay beneath Max’s hand. He tilted his head at a ninety-degree angle in an effort to glimpse the top and sighed when he failed to do so.


    Extending his right arm, he grabbed onto a rock just above his head then, by placing his toes into the rocky surface, was able to pull himself up to grip the next rock with his left hand. He continued this process, hauling himself over awkward angles and small rocks.


    He climbed to a small shelf in the pillar’s surface. It was clearly the halfway point and Max could feel his arms and legs start to stiffen. The sun was only half an hour away from setting and yet Max felt drained, his vision beginning to blur.


    “If I could just have an hour’s sleep, that would do the trick,” he mumbled to himself as he curled up and drifted off.


    He awoke to a dark sky and fumbled to the edge of the shelf to check the sun’s position.


    “Oh, hell! I overslept.”


    He swung his body to the right of the shelf and quickened his pace, trying to regain the lost time.


    He finally made it to the top and when he pulled himself, panting, onto the flat ground he could see a man in a white dress robe approaching him.


    “Well done, young master. The teacher insists that you clean up for supper and join him and the rest of the students in the hall,” said one of the many servants who lived on the grounds, with an accent that reminded Max of a humble man he once met.


    “Sure thing, thanks,” replied Max still trying to regain his breath.


    “This way,” said the servant, dashing off with surprising speed. Max scrambled to his feet and found himself pushing an uncomfortable speed just to maintain his position beside the servant.


    He was shown the bathroom and was left a set of white school robes to wear. He cleaned himself up and emerged wearing the white robes of the student.


    The same man escorted Max through a couple of hallways, on the walls of which hung paintings of the school’s previous Head Masters.


    “Here we go, young master. Make your way to the main table over there.”


    Max followed the man’s pointing finger and then turned back to thank him, but the servant had already made his way to the end of the corridor and was now out of sight. Max couldn’t suppress a smile as he made his way over to the main table. He looked around at the lines of tables that were filled with students and teachers and felt himself blush under the pairs of watching eyes.


    Alex stood up and made his way over to Max. “Well, that’s a first, sleeping at the halfway point,” said the teacher, laughing and patting him on the back.


    “Yeah about that…”


    “Don’t sweat it, kid. I want you to meet some of the instructors who teach here. This guy will be your fitness instructor and don’t be misled by his appearance.”


    “Dozer’s the name,” the small and stocky man said as he stood up and gave Max a firm handshake, just about crushing his hand. Alex introduced the other teachers in turn before continuing.


    “Now, if you don’t mind, would you take a seat at one of the tables? Usually we seat students in age groups or rank but you may take a seat wherever you want. Now we shall begin supper.” He indicated to an empty seat in the middle row.


    Max needed no more hints and made his way over to the decorative table. He sat in silence as the maids brought out the food.


    “The potato and gravy here is to die for. My name is Jim, but people call me Jimmy, Jim boy, you know, whatever flies. What’s your name?”


    Max turned his head to the left to see a short, brown haired, freckled boy of about eleven sitting next to him.


    “Yeah, cool,” Max replied, gazing across the lines of tables at Hilary, who was engaged in conversation with some other students.


    Seeing her for the second time didn’t make a dent in his attraction towards her. In fact, to his eyes, she looked even more beautiful than when he had first seen her, if that were possible.


    He was brought back to reality when Jimmy tugged on his sleeve and asked again for his name.


    “The name is Max, but tell me about that girl,” he said, rolling his head in Hilary’s direction.


    A big grin planted itself on the small boy’s face. “Someone has a crush,” said Jimmy in an annoying voice.


    Max glowered at the boy and he stopped elbowing Max in the side. He then recounted everything he knew about Hilary and topped it off by telling Max that he had a better chance jumping off the cliff outside the dojo and surviving than going out with her.


    “But she’s single, is she not?” asked Max in desperation.


    “She been untouchable to everyone; the only person who thinks he has a chance is Jonny. But she’s out of even his league. I don’t really like him. He’s cocky and a bit of a bully.”


    Max sat and thought on how hard he would have to work, but eventually pushed aside the thoughts, grabbed a hot bread roll and ate in silence.


    The dojo was quite a different set-up to what he was used to: four hundred students with various abilities, in all different shapes and sizes. The hall was huge, with large paintings hanging on each wall. Wooden beams held the massive arched roof in place. A large number of windows gave a view of the open training ground. Only the floorboards reminded him of his old dojo.


    The head table was set apart from the hundreds of students, separated by steps and at a higher level, allowing the teachers to look down at the students. Max was surprised to see as many females as males as they all chatted together.


    Gradually, meals were done with and, one after another, the students began to empty the dining room. After annoying little Jimmy got up and said his goodbyes, Max finally got to his feet and departed the room, leaving the students to sit and talk in their small groups.


    The night was still young, far too early for Max to go to bed. After exploring the building for a while, he found himself sitting on the fourth floor, on a rock that stuck out from the building. It was a perfect place for getting away. The only scary part was that it jutted out from the building, and he looked over the edge at a very long drop. From what Max was told during the meal, this rock had somehow been injected into the building by one of the students centuries ago. It was left here as a legacy of the student, who, in various ways, had contributed greatly to the school. The rock faced northwards and hence gave the students a sense of direction.


    With his family gone, Max found himself conscious of what he held near to him and what he didn’t. This was now his new home, although he didn’t really have a choice. Living in the park had been a fantasy, not ideal for his growing power.


    His thoughts drifted to the school and how similar it was to the dojo. As his thoughts shifted to a picture of the dojo burning he felt a soft hand on his shoulder and twisted his head to see Hilary standing close behind him.


    “The first day is always the hardest,” she said, with a big smile that made the dimples in her cheeks pop.


    “It’s not that,” replied Max. ”It’s just… Do you ever get the feeling that there’s something bigger out there?”


    “Sometimes, I guess, but I don’t tend to think about that sort of stuff. I’m just happy with what I have right now, and so should you be. This is a cool school, you know.” Hilary playfully nudged Max on the shoulder, which seemed to drain away the tension in him and left him with a comfortable feeling.


    “So…” said Max, picking his brain for something to talk about. “Did you get told off for not persuading me to join you?”


    Hilary smiled once again. “Of course not, but Jonny didn’t like you getting the best of him.”


    Max let out a little laugh, staring deep into her eyes, unaware that he was hooked. He was unable to release his gaze, noticing the dense dark blue which surrounded her pupil, with a lighter shade at the outer rims. So much detail and power lay behind them, enough to overwhelm him as he struggled to look away.


    “It was so funny, although he can be a real nuisance sometimes.” Max gave a sideways glance at Hilary before getting up, finally breaking eye contact.


    “It’s been nice talking to you, but I best get some rest before tomorrow,” he said.


    “That’s probably a wise idea.”


    Max said his goodbyes and made his way to his room, where he sat in silence contemplating the various markings on his wall with interest.
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    [bookmark: 209110]Chapter 8


    A New Beginning


    The alarm clock woke Max at six-thirty in the morning. He rubbed his eyes and sat up, stretching his arms and grunting when he felt his upper body and both his legs stiffen as he attempted to get to his feet.


    He did some stretching to get his blood flowing. Then he opened his bedroom door and was shocked to feel the cold air. “Wow,” he said, rubbing his arms. He stepped across the corridor to the wooden rail that overlooked the grassed area far below and the canyon wall in the distance.


    Max leaned over the rail and enjoyed the view from his second-storey room. He had been told that this room had previously been occupied by the electricity family. All Max had got out of the Head Master was that there were no other electricity users in the world; he was the only living one.


    He wondered if his ancestor had done the same thing; looking out over these grounds, the dojo feeling like home, and finally being allowed to exist without having to hide. It felt almost too good to be true.


    He then remembered what Hilary had told him the previous day: ‘Just be happy with what you have now.” So he dropped his thoughts of impending disaster, hopped off the rail and made his way to the dining room, where breakfast was being served.


    Max decided that he would take a different route to the dining room than he had the previous evening. He made his way down the flight of stairs to the first level, going outside to the training area, and took a left down a small corridor, finding himself at the dining room by mistake. He walked inside to find an empty room, the only eyes fixed upon him belonging to the school cat as she rubbed her head against his legs.


    “May I help you?”


    Max spun around in fright, suppressing an urge to lunge at the person who came up behind him.


    “Sorry about that, lady. You scared me half to death. You really shouldn’t creep up behind people, you know,” he said, feeling his heart rate spike.


    The woman put her hands on her hips and glared at Max. “I can do what I want, when I want. You’d better be nice to the cook or I’ll cook you up something “special” some time,” she threatened.


    “Point taken, Miss,” smiled Max, bowing to show his respect.


    “You’re all right, lad. Now let’s see if I can get you something,” she said, turning her back and heading towards the kitchen.


    Wow. She was one scary cook, with a hell of a temper, and he vowed never to mess with her. She had a much bigger body frame than his and wore an old but clean white apron, her hair pinned in a bun at the back of her head.


    “Is that a Scottish accent I hear?” asked Max.


    “Aye it is. Was it hard to tell?”


    “Not really. Got an ear for that sort of thing.”


    “Well, look at you. Now, what would you like, dear?” Max took the closest seat he could find before replying. “Just fruit and a glass of milk, please, if that’s possible?” he asked, looking hopefully through the small serving window. She nodded and he smiled back.


    After eating his breakfast and saying goodbye to the cook, Max couldn’t help but head over to the outdoor training area. He leaned on one of the pillars, taking in the features.


    At every corner there was a thick pillar that held the ceiling in place. There were no walls, only rails of wood going from pillar to pillar to prevent people falling over the edge and down the cliff. The floor was constructed of a sheet of wood and shone in the sunlight. He shifted his bare foot over the surface; it was soft but had just enough grip to even it out. It was perfect for fighting on, since you could get the grip you needed, but if you ended up on the ground it would take most of the impact. He made his way over to the far corner where he spotted a rack of swords.


    He picked up a wooden sword from one of the racks, swinging it and trying to recall the feeling of holding his wooden sword in the meadow.


    “Ah, so familiar, and yet so strange,” Max said to himself while examining the hilt of the sword. It had been quite a while since he had held one. He raised it in front of him as if facing an opponent, dancing around the arena, composing some movements that his Uncle Jade had taught him.


    “Not bad,” said Dozer, leaning up against the pole behind Max.


    Max swung slowly around. “Yes. I know.”


    Before he could return the sword to the rack, Dozer had picked up one for himself and indicated towards the middle of the arena.


    “I’ll do you a deal. You manage to knock my sword out of my hand, and I will let you go. But if I win, you will scrub this wooden floor with the smallest brush I can find.”


    Max tried to look directly at Dozer but looking straight into his dark brown eyes gave him butterflies and he dropped his gaze.


    “Whatever,” Max replied, looking down at the floor.


    “Good… now, begin,” said Dozer, holding his sword in one hand.


    Max swung vigorously at the middle of his opponent’s sword; with only one hand supporting it, it shouldn’t be too hard to knock it from his grip.


    This wasn’t the case, however. Even though Max put all his might into the downward swing the sheer power in Dozer’s arm caused it to rebound off.


    He pulled back, taking a few breaths, then tried brute force and a variety of movements to break through. He thrust his sword upward, connecting with Dozer, but nothing Max could do affected the outcome; Dozer was just more powerful and blocked everything that came his way.


    Max knew that giving up was not inside of him; he would rather fight until his arms came off than give up the battle. Dozer had not moved since the fight began; he not only had a strong hold physically on Max but mentally also. His mind was so strong that even his presence was enough to subdue Max’s skills, and he knew instantly that this was not a battle of strength but rather of the mind.


    Max took breath after breath in an effort to stay calm. He took a step to the left and quickly swung his sword from his hip; it struck the middle of Dozer’s sword and the impact shocked Max’s hands.


    After the blow, he wasted no time in spinning around and trying to hit Dozer from the other side. Dozer found Max’s speed to be very surprising and had to roll backwards to avoid a connection.


    “Very good! You’ve made the first step in making me move, but you still have a lot to learn,” said Dozer. “Now, let’s stop. We don’t want you to lose too much energy before your lessons with me.”


    “I haven’t finished yet. I can still strip you of your sword,” replied Max, frustrated.


    “There is plenty of time,” muttered Dozer. He spun on his heels, making no more comment as he entered the dining room.


    Max placed his sword on the rack, fuming from the loss he had suffered at Dozer’s hands. Every detail ran through his head. He over analysed the fight to the point of frustration and finally decided that a ten-minute stroll was needed in order to cool off.


    He walked through the open grass area, the perfect place to teach on hot summer days. The grass was short and soft and, to Max’s relief, didn’t hurt his feet when he walked through. Most of the students were up and scurrying around trying to get to their first period. He noticed some glances and waves as he passed by.


    The grass area ended in a narrow concrete pathway that trailed to the side of the main building. The students used this path as a shortcut around the buildings and into the lounge.


    With the sun high in the sky it was clear it was going to be a hot day. The muggy air left Max sweating even at this early hour, not yet being used to the climate of this strange pillar.


    He took this time to observe some of the features of his surroundings. The canyon wall held many trees that grew out at first horizontally and then vertically, with leaves so green they matched the grass. It was a weird climate. Max had never seen such an environment. The top of the canyon bore a desert of sand. At the bottom of the pillar was sand all the way to the horizon where a wall of trees met his eye. The tropical forest then pushed out for miles. How the trees surrounding the pillar got their water supply he did not know. He had reached the end of the grounds when a small boy tugged on his white robes and handed him a piece of paper.
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    “Thank you, little man,” said Max looking up from the schedule, smiling. “Government fourth,” he muttered in frustration.


    “It’s really not that bad,” said a strange voice. He turned around to see a blonde-haired girl standing just behind him, staring at the variety of plants in the grounds.


    The first thing Max picked up on was the long blonde hair hanging past her shoulders, her olive skin and a pair of blue eyes that drew him in.


    “I can’t stand the subject. Too many boring details for me to remember,” explained Max.


    “But it’s not the Nons’ government you are learning about, it’s ours,” said the girl, smiling up at him.


    “Same difference.”


    “Well, class starts soon so I better be off. It was nice meeting you, Electric Man,” and with a flick of her sleek blonde hair she was gone.


    It felt liberating to Max to meet so many nice people who didn’t judge him because he was different. He was filled with pleasure knowing he had found people at this school with whom he could have real conversations.


    He didn’t want to linger for too long, as his class was due to start soon and he arrived at the classroom just as the big bell sounded twice.


    Nineteen people had already started stretching and chatting in the wooden training area. After five minutes of stretching the instructor, Dozer, stood in the middle of the floor waiting for silence.


    Looking from side to side, Max picked up that all but one of the students were standing in pairs. The class was made up evenly of boys and girls, none of whom he knew, but before he could do anything Dozer yelled for silence.


    All eyes were silently fixed on him, as if they were all either scared of or intimidated by him.


    “Before we begin, I want to introduce Max to the class. Just because he is new, though, I don’t want anyone to go easy on him,” said Dozer. All the students had a small grin on their faces and he couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.


    “In fact, I’ll give ten points to whoever sweeps Max off his feet.”


    “If you knock him over twice do you get more points?” said one of the boys, angling his body to Max.


    “Correct. You can only get the points through directly fighting with him. Now, if you wouldn’t mind joining your new partner, we can then begin,” said Dozer pointing out the spot where he wanted Max to stand.


    He stood next to his partner, Chris, who was an inch taller than Max, with a medium build and short brown hair.


    “Hello.” Max half-bowed but didn’t break eye contact. It was quite easy to see that he didn’t have the thirst for points that the others did.


    Before Chris could reply, Dozer yelled out instructions for one of the partners to attack and the other to defend for five minutes.


    In that time, Chris made no attempt to force Max to the ground, only providing him with blows that he could easily block.


    “You’re a very hard person to read,” complained Max.


    “I have to be, don’t I?” replied Chris softly.


    “But why? Are you afraid?” asked Max eyeing at him with curiosity.


    “Would you girls stop gossiping and have a two-on-two with Kevin and John over there,” yelled Dozer.


    “Yes, Sir,” replied both boys, hurrying over to where the other two stood.


    They were a funny pair: Kevin as skinny as a twig and John who stood high and strong. Neither of them acknowledged Max or his partner; they just smirked as they walked towards them with both their swords held high.


    Dozer handed over two swords and walked off around the class checking the students’ techniques, giving them advice on what they needed to do to improve.


    Wood clashed with wood and Max tried desperately not to lose his grip during the pounding that John gave him. Sweat poured down Max’s face and that, coupled with the heat of the sun, took a toll on his energy. His thoughts flipped in and out as quick reactions took priority.


    At last, he swiftly ripped his sword free from the endless bashing. It seemed he was spending more time trying to defend himself than disarming the pair of them. Before John could smash his sword once again into Max’s, Chris quickly came to his aid in an effort to beat off both of his attackers.


    After two rounds of three minutes each, both Kevin and John were unsuccessful at taking Max down, and Dozer could see the frustration in the boys’ faces. He just smiled and admired the teamwork of Max and his companion.


    When the lesson came to an end Max let out a sigh of relief that he was undefeated. He was in need of a refreshing shower to wash off the copious sweat created during the long class. There wasn’t much time to spare, however, as his next class was fast approaching.


    Feeling much cleaner and fresher, he walked to his history class in the hope that it wouldn’t bore him like the Nons’ history had. If this history class could provide some sort of insight into where his power came from, he was all up for it.


    The classroom wasn’t hard to find, level one, room five, taking him less than twenty seconds to spot once he was around the first corner. He looked through the glass in the door and saw that half of the desks were occupied.


    He entered, walking through half a dozen students without a word being spoken. He wasted no time in taking a seat in the closest unoccupied chair he could find.


    The room was average-sized, with maps of every country in Europe. A large whiteboard and a desk were positioned for the teacher at the front of the room. His observations were broken when one of the students tapped him on the shoulder, pointing to another desk. He stood, looking around, and saw the girl he had met out on the path waving him over.


    “Hey, Max,” said the girl with a small grin.


    “Hi,” replied Max, wriggling in his seat, trying to get comfortable.


    “Don’t think I introduced myself. I’m Rachel.” Her voice was soft and her blonde hair draped like a curtain over her shoulders.


    Miss Fig tapped the whiteboard with her ruler for silence as she began the roll call. She didn’t introduce Max, rather handed him a textbook and told the class to open to page 102.


    Max’s eyes followed the page numbers until he stopped at the correct page.


    “Ancient Historical Symbols,” Max read to himself.


    “Exciting,” he commented to Rachel, with more than a hint of sarcasm.


    He felt comfortable already around some of the students who helped him feel like he was at home. The class came to an end before Max had even got through half of his work. He looked to his left at Rachel’s work and it appeared that she had got through the whole chapter and more.


    “You must really like this class,” Max said with half a smile.


    “It’s interesting,” she replied, closing her book and packing her belongings.


    Max pulled out his notes, trying to work out what was next, but Rachel beat him to it, asking him if he would keep her company during the break. Usually, Max would sit alone and keep to himself, but it now occurred to him that making friends wasn’t a bad idea, so he accepted Rachel’s invitation with a smile.


    They walked side-by-side to the dining area, grabbing a bread roll and sitting outside on one of the benches to enjoy the sun.


    “How are you finding the school?” Rachel asked, observing Max.


    “My body is sore after Dozer,” he smirked.


    “Not one of my favourite classes,” she shrugged. “But then again, anything without a book isn’t.”


    “You’re a bit of a nerd aren’t you?” he grinned.


    Max couldn’t help but notice that she was similar to Hilary. Apart from her book fetish, she was just as beautiful but less shy. Max imagined both girls on a set of scales; one was popular and the other a bookworm.


    “I would prefer to say ‘educated’,” she laughed.


    “What do you think of the school?” asked Max.


    “Well, it is the best Elementrix school in the district.”


    “What does that mean?”


    “Elementrix are schools for all Element Users,” she explained, now grabbing his attention. “Simply put, the Pillar school is very diverse and scenic,” said Rachel.


    “What if you have a different power than an element?” he asked.


    “All other Power Users are put in bigger schools around the world.”


    “So let me guess: Water?” he grinned.


    “Wood,” she smiled.


    “How did you obtain yours?” asked Max, continuing to pump her for information.


    “I was five when I first used my power. An earthquake had torn our house apart, leaving my family stuck under the table. Everything was falling so quick. I only had seconds to run to my family before the roof collapsed. If it wasn’t for my power, we would all be dead. The fire service went through our house and cut us out of a wood cocoon created by me. All the floorboards and the wooden walls were formed into a support structure to stop the roof from falling. Many in London died that day.”


    “Heavy,” he replied, “I remember my uncle telling me about those aftershocks. I live only a couple of hours away.”


    The break passed surprisingly quickly as their conversation continued and too soon Rachel left for her next class. As she walked away, she was delighted that she had finally got some information out of him. It had taken a few awkward minutes of silence before he was open to questions. As she re-joined her group of friends, she gave one last glance back at Maximus, sitting alone.


    The fitness training came rather easily to Max, as his Uncle Jade had always pushed both him and his cousin in the same manner.


    Then it was time for the 4th period lesson of government. He wasn’t into politics and he fidgeted through the forty-five minute lesson. The best thing about the class was the fact that it was right before lunch.


    Once the teacher signalled that they could leave, Max was one of the first out, having already packed up his books five minutes earlier. Pasta with hot bread sticks was on the menu, with a small carton of milk and a platter of exotic fruits, some of which Max had never seen before. He grabbed a couple out of curiosity, unsure how good or bad they might be.


    Max sat alone on one of the back benches and didn’t notice that someone had sat next to him until she grabbed his attention.


    “So, how’s your first day going?” said Hilary smoothly, gazing into his big brown eyes. Max’s body tightened with surprise; how had he not noticed her presence straight away? He thanked the Gods that she was no assassin. Her wavy hair and sparkling eyes made his throat burn red hot and he had to swallow before he could talk, swiftly pulling himself together. He didn’t want to act like a fool in front of the girl he couldn’t get out of his head. Every time he laid his eyes on her his heart would skip a beat and the room suddenly felt like a sauna.


    “Sorry,” Max replied. “Pasta stuck.”


    He coughed a few times to clear his throat before carrying on. Hilary knew that stuck pasta wasn’t the reason for his lack of composure, because she also felt that same burning. She couldn’t tell if it was the spark that she remembered all too clearly on the first day they met or if it was his strong personality that drew her in.


    She blushed, and as those first couple of awkward seconds passed, they both loosened up.


    “The day has been good, thanks. So glad government’s over.”


    “I dropped that after the first year. What do you have next?” asked Hilary, interested in his schedule.


    Max was still not familiar with it, so he pulled it out and put it into her hands to look.


    “Training as usual on first, third and sixth, history, government and English. Looks like you have one class with me,” Hilary smiled.


    “What one?”


    “English. You wouldn’t mind if I snagged one of those grapes would you?”


    “That’s fine, go ahead,” Max said, pushing his tray closer to Hilary.


    He was surprised that the conversation was going so well; the words came more easily than the first time he had laid eyes on her.


    “So, how long have you been here?”


    Hilary finished her mouthful of grapes before replying. “Three years, five months and eleven days.”


    Max’s eyes widened. “That’s a pretty long time,” he replied.


    “When you’re having fun time goes a lot quicker.”


    “What made you come to this school?” Max questioned.


    “I spent a little time over at the sister school in Japan, but couldn’t speak the language at all. Alex ended up recruiting me from the sister school Head Master.”


    “And here you are,” said Max, smiling “How about your family?” he asked.


    “My family all live around Sweden.”


    “I can’t hear an accent.”


    “I was brought up by my older brother in England, only really see my parents a couple of times a year. Where’s yours?”


    “My parents died when I was young, and the rest of my family just passed away recently,” he explained.


    “Oh, I’m sorry,” she replied, grabbing his hand.


    In that moment, Max let his family go, feeding off Hilary’s energy, feeling it cleansing him.


    Hilary felt the whole room blur and disappear around her as she gazed into Max’s eyes, pulling into her memory every detail. Her hands were soft and fragile, and Max found himself suddenly speechless.


    Before he could stammer out a reply someone leaned on his shoulder, tucking his legs under the table right beside him.


    “Hey, Max, how’s your first day? Did you beat anyone in the morning training? I heard you were sparring with Dozer. Was he mean to you?”


    “Jimmy!” barked Max. “One question at a time!” Hilary let go of his hand and he suddenly felt bereft.


    “I think that’s my cue to go.”


    With another big smile, Hilary departed as gracefully as she had arrived.


    “Thanks, Jimmy. Moment spoiled,” said Max in frustration.


    “I’m sorry, Max.” Jimmy’s expression was glum and Max regretted his harsh words; Jimmy was only trying to be nice.


    “No, I’m sorry, Jimmy, you were only being friendly. Thank you,” said Max, patting him on the shoulder.


    “I have some good news for you. I found out that Hilary has a bit of a crush on you.”


    “Is that right? And how do you know this?” Max whispered so only Jimmy could hear.


    “Trick of the trade. You know, people leak good information when they think no one is listening…”


    Max sat motionless, trying to figure out what this could mean for him.


    “Must have been that spark,” he whispered.


    “What was that?”


    “Nothing.”


    The lunch period quickly passed and as he walked to his English class he felt butterflies at the thought of seeing Hilary again and spending another hour in her presence.


    Miss Avery made Max sit in the only available seat, which was right at the front. He didn’t mind English/geography or where he sat, as this was his only class with Hilary.


    He couldn’t understand why he was feeling this way about her. Was it love, he questioned, or was it some sort of an illusion or game? He had to hold back repeated urges to turn around and look at her and the one time he failed, Hilary grinned as their eyes met.


    Once finished with his last martial arts training session, Max was free to do what he wished. The first day had taken a toll on his body and mind, but that wasn’t going to prevent him from training on his own.


    He went to the very edge of the cliff and swung himself over, gripping onto the cliff’s edge with all his might.


    He began the process of climbing down, taking forty minutes to touch the sandy surface. It was nice to have some time alone. The sand was still hot from the day of scorching sun. It was four-fifty in the afternoon and all Max had to worry about for the rest of the day was climbing back up the pillar before dinner was served.
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    Elementrix Main


    Wood chips flew in every direction as the swords clashed harder and harder against each other. Max tightened his grip as he prepared his defence.


    “You have improved, but you are still no closer to knocking my sword down,” said Dozer.


    Max didn’t believe this; he dashed at him, feeling a furious desire to strike him down. Closer and closer he stalked, filling his lungs with air, which he blew out at each strike of the sword. Unthinkingly, he placed his leg behind Dozer’s, putting his left hand on his muscular chest, pushing with all his might.


    Dozer tumbled to the wooden floor, falling on his back. Shock filled both men’s faces.


    “Good strike,” Dozer smiled. “Now go on,” he indicated.


    Max left with a buzz, almost skipping his way out of the training area.


    A week had passed and Max was beginning to feel more at home than ever. Classes went by quickly and his body had begun to adapt to the climate and the training he received from Dozer.


    The training was brutal; stretches and salt every night were needed to prevent his body from cramping up. Apart from training, the food had surpassed Max’s expectations, the people were warm and friendly and the classes had kept him occupied. The only downside to the week was not seeing Hilary’s smile; not during lunch, dinner or evening breaks.


    It brightened his day to see her glossy lips spread into a smile, her clear crystal blue eyes gazing at him. It was unfair for Max not to see her beauty for a whole week. He had got past the awkward stage, and their conversations now went much more smoothly. The last thing he wanted was for time to unravel all his hard work of getting to know her.


    His brain clicked back into the present when the break bell rang and he was dismissed from history. The rush of students piling out of the door was like a stampede of gazelles running away from an approaching lion pack. He waited until the majority of the students had disappeared before rushing to his usual canteen seat, hoping to salvage some time alone.


    He managed to get through his potato chips and apple before Jimmy sat down next to him, instantly beginning his non-stop chatter.


    “Hey, Max,” said Jimmy, slamming his tray onto the table.


    “Hi. Do you know where Hilary’s been?” He knew Jimmy was the best informed in the whole school and that it was his little side job to eavesdrop on everyone’s conversations.


    “Think she’s on a mission; the perks of the Elite class.”


    “Sounds fun,” said Max.


    “I don’t know if you’ve noticed or not but I’m only a couple of doors down from you and it has been brought to my attention that you’re not there most of the time. The point I’m getting at is if you are doing any extra training I want to be a part of it.”


    Max finished his mouthful of apple, chewing it slowly to give him time to think of a reply.


    “You’re a very smart kid for your age, has anyone ever told you that?” said Max, spinning a little cheekiness into his reply.


    “Oh, okay then,” sniffed Jimmy, wiping his nose with one of his sleeves.


    “Why do you want extra training with me, anyway? Doesn’t the school give you enough?”


    “I want to be stronger for when the Assessments come. You see, I want to be in the Elites,” said Jimmy looking at the ground and waiting for Max to laugh at him like the other students did. They liked being bullies. It was a well-known fact that Jimmy had not many friends: he was different, spending a portion of time with both Dozer and Alexander. The students took notice and envy grew from the fact that they didn’t get the same attention. Jimmy took refuge in the small friendship he had with Maximus.


    Max kept a straight face.


    “Yes, I forgot about those Assessments, but what makes you so sure you can keep up?” questioned Max, looking down at Jimmy to read his expression.


    “In my life I have been called a loser, a punk or a failure and all of the people dearest to me have died. Wouldn’t I call myself a coward to say I didn’t believe in anything? I believe that there are certain steps to be taken to change one’s destiny. The first step for me is to take any opportunities I can,” Jimmy replied with no hint of humour in his voice.


    His answer had taken Max by surprise; it seemed that Jimmy had some will power hidden deep down.


    “Wow. You’re really smart and insightful for your age. So, how long do you practice that every night, kid?” said Max, half-laughing.


    A tear ran down Jimmy’s face, and Max instantly regretted his tone. It was true. Jimmy was an orphan just like Maximus. Something in his heart took to the boy, and his cold look made Max suddenly look away in shame. The kid was crying properly now and Max passed him a tissue from the table.


    “Okay, but only because I see a part of me in you,” said Max.


    Jimmy yelled at the top of his lungs, wiping his tears and grinning madly, causing the conversations around the hall to stop dead.


    Once the noise level returned to normal, Max tugged on Jimmy’s arm, pulling him back into his seat.


    “Listen here, kid, if you train with me you have to put a cork in it. I don’t like drawing unnecessary attention to myself and neither should you. Understand?” whispered Max in a commanding tone.


    “Okay, got it,” responded Jimmy.


    “Meet me outside my room Monday morning at six,” instructed Max. He stood up, waved at Jimmy and made his way to his next class before the younger boy could say another word.


    Max’s classes continued to pass by quickly. Training with Dozer was still demanding, and homework was now on Max’s agenda, starting with history and government. His sleep was restless; only one thing lingered in his dreams: Hilary.


    Six o’clock flashed red in Max’s face once again. Slowly pulling on his white folded robes, he had to slap himself twice in order to properly wake up. He considered the extra work rewarding, thinking of every other student lying in bed, while he continued to get stronger.


    He made his way to the training ground and as he approached the fighting area, he instantly recognised the young man with Dozer. He was the young man who had transported him to the school. They were in deep conversation as he bowed in respect and entered the area.


    “Max, very good you could make it,” said Dozer, halting his conversation with the young man.


    “Have you met Stuart, the transporter for the Elementrix?”


    The young man stepped in front of Dozer and grabbed Max’s hand in a strong grip.


    “It’s always a pleasure, Max,” said Stuart before Max could reply.


    “Yes, indeed,” said Max bitterly, remembering the last time they encountered each other. That time, it had involved him falling down a cliff.


    Dozer eased Stuart out of the way so he could face Max instead of looking at the back of Stuart’s T-shirt.


    “Instead of training today, you are to accompany me to deliver this package,” said Dozer, firmly.


    “I don’t have a choice, do I?” Max commented, knowing that he had to do another jump with Stuart. The first jump he did to the Pillar had left him feeling nauseous all that day. He had a sinking feeling, nervous about the jump into the portal.


    “Not a chance,” replied Dozer. “Make sure you put this on. Don’t want you sticking out like dog’s balls,” he said, passing Max a set of long shorts and a collared shirt with the school logo to get changed into.


    “Thank you,” replied Max.


    “Not bad,” laughed Stuart as Max emerged wearing the smart school uniform.


    “Since you find it so funny, here’s one for you,” said Dozer, passing another uniform for Stuart to put on.


    When Stuart had finished changing, Dozer signalled for both boys to come closer. He grabbed Stuart by the shoulder, indicating that Max should do the same.


    “You know where to take us,” commanded Dozer, as he looked into Stuart’s eyes.


    Without warning, Stuart pulled both Dozer and Max into the warp.


    The sensation was just as awful as the first time he jumped into the portal. He tried as hard as possible to stay loose, but the exploding scenery took command of him. White blurred in and out of Max’s head. White snow covered a vast landscape, with the outlines of trees zooming by at a frightening speed. Two seconds of ocean popped in and then out of Max’s sight. He looked ahead at the blinding light, but this time was different and his body vibrated violently.


    His mind spun and spun and then the scenery stopped in the blink of an eye.


    Max was on the ground, panting, his eyes closed and spewing up his last meal.


    “Nice. Very rookie-like, kid,” laughed Dozer.


    “Still, at this distance most rookies aren’t even conscious, so I’m impressed,” commented Stuart, patting him on the back and pulling his arm to help him to his feet.


    Max finally opened his eyes, wiping his mouth. Stuart was right behind him and Dozer was standing in the doorway of a little shack.


    There was a small bed behind the boys with the four walls surrounding them in a box structure. There were no windows, just a door.


    “We are not here for a holiday. You’ve got two minutes to snap out of it before we continue,” said Dozer, walking out of the hut and into the open space.


    “I’m fine,” lied Max, clutching his stomach and hoping that it wouldn’t make him woozy again. He took a step out of the door, holding the frame for support.


    The breeze was much warmer here than back at the school and the first things he noticed were the extremely tall and compacted buildings that surrounded him.


    His gaze slowly descended down the scores of windows and met the back of Dozer’s head.


    “We’re off,” indicated Dozer as he took off down the busy street.


    The street looked very modern and flash, with billboards everywhere and music spilling from each shop. It was hard for Max to get a sense of where he was, with the number of walkways and roads peeling off in every direction. Stalls with food he had never seen or smelled before lined either side of the street.


    Max followed as Dozer took a right turn down another street. He couldn’t believe how clean the city was, observing with fascination the various lantern and dragon figures he passed.


    They followed the brick pathway from shop to shop. He paused briefly to look at the huge number of game machines filling one store. He walked right up to the shop, astounded by how many vending machines they had, although he didn’t recognise any of the brands.


    “Hurry up,” nudged Stuart.


    Max couldn’t help but stare at the people who rushed past Dozer, many wearing business suits with briefcases in their hands. It wasn’t hard for Max to guess where they had ended up, looking at the people and the language on the shop signs.


    “Why are we in Japan?” asked Max, still stunned by his surroundings.


    “Stuart, meet me back at the school at noon,” said Dozer.


    Stuart disappeared in the blink of an eye.


    Dozer had a serious look on his face as he stood contemplating the various streets.


    “That one,” said Dozer, setting off at a brisk pace.


    “You haven’t answered my question,” began Max angrily, trotting to keep up with him.


    Dozer stopped in his tracks and twisted around on the spot to face Max. Max didn’t like the expression on his face.


    “When we are on a mission, try and keep the questions to a minimum.”


    “That doesn’t tell me what I want to know,” replied Max, stubbornly.


    Dozer cringed, remembering the last student he had known who was this impatient and demanding. Over-confident and rude were the words his father had used…


    None of Dozer’s other students had the same qualities he’d had at their age, but now here was Max. Dozer knew that in good time he would grow up to be something unimaginable. At the moment, though, he was a thorn in his backside.


    “If you give me a chance, I will explain,” Dozer muttered.


    “Okay. Go on,” Max agreed as he stood there with an eyebrow raised.


    “We are here to send a letter to the Japan-based school, which is also under the banner of Elementrix,” explained Dozer, waiting for Max to comment.


    “So, you’re saying there is more than one Elementrix school?” said Max, then remembering his conversation with Hilary.


    Dozer turned around, pulling Max into a narrow alleyway, which was empty of people.


    “Yes,” Dozer muttered.


    “How many?”


    “Around the world, hundreds maybe,” said Dozer.


    “And in our vicinity?”


    “Two,” replied Dozer.


    So many questions raced around in Max’s head, and his heart fluttered at the thought of so many people with abilities such as his own.


    “You must be wondering which one we are?” said Dozer, watching Max’s face.


    “Our school’s name is Elementrix Pillar, the brother school to the other two.”


    “What is the name of the school we are going to now?” asked Max.


    “Japan’s Elementrix Main.”


    “Meaning?”


    “It means this is the main and, indeed, only school for element users in Japan.”


    “Okay, I understand, but why are we dealing with them?” said Max, trying to get as much information out of Dozer as possible.


    Dozer shot Max a dirty look and Max wondered if he had just crossed the line. He didn’t want to get on his teacher’s bad side.


    Dozer grabbed Max by the arm and set off down the busy street. His pace was furious, leaving a clear trail as every bystander stepped hastily out of his way.


    Max began to feel nervous, unsatisfied by Dozer’s answers and concerned about the amount of information he was withholding. They continued their mad pace until they came to a busy part of the street. The traffic of people engulfed them, causing Dozer to come to a complete stop. He sighed heavily.


    “You have a right to know,” frowned Dozer, “but this is not to be repeated to anyone, understand?”


    Max nodded. “I’ve heard most of the schools are coming together under a protection plan,” he said.


    “Not here,” snapped Dozer, pulling Max into the closest alleyway, checking to see if there was anyone following. He demanded to know where Max had heard about the plan.


    “Nowhere in particular,” Max muttered.


    “This information is not something a level one user should have,” said Dozer, grimly. “So tell me, Max, where did you hear about it?”


    Max hesitated before replying. “Jimmy told me.”


    “That doesn’t surprise me. That boy is always in places he shouldn’t be,” replied Dozer.


    That was something Max couldn’t deny. Jimmy had sneaky ways of eavesdropping on people, and was a front-line gossip collector.


    “The only reason I am willing to trust you with this,” Dozer continued, “is because we believe you have a big part to play in the plan.” Dozer paused, frowning. “These are dark times, Max, and not a single person is safe any more. Most schools aren’t, either.”


    “I don’t understand,” said Max, confused.


    “A certain Dark Lord is… No, that’s enough information,” whispered Dozer, who was now speaking as quietly as possible.


    Max could see regret in his teacher’s face that he had revealed more than he had intended. He turned from Max, making his way back out to the street. “Let’s hurry, they are expecting us,” called Dozer, walking out onto the busy pavement and Max had to dance his way through the throngs of people in an effort to keep up with him.


    The number of pedestrians had doubled while they had been talking in the alleyway although most avoided walking into Dozer, since they were nowhere near the width of him; Max found it quite convenient following in his wake.


    A few streets passed as Dozer took a series of turns and stops, looking to find the correct building. Finally, he came to a complete stop in front of a building the like of which Max had never seen. Huge windows covered most of the outside, with large concrete enforcements on each corner. The building stood twenty storeys high and was the width of twenty shops.


    “Follow me, and do not talk,” ordered Dozer in a casual tone.


    The sliding doors opened as Dozer walked towards them and, as he followed, Max found the inside of the building twice as stunning as the outside. Marble lined the floor, and the walls had been finished in a mix of different creamy colours, which were polished like a five-star hotel.


    But the first thing that caught Max’s attention was the dragon fountain, made from pure gold. It shone as if the dragon had flown into the sun, reflecting its huge outline onto Max. Water trickled from the tips of the dragon’s wings, making the beast glisten.


    Dozer grabbed Max’s arm, leading him through the building and breaking the hold the dragon had on him.


    “Watch it, kid. It’s like you haven’t seen gold before,” grunted Dozer.


    “I haven’t,” replied Max, staring at him with wide eyes.


    “Is that so? You never fail to amaze me, Maximus,” said Dozer, turning on the spot to face a beautiful woman, who sat behind the reception desk.


    “Here to see Master Lee,” said Dozer.


    The woman looked up and gave Dozer a fake smile. “Still as unpleasant as always,” she said.


    “From what I’ve heard, you’re still just as nosey,” retorted Dozer with a little hint of a smile.


    “This way.”


    She walked them past the dragon fountain to a set of elevators, pushing the button and waiting in silence.


    Max didn’t like the awkwardness; it felt like being between two kids who were trying to prove a point.


    “This is a flash place you have here,” said Max in the hope of some conversation. Dozer shot Max a quick look before returning his gaze to the elevator doors. Max kept quiet and focused on the woman’s black hair that streamed past her shoulders and matched her dress. Max’s eyes snapped up at the woman’s voice.


    “Why, thank you, we try,” she said, flicking her hair in Dozer’s direction.


    The elevator hit the bottom floor with a ping and the doors slid open. Dozer gave Max a little push to get him moving as fast as possible. The receptionist walked into the lift and pushed the button for the fifteenth floor, then departed before the doors closed and without a goodbye. Max couldn’t fight the urge to interrogate Dozer on the subject of the receptionist.


    “Old friends,” he said with narrowed eyes, ending the subject before it had even begun.


    Max tried to concentrate on the display flashing the different levels of the building, but his nervousness continued to grow as the number slowly climbed.


    He had to hold his right leg so it wouldn’t tremble; that was the last thing he wanted to show Dozer. If he thought that Max was nervous about the coming proceedings, it would put him a step behind in training for sure.


    The ping of the elevator broke into Max’s thoughts and as the doors opened he had to hold his breath so he wouldn’t shake.


    A fighting ring lay in the middle of the room with a set of stairs on each side. The room was bigger than Max had imagined it would be. Dozer took off his shoes, indicating to him to do the same.


    A class was in progress on the wooden fighting ring but was dismissed as they entered. Twenty students descended the set of stairs, grabbing hot towels from the servants who were waiting for them.


    “Talk about luxury,” commented Max, surprised at the level of service the school provided.


    “Hush,” whispered Dozer.


    A man with black hair wearing long, baggy track pants and a blue training top walked gracefully down the stairs until he stood before them.


    He was inches taller than Dozer, but with less noticeable muscle tone. Upon his arrival, Dozer got to one knee and bowed his head.


    “Bow,” growled Dozer, glaring up at him.


    “I bow to no one,” replied Max, standing tall, his eyes hardened and anger-filled.


    “You show respect to a master, do you hear me Maximus?” yelled Dozer.


    Embarrassment swept over him as all the students turned around to see what was going on. Master Lee lifted his head, waving off Dozer’s anger.


    “The Maximus?” asked Lee, looking over at Dozer for confirmation. He nodded his head in agreement. Surprise and excitement crossed Lee’s face as he inclined his head to look Max in the eye.


    “It’s very nice to meet you. I have heard so much about you,” said Lee, smiling.


    “I didn’t know there was that much to talk about,” replied Max.


    “Ah, but you see, there is, Maximus - the only electricity user on the planet. It’s all quite exciting, really.”


    The students had stopped staring and began clearing out into the elevators. “A two-on-two, maybe?” said Lee, looking hopefully towards Dozer.


    “Not this time, I’m afraid. We are here on business,” replied Dozer holding out the envelope.


    “Yes, I see. Such a shame.”


    A pair of servants provided Lee with his slippers and a hot towel to freshen up and then Max and Dozer followed him to the top floor, where his office lay. Max walked to the window, taking in the view of the building tops that scattered the area.


    “Great view,” Max muttered, leaning against the glass in amazement.


    Dozer seated himself in front of Lee’s desk and took a glass of whisky, which Lee had himself poured.


    “Very high up isn’t it?” replied Lee swirling the alcohol in its large glass bottle.


    “I know you don’t drink, but may I offer you anything?”


    “We have not eaten since breakfast,” replied Dozer.


    “I will call my cooks,” replied Lee, picking up the phone. He spoke a few words and Dozer nodded his thanks as Master Lee put down the phone.


    “How is your Head Master?” asked Lee, now pulling his big black chair behind him and taking a seat.


    “Alexander is good, hasn’t changed a bit,” replied Dozer.


    “Very good,” smiled Master Lee. “Now to this letter,” he continued, pulling the envelope from his pocket.


    “There has been movement from the Ministry,” said Dozer.


    Master Lee’s eyebrows rose as he slit the envelope with a paper knife and read the contents.


    “I see. So, criminal activity is on the rise. Shouldn’t this be the NPA’s responsibility?”


    “Yes, it is, but it is on the rise because of the Dark Lord,” replied Dozer.


    “The Dark Lord has been dormant for many years. Why now?” said Master Lee, standing and looking directly into Dozer’s eyes.


    Dozer glanced over at Maximus. “Because of him,” he whispered.


    “He does not have a full ring,” Lee pointed out.


    “The electricity users have always been a threat to him. We need to train the boy. If there is any chance he grows into the full ring, then we must try. The Dark Lord’s shadow has been overwhelming us for too long,” spoke Dozer, also rising to his feet.


    “I agree the boy must be trained, but he will be targeted. That will endanger all Power Users and if it has already started, we must be protected.”


    Tension grew in the office and Max drifted around, pretending he couldn’t hear the conversation.


    The office was big, with a modern fireplace and a furry rug that was large enough for ten people to sit on. Glass covered the walls behind Lee and a staircase to his right led to a second level with racks of books covering the upper walls. There was a glass exit door that led to the helipad, something else that his school didn’t have.


    Max stopped to admire certain artefacts in a glass case, including five samurai swords.


    Paintings of former Head Masters hung around the office. Max quickly came to the conclusion that this school was very wealthy and they liked to show it.


    Master Lee signed the letter, handing it back over to Dozer in a new envelope.


    “This is a cycle that comes around every time an electricity user is born. He lets out the hounds to hunt him down. We need to make a stand,” said Dozer, trying to convince the Head Master.


    “We will. We just have to pick the right time,” replied Lee. “Now, my servants shall show you and Max to your rooms. Eat, sleep and depart in the morning,” said Master Lee.


    It wasn’t until Dozer and Lee headed towards the elevator that Max returned to their side.


    “It’s been a pleasure meeting you Maximus. May you stay strong,” said Lee, firmly gripping his hand.


    “And the same to you,” replied Max, letting go and following Dozer.


    * * *


    The following morning, Max and Dozer exited the building, satisfied with the hospitality shown by Master Lee. Refreshed after a good night’s sleep, Max felt amazing. Dozer had noticed the change instantly. It was a new day and thoughts of the school continued to circulate in Max’s head. He had enjoyed the different experience, happy with the mission’s success.


    “Back to the school?” asked Max.


    “Not quite. We haven’t picked up any supplies yet,” replied Dozer.


    The streets all looked the same. He was lost yet again, following Dozer as he pushed through the crowd. Before long, they entered a small shop tucked away off the main street. The door opened to the tinkling of a bell and a rich, sweet smell engulfed the men as they entered, making Max feel hungry.


    “Dozer,” said the elderly Japanese woman behind the counter. “It has been too long.”


    Dozer greeted the woman with a wave as he made his way to the counter. Max detoured around a shelf of freshly baked cookies and sweets.


    “Cookies?” Max questioned, looking at Dozer with a raised eyebrow.


    “Every time I come,” Dozer replied.


    It appeared that he had been coming here for years. Every chance that arose to visit Japan, he volunteered. The Head Master before Alexander had brought him here as an Elite and from there it became a tradition. He took the brown paper bag from the proprietor and bowed his head. “Arigato,” he smiled.


    Max moved to the side as the door opened to admit a cloaked figure that brushed past him. The man was big, with long dark hair and stubble. He smelled as if he had been in a butcher shop, and Max gave him a curious look.


    Dozer had followed the man’s progress from the corner of his eye and now pushed Max out of the door.


    “Follow me,” said Dozer, scurrying down the long street.


    “Why so fast?” Max complained, hurrying to keep up the pace.


    “I don’t like the look of that man; he has been following us since we left the school.”


    Max’s anxiety rose as he took a quick look behind them. Dozer’s suspicions were correct: the man quickly emerged from the store, looking from left to right. The busy street worked to their advantage as they ducked and wove around the students and businessmen, trying to lose their tail.


    Max tugged at Dozer’s shirt and pointed him towards a dark alleyway.


    It was deserted and they walked quickly between the buildings. Suddenly, Dozer came to a dead stop and Max couldn’t help but bump into the back of him, nearly falling over.


    “What’s wrong?” he whispered, tensing up.


    All at once, four horse shoe rings came flying around the corner and, with a cry, Dozer found his wrists and ankles pinned to the brick wall of a building. Max had to lunge backwards to dodge the force of his teacher’s body as it hit the wall.


    Max spun around and stared in the direction from whence the rings had come. Would there be more? He hurried to try and help Dozer get the rings off. The rings had penetrated the walls deeply, however, and Max was unable to free Dozer’s hands.


    ‘I know who has done this,’ panted Dozer, sweating. ‘It’s Seth. It all started years ago, before he switched allegiance.’


    “It won’t budge!” yelled Max, trying to rip the ring from the wall. He had no idea what to do. Were they really under attack or was it just Lee playing a trick on them?


    Suddenly, Dozer yelled at Max to retreat and he had mere seconds to glance behind him and then dive to the ground.


    The steel rings missed him by inches, instead hitting a rubbish skip behind him. Panic swept through Max, paralysing him completely. Two further sets of rings hurtled around the corner behind him and he flinched. He couldn’t think. His reactions were too slow to stop the rings.


    He had just raised his hands to cover his face when the rings stopped dead with a jolt. His instincts had suddenly come to the fore and he had released a barrier.


    Two figures came around the corner, stopping ten feet from them. Max realised he was out-numbered four to one when two further men appeared, blocking the exits at both ends of the alley.


    “Run!” cried Dozer.


    “There’s no need for that,” said the hooded man from the cookie shop. All four men wore black travelling coats and their faces were very pale. One particular dark-haired man, his face as fierce as a lion’s, stood out from the others.


    “The letter,” demanded one of the pale men. He took a step closer to Dozer.


    “Leave him alone,” hissed Max, stepping between Dozer and the man.


    “Don’t interfere,” he spat.


    He emanated evil and Max felt stunned with fear. Max usually didn’t feel fear - after all, he had the power to do something about this sort of situation - but he realised that this wasn’t just simple fright he was feeling; there was also regret and powerlessness. Regret, because if he died here then his life would have been for nothing. His power would have been for nothing. Regret for not training hard enough to boost his confidence in this life-threatening situation. And powerless due to the fact that it was four to one and Dozer was helpless.


    “Dozer?” he cried.


    “I said, stay out of this.”


    The man put his hand on Max’s chest and he found himself flung by an invisible force twenty feet past the two men behind him. He spat out blood as he hit the concrete ground.


    Max shut his eyes and heard Dozer’s groans ripping through the alleyway. His scar burned red hot and then he found himself on his feet. It wasn’t going to end like this. If he was going down, they would have to drain the life from his body first.


    Max stepped forward and put his hands on the two men. They spun around, then fell to the ground. He had transmitted a volt of electricity from his hands, paralysing them. The pale man was punching Dozer. Max’s anger took over and he growled as he ran at the men.


    The pale man produced four metal rings, throwing them with such force that they whistled past. Max dodged all but one. Tears sprang to his eyes from the impact of the ring thudding into his leg and then he found himself helplessly pinned to the wall by three more rings around his hands and neck.


    “You’re getting your student to fight your battles for you,” sneered Seth. “Dartholemue is going to be very displeased to hear about the mighty schools making treaties to overpower him.”


    “That’s not what it is,” said Dozer, trying to throw him off their plan.


    “The letter,” yelled Seth, punching Dozer in the face. Dozer spat blood to the side of Seth’s feet as he reached inside Dozer’s jacket and pulled out the letter.


    “See reason, Seth,” pleaded Dozer, flinching as the man punched him again.


    Max watched anxiously, but then his anger boiled over, releasing electricity. He opened the connection to his power, something he hadn’t tried since school began. He yanked his arms up, trying with all his might to free them. Sparks erupted along the wall as the rings slowly began to slide out of place. Another burst of power and Max freed himself, sending a furious burst of lightning towards the men.


    “Who is that?” demanded Seth.


    Max pulled the ring from around his neck and stood in front of Seth. His eyes were wild and now he felt no fear. Seth looked at him with interest.


    “I don’t know how you took out all three of my men, but I’m no pushover,” he grinned.


    Max wasn’t interested in small talk. He slowly advanced, releasing small amounts of energy in the form of lightning, which flickered off the stone wall, making Seth jump.


    Max was close enough to look inside his pocket, spotting the letter from Lee. He managed to put two fingers on it before Seth released a source of invisible energy from his hands, sending Max back against the brick wall, unconscious.


    A second was all Dozer needed to free his right arm from the ring. He punched Seth as hard as he could, sending him to the ground.


    “Stuart 06190!” yelled Dozer. A second passed and then a large surge of power alerted Dozer to Stuart’s presence.


    “What happened?” gasped Stuart, running over to Dozer and helping him to his feet.


    “Wake up Max and return him to the school, then get Alex straight away.”


    Stuart hurried over to Max and patted him on the shoulder to wake him, to no avail. After a minute of tugging at him, Max came to, clutching the letter.


    “I’m glad to see you! What happened?” asked Max, still slightly stunned.


    “I don’t know, but everything’s okay now; you’re safe,” said Stuart.


    Stuart had no idea how happy Max was to see him; it was like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. He had survived to fight another day and now he just wanted to go back to school and sleep off the pain.


    Both boys ended up in the middle of the training floor at a touch of Stuart’s hand.


    On arrival, Max noticed three different things at once. First was the ten people who stood around watching a fight in the centre of the training arena. The second was the heat that warmed the left side of Max’s face and the sight of a large object thundering its way to where they stood; and the third were the sudden screams of half the people watching the fight and yelling at them to move.


    With razor sharp reactions, Max pulled Stuart to the ground and sent two electric bolts in opposite directions. The fire attack from Jonny and the rock attack from his opponent were blown away by Max’s bolts and he fell to the floor with exhaustion while Stuart ran to get Alex, teleporting him to Dozer in an instant.


    Max smiled as everyone crowded him to see if he was all right. He was surprised to feel a warm hand sliding into his and he turned his head to see Hilary’s bright face looking at him anxiously. Just the sight of her energised him and he bolted upright into a sitting position.


    “Are you okay?”


    “Never felt better,” replied Max with a laugh.


    Even the short duration of a week was too long without seeing her warm smile.


    “Where have you been for the past week?” asked Max, eager to know the reason for her absence.


    “It’s a secret,” smiled Hilary. “Only top ranked users are allowed to know,” she giggled.


    The class had begun to scatter and Hilary pulled Max upright. He had to lean on her shoulder in order to ease the pain in his injured leg. He could hardly move. His leg had begun to swell and his injured leg was twice the size of the other.


    “Shall we get you to the hospital wing?” she winced, looking at his bloodied leg.


    “I think that’s a good idea,” he replied, hopping on his left leg.


    With the help from the student who had been fighting Jonny, she hurried him away to the hospital wing.


    “Sorry about the rock. I had already released it before I saw you,” he apologised as he helped Max walk towards the wing.


    “No problem. I know there was nothing you could do.”


    “You really did destroy that rock, though. I would have thought earth would have been electricity’s weakness, but obviously I was wrong,” he admitted.


    He looked at Max for an answer.


    “Got lucky,” he said, trying to drop the conversation.


    The subject was changed as he was admitted to the hospital wing and was bombarded with all kinds of questions from the nurse. Max answered them all as quickly as he could, wanting as much time with Hilary as he could get. He lay on the bed and Hilary handed him a can of cola to help spike his energy levels. There was nothing else he would rather have than a can of cola and this girl beside him.

  
    


  
      [image: ]

    


    [bookmark: 294561]Chapter 10


    Unexpected Power


    Alexander’s office wasn’t as impressive as Master Lee’s. It was known that he didn’t much care about money; he didn’t need a helicopter pad or a huge library, just something that felt like home. The room was half the size of Lee’s, with only one bookcase behind his desk, unlike the eight around Lee’s office. The left wall was lined with paintings of the old Head Masters, just like the hallway in the school and in Lee’s office. A sign of respect and remembrance of the past.


    The right wall was taken up by a glass cabinet case, with one sword held on two metal clips and a mask on display in the middle. Hundred-year-old scrolls lined the edge of the cabinet.


    The room was lit by candles on each wall and on the desk, their dim, yellow light flickering in the breeze of Alexander’s breath. A fire in the hearth kept warm air flowing around the room and kept out the chill of the night.


    Two men stood arguing in front of the Head Master’s desk.


    “You told him what?” demanded Alexander, glaring into Dozer’s eyes.


    Dozer shifted awkwardly. “He needed to know,” he replied firmly.


    “He is just a boy; you shouldn’t have put unnecessary stress on him.”


    Dozer believed that Max had to know the truth; it was key that he knew what he was up against from the start. Before he could reply a knock at the door shifted their attention.


    “Ah, Miss Avery,” Alex said, relieved.


    “Please, Alexander. I have a first name,” replied the woman, now moving to stand beside the men.


    “I apologise for taking your time, Mary. There are some pressing matters that need attending to.”


    “Very well,” replied Mary, waiting for Alex to continue.


    “I imagine you have already heard about Dozer’s incident,” said Alex, swinging around his desk and sitting in his chair, wracking his brain about where to start.


    “Oh, yes. The students haven’t stopped talking about it,” said Mary, looking from Alex to Dozer and waiting for a reply from either of them.


    “Great,” said Dozer, sarcastically.


    “Yes, well, the problem is that Dartholemue…” Both Dozer’s and Mary’s eyes tightened at the mention of his name. Alex waited a second to regain their full attention before continuing. “He now knows that the schools are trying to come together. Whether he’s taking this seriously or not, we must be on full alert for any hint of an attack. I will inform all teachers and staff on this matter so they know what to do when the time comes.”


    “Understood.”


    “Dozer, what was your review of Max on this mission?” asked Alex, interested in Max’s performance.


    Dozer recounted the events of the day before giving his opinion. “At the moment he has very little respect. I wouldn’t be surprised if his head was filled with a sense of over-confidence,” he said, carefully choosing his words. “However, even though he is irresponsible and reckless, he did save me from a few bruises.”


    “A child, indeed, but in time these aspects will fade and confidence, responsibility and courage will surface.”


    “I still don’t think he is the chosen one or prophet, as you like to call him,” said Mary making a disagreeable face and shaking her head.


    “Enlighten us,” said Alex, wanting to hear both sides of the argument.


    She made her way over to the glass case, pointing at the only golden scroll, which rested just above the mask.


    “It is said that the prophet is to have a full circle around their scar, a level five from birth.”


    Dozer twisted his body to face her and rebut her claim.


    “For all we know, the scar could appear with further development,” replied Dozer, waiting patiently for her next argument.


    “But what has he really shown us?” asked Mary of both men.


    “He is developing at an alarming rate and he is the only one of his kind,” insisted Dozer.


    Mary shuffled back a few steps, sensing Dozer’s agitation.


    “Calm down, I’m just looking at it from all angles.”


    “So, what do you suggest we do?”


    “Work him harder,” suggested Mary.


    Dozer swivelled around and leaned over Alex’s desk.


    “The Elites,” he whispered as quietly as possible.


    “Impossible! Students require months of training and then to sit four Assessments before they can even try,” shouted Mary, striding closer with each word. “He wouldn’t survive,” she hissed from the corner of her mouth.


    “I disagree,” said Alexander. “I saw him repel two Elite students’ attacks at once, and that’s something we can’t ignore,” he rose to his feet behind his desk.


    “He’s a kid, and we are talking about the chosen one fighting the Dark Lord. I hate to say it, but he cannot win against a God. You cannot rest the fate of the world on the shoulders of a child,” said Mary, her face growing red.


    “Very strong views, Mary, but only time will tell if Max is the one,” replied the Head Master.


    “Why can’t the Ministry or the NPA deal with Dartholemue? Why put pressure on one boy?”


    “For now I believe Maximus is that person. If there is any chance he is the chosen one, isn’t it best to hold onto that and hope that someday there will be someone to defy Dartholemue? The Ministry and NPA have tried and failed for many years. Surely your partner agrees that this is the best course of action?” insisted Alexander.


    “My partner is head of one of the units in the Ministry, but he doesn’t have top authority.”


    “Look, as long as we all stick together, we will be stronger than if we were apart,” answered Dozer.


    “The Dark Lord has destroyed the Ministry before. What’s to stop him doing it again?” she questioned.


    “Nothing,” whispered the Head Master worriedly, “but if we don’t have hope, or believe what’s in that golden scroll, then what’s the point?”


    The room grew quiet, all three of them lost in their own thoughts.


    “We must fight,” replied Dozer, finally.


    “Or die,” added Mary.


    “Okay.” This from Alex. “The plan of attack is that Dozer will carry on with his training and I will schedule the first Assessment for Max to complete. If successful, he will progress through the Assessments leading to the Elites. He needs all the help with which we can provide him.”


    Dozer grinned. This was the right decision. If Max were to progress to being a God, the Elites would just be the beginning.


    “What about the young lad, Jimmy?” asked Mary.


    “We keep our eyes open.”


    Both agreed and the conversation came to an end. Dozer and Mary left Alexander’s office, leaving him to ponder on the many issues at hand.


    * * *


    Max stirred in his sleep, tossing and turning and rumpling his tidy bed.


    “The only reason I am willing to trust you with this is because we believe you have a big part to play,” said Dozer. Max didn’t know if he was dreaming or recalling the conversation in the alleyway. It seemed so real, as if he had gone back in time to replay this moment. The scene faded to blackness; in an instant he was no longer in the alleyway, but in the room where he had first met Lee.


    “The Maximus,” he said as he glanced at Dozer. Max wanted so badly to yell a warning to Dozer about the thugs waiting outside. He couldn’t speak, however, and his attention snapped back to Lee, his words spoken directly into his brain: “The only electricity user on the planet. It’s all quite exciting, really,” said Lee looking at him as if he were gold.


    “I don’t understand,” muttered Max. They took no notice and it was as if he hadn’t spoken. Max reached out for Dozer and they looked at one another.


    Then the environment once again darkened and this time a forest formed within the confines of the schoolroom.


    Max flinched as he recognised the location. He was standing before one tree in particular that made his cheeks warm and the hair on the back of his neck stand up.


    “It feels like the inscription has been burned into the bark,” said Max. He put his hands over his mouth in shock; he hadn’t spoken consciously and couldn’t think where the words had come from.


    “I have never seen anything like this before,” said Paul.


    Paul didn’t notice the tears streaming from Max’s eyes; he was invisible in his own memories. Max spun around to face Paul. He looked exactly the same as the last time Max had laid eyes on him. “The time has come,” he said, grabbing Max by the shoulder. This didn’t happen last time; he didn’t say that. “What’s going on?” Max yelled.


    He spun to the tree just in time to see the inscription burn; it flashed brightly, bringing Max to a sitting position in his bed in the hospital wing. Sweat drenched his body; it had felt so real and he couldn’t decide if he was still dreaming or not.


    He clenched his hand around a cup of water by his bed, draining it in seconds, then took off the shirt that he had received from the nurse, which was now soaked in sweat, and lay back, instantly sinking into a deep sleep.


    Sunlight glanced through window next to his bed, warming his face. He opened one eye to sleepily look at the clock.


    “You are lazy aren’t you?” teased a voice next to him.


    “Hilary!” Max said, surprised. “What are you still doing here?”


    “Well, since you have nobody visiting you I thought I’d do the honours. Don’t want you to get too bored,” she said, laughing softly.


    “You didn’t have to stay all night,” grinned Max, happy that she had.


    “Oh, no… I didn’t, you’ve been out for at least two days now. It’s Sunday.”


    Max looked at Hilary and smiled, “Wow! I am pretty lazy, aren’t I?” he joked.


    He lifted the blankets from his lower body and turned his legs so they hung off the bed. Hilary immediately rushed to his side, putting her hand on his shoulder to restrain him.


    “No, you shouldn’t,” she cried, jumping onto the bed next to him and wrapping him in her arms in an effort to stop him standing.


    “Ooh! I should get hurt more often!” he chuckled, gently touching her arm.


    “Not funny,” she replied, trying to remain stern but failing miserably and giving him a half-smile. “The nurse said to keep off that for a week,” she said, pointing at his leg.


    “Who listens to nurses? Anyway, I’m a quick healer,” said Max, breaking Hilary’s hold and jumping to his feet. “See? No harm done,” he said, cheekily.


    “You’re the sort of person who never does what he is told, aren’t you?”


    “Never,” he said, as he half-limped over to the door. “It’s all clear. Wait outside and I’ll be there in a second.”


    When Hilary had left the room he removed the awful pyjama pants he was wearing and put on some real clothes. Feeling refreshed in his own clothes, he walked outside, grabbing her hand and leading the way.


    He inhaled the fresh, Sunday air, happy to be out of the hospital wing. His body felt stiff from the two days lying in bed, and he paused to swing his arms and rotate his trunk before continuing.


    “Where are we going?” asked Hilary, confused. Max guided her up the stairs to the third level.


    “To our favourite place,” he replied.


    They jumped onto the rock that protruded from the side of the building, taking a seat and enjoying the peaceful weather. The sand was gold, the sky blue and the trees around the canyon were as green as the grass on the grounds.


    “Such a beautiful day,” said Hilary, making conversation. Max looked at her then back out to the canyon.


    “Not nearly as beautiful as you,” said Max. Hilary blushed a light red, turning her head away from his eyes.


    “You’re too kind,” she replied, still avoiding his gaze.


	“Nope. Just truthful.” Max shifted his position, lying on his back. The warmth of the rocky surface felt extraordinarily good as he stared up into the blue sky.


    “So, tell me. What was your first mission like? I hope you didn’t end up in the hospital wing like I did.”


    She now met Max’s gaze, recalling her experience. “I didn’t; I’m not careless like some people,” she winked at Max.


    “Going by the size of Dozer, you would have thought he would have been able to rip the rings right out of the wall, but no. I had to be the one to deal with them,” smirked Max. “They were pretty skilled, you know,” he said raising both eyebrows.


    “Anyway, my mission wasn’t quite as exciting as yours. I was the spokesperson dealing with certain matters to do with the other Elementrix schools.”


    Max shot her a quick glance, “Are you talking about the sister school?” he said, sitting up and paying full attention.


    “Correct. It was quite an experience representing our school and dealing with different members of the board. The students there are very skilled.”


    The grass grounds below them filled with students playing their usual Sunday games on the field. Max shrugged his shoulders and lay back down. “I’m sure they are, but they are not as sharp as we are,” said Max. Hilary nodded in agreement.


    Lunch had come and gone, their conversation running on for hours. It was Hilary who first stood up, rubbing the tingling sensation out of her legs and yawning the words, “I should be off. Can’t sit around all day when there’s work to be done.” Max agreed, also standing from the hard surface.


    “Don’t you ever have any homework?” she queried, stepping over the wooden rail back into the hallway.


    “I guess for the first couple of weeks they have been nice to me,” smiled Max, happy that he actually didn’t have much work. He hated homework - best left for the classroom, he thought, also stepping over the rail.


    “Again thanks for everything,” said Max, leaning on the rail.


    “Not a problem. Thanks for the day,” she smiled. She waved goodbye and walked back down the corridor, disappearing up the stairs.


    Another day of which to write in the book of Hilary Walker. It wasn’t only her beauty he could write about, but also her fun personality. “What a fox,” he muttered to himself, reliving the day in his head.


    “A fox you’re going to stay away from,” said a voice behind him.


    He spun around, at first embarrassed that someone caught him saying something about Hilary’s beauty, and then he tensed as he saw Jonny.


    “But, you see, I just can’t do that,” replied Max, with a tight smile, standing straight. Tension swamped the air, rolling off both boys.


    “You have been warned,” said Jonny, inching his way closer to Max. Max glanced at Jonny’s hand and saw it start to heat up. His fire ability was a real pain. It seemed he was on quite another level when compared to the other fire users. Max wasn’t sure if it was strong in his family or if he worked hard for it.


    “We are just friends,” replied Max, trying to deflate the tension.


    Jonny nodded. “Hmm. You’re just not getting it. I want you to stay away from my girl.”


    “I don’t see your name on her,” retorted Max, not backing down.


    “But you should.” Jonny flicked a fire pattern above Max’s head, drawing his attention away from him and over his head. Jonny took the opportunity of Max’s distraction to thud an upper cut into his stomach, making him double up and gasp for air.


    Max was annoyed that he had fallen for the sucker punch that Jonny had laid on him. He looked up, still clutching his burning stomach, and felt Jonny’s knee plant itself smartly against the side of his face, hurling him to the ground once again. Blood squirted out of his nose as he lay there motionless.


    “I think you get the idea now.”


    Max grunted at the amount of blood pouring out of his nose, but was glad to see Jonny gone. Max had been out of the hospital wing less than two hours and now here he lay on the cold wooden floor, bruised and bloodied.


    He took a staggering walk to the boys’ toilets, each step sending a deepening pain into his stomach. First, he had had rings thrown at him and then he had been beaten up by Jonny, one of the school’s most promising students. Not the plan Max had in mind for his first couple of weeks in his new school.


    Blood now trickled down the drain of the boys’ room sink, and his nose stung as badly as his stomach. He cleaned it up as best he could, making his way over to one of the toilets, shutting the lid and taking a seat. It took a good ten minutes to stop the blood from pouring out of his nose, in which time he counted at least seven boys enter and exit. Having flushed all the bloody toilet paper, he made his way back to his bedroom.


    The marks on his walls had not changed and nor did they yet make sense. He didn’t start to read the writings on the wall or try to break down the strange language, though. All he could think about was lying on his bed and sleeping until the sun rose, hopefully waking with no headache. He was just about to close his eyes to wander in heaven, when a knock at the door shattered his plan.


    “Who is it?” yelled Max in irritation.


    “Jimmy,” the boy called back, patiently waiting outside.


    “It’s not a good time,” Max replied, having found a comfortable position and not wanting to move.


    “I have a message.”


    After thirty long seconds, Max got up, opened the door and leaned against the frame.


    “Go ahead,” he sighed.


    Jimmy looked over Max’s shoulder. “Can I come in?” he asked, hoping he wouldn’t have to stand out in the corridor.


    “Sure,” Max replied, turning around and falling back onto his bed.


    “Dozer sent me to tell you that there’s no training this week. He said to get some rest,” reported Jimmy, searching his brain to see if he had forgotten anything.


    “Okay, thanks,” replied Max.


    Jimmy looked curiously around the bare room; Max hadn’t yet earned enough points to acquire anything that might upgrade it. Jimmy seated himself on the hard wooden floor, leaning up against his wall.


    “So, does that mean we’re not training then?” Disappointed that his first training session was postponed.


    “Do you want to train?” asked Max.


    Jimmy’s face lit up; he had been waiting all week for Monday to come around.


    “Yes, I do,” Jimmy murmured back, looking up at the side of the bed, uncertain if that was the right answer, being unable to read Max’s hidden face.


    Max shrugged at the idea of getting up early, then sighed again. “Then we train,” he said looking up at the word ‘Hope’ engraved near the top of one wall.


    “Fantastic! So, what happened?” asked Jimmy, curious as ever.


    “Not today, Jimmy. I wouldn’t mind some time alone, if you know what I mean,” said Max, asking Jimmy as nicely as possible to take his leave.


    “You still look really bad. Did that happen to you on your mission?”


    Max groaned, “Yeah it did, now if you wouldn’t mind…” he said, growing impatient.


    “Okay,” Jimmy replied, boosting his little body up off the floor. “Is there anything I can do?”


    Without pausing for thought, Max said, “Yes! An ice pack and some food would be good.”


    Jimmy was gone and back within five minutes with his demands and, without again being asked to leave, disappeared out of the door.


    Max ate in silence, holding the ice pack against the front of his shirt. The food was refreshing but not as beneficial as lying down and closing his eyes to sleep without interruption.


    “Wake up,” said a squeaky voice. Max twisted over on his bed, pulling the blankets over his head with a groan.


    Jimmy tugged off his blanket, leaving him shivering in the cool air.


    “Cold,” Max grumbled, twisting over again in an attempt to find the blanket.


    “Training,” Jimmy reminded him.


    Before long, Jimmy and Max were outside and thinking about where to start. Max thought that body fitness was important to start on, because Jimmy was lacking in all areas. Maybe it was his age or his gene pool, but if he wanted to change his body they would have to make a start.


    “I think basic exercises should start things off nicely,” said Max, looking over Jimmy’s body and trying to pinpoint the areas in most need of improvement.


    They jogged around the field, stopping for stretches and a few quick and easy push-ups and sit-ups, and Max was pleased to note that his leg seemed to be coping with the stress.


    “Before we get fully into it I want to know what areas you would like to improve on.”


    Jimmy took some time to gather his thoughts before replying. “I want to have greater strength, be more confident in my ability, be better at swords and have better technique in martial arts,” he said, going down the list.


    “Okay, so basically everything. I can only guide you, you know. You will have to be the one to take the steps,” said Max, trying to be wise for once. He had never taken anyone for training before and it seemed quite weird at first. He had always been the student and never the teacher. Maybe he, too, would learn something from the experience.


    “Yes, I understand,” Jimmy replied, enthusiastically.


    “Have you ever climbed down this cliff?” asked Max, indicating the drop where he did most of his climbing.


    “Neither down nor up,” Jimmy replied, looking over the edge with concern.


    “Is that right? Not even when you first got here? I had to. At the time, it sucked but when I look back it was the best physical training I could have put my body though,” recalled Max, trying to prove a point to Jimmy.


    “That’s the beginning test for students sixteen and over. We just had to cross this thin plank of wood over a river.”


    “Well, today you become a student sixteen and over,” Max said, jerking his head towards the edge of the cliff. Sweat formed on the palms of Jimmy’s hands and he found himself rooted to the spot.


    “I still have four or five years until I have to do this,” he replied, frantically.


    “You can have a head start, then. Here’s your shot: you want to be the best, you have to train like the best.” He grabbed Jimmy by the shoulder and walked him closer to the edge.


    “Don’t worry. I’m not going to let anything happen to you… yet,” he laughed, swinging his body over the ledge and gripping the moist rock.


    “That’s not funny!” cried Jimmy, staring at Max with terrified eyes.


    “You see this line dug into the surface? Just hold onto that with both hands and let your legs dangle over the side until you feel some grip with your feet,” Max instructed, pulling himself back up so he could give another example to the younger boy.


    The sun beamed off the rocky surface, giving both boys enough light to guide their way down the thin layers of rock.


    Surprisingly, Jimmy did very little complaining, focusing all his attention on his descent, picking rocks that looked to be the most firmly attached to the pillar.


    A quarter of the way down was enough for Jimmy, as his little body couldn’t handle much more bracing to the wall. Max gave him the nod to start climbing his way back up. The sun had dried up most of the moisture from the rock’s surface and made the climb somewhat easier. Max reckoned he had a couple more minutes to get Jimmy up the cliff before class. He could have gone up and down twice in the time they reached a quarter of the way up, but he rubbed the top of Jimmy’s head when they finally reached the top, congratulating him on his good effort.


    “Not bad for your first climb,” he said with a smile, watching Jimmy’s tired face light up at the compliment. “Tomorrow you rest, as you don’t want you to be too sore for school. Now, be off. Class starts soon.”


    Jimmy said a quick thank you and then was off running, following the path to his room.


    Max walked across the wet grass, climbing the stairs to his room. Grabbing his towel and toiletries, he jumped into a warm shower, closing his eyes as the water poured down his body. It was good to start the day with exercise; he loved feeling pain the next day, making him feel as if he had accomplished something.


    “If you’re not feeling pain the next day you’re not training hard enough.” These were the words of his Uncle Jade, true words, which he mumbled under the warm water.


    Once cleaned, he got into his uniform and walked down the stairs to grab a bite to eat before first period. Rachel, Jimmy, Tom and Jill sat together discussing the weekend’s events, with mostly the subject of Max spreading from table to table. He took his seat next to Rachel, grabbing her muffin and licking it before she could pull it back out of his grip.


    “I was looking forward to that!” she whined, eyeing her muffin, which was now being quickly devoured by a starving Max.


    “They didn’t have any left,” he explained. “And yours looked amazing,” he added.


    Rachel sighed, quitting her bad impression of anger, forgiving him with a wink.


    Dozer’s training session was a breeze, Max stopping only briefly when giving in to the pain in his stomach. The subject was Dozer’s flexible way of breaking a particular hold. It was very beneficial to all students to learn how to break a choke-hold by simply kicking the aggressor’s strongest foot up so you could swing the person over your shoulder.


    His short time at the school was no setback to Max, since he excelled at most classes. He did, though, require a little help from Rachel in order to claw his way through history. His essay on Cato’s reasons for setting up a government had only scraped a B plus. The schoolwork needed some getting used to, Rachel explained, kindly. He wasn’t too bad at English and geography - he knew his landscapes well, and he had a reasonable idea of where the different countries were on the map. One day, he was examining the map and found the small country of New Zealand.


    “That’s where my family retreats on their holidays,” said Chris, looking at the place where Max had his finger. “Beautiful place, you know, trees everywhere and the landscape is crazy. Only get to visit in the summer, quite far away from us here,” he said running his finger along a straight line from the two countries.


    “Have you got a holiday spot?” questioned Chris.


    “The only other place I know is Sherwood.”


    “Another great spot,” Chris agreed.


    “Well, one day I hope we will both venture together,” said Max, gazing between the two countries.


    “Can you imagine it? Add Jimmy and we could be the Three Musketeers,” he joked.


    Both boys laughed, only to be snapped at by Miss Avery.


    “Have you found Paris on the map yet?” she barked.


    “Yes, Miss Avery,” they both replied.


    They continued map hunting from Europe to Africa, North America, Brazil and Canada, putting dots on the main cities.


    Once the bell rang, Max made his way over to the last period of the day; martial arts.


    Chris joined him, walking to the grass field and waiting for Alexander to start the class.


    The Head Master’s class was always the most involved, looking at the moves from all angles and applying them to different situations. Max had no problem keeping up with this class since he had already learned most of the basics from his uncle.


    “Into partners, please,” requested Alexander, watching everyone pair up. “Do task ten, series two in your textbooks.”


    There was a lot of rustling as everyone began digging through their bags for their textbooks. Basic Combat 2.1, the title read.


    They read over the instructions on attacking and defending and followed the pictures in the book to guide them. Many people had begun applying the moves in a similar style to each other. Max looked up and was surprised to see a girl half the size of her partner tossing him over her shoulder to the ground.


    “Nice!” Chris called out, making her blush. They followed suit and this time Max was tossed in the air, hitting the ground with a thud.


    They got through series one, two and three before Alex let the class go early. Excitement filled the air at the thought of an extra ten minutes’ free time. Max didn’t know what to do; sleep would be the sensible option to take, but he wasn’t yearning for it. He had trained roughly three-and-a-half hours already today, but not his individual training, which he had neglected since his first mission. The day had started off with the sun at full blaze, but now the clouds drowned out most of it and only small pockets of light beamed down.


    Rachel had made it her task to see Max to his room; there was a firm rule that no girls were allowed on the second floor - marked as the boys’ floor - and vice versa.


    Eight o’clock was the time the curfew began, and only with permission from the teachers could the students break that rule.


    Before taking her leave when they got to his door, she pulled out her notes for the day and gave them to him.


    “You should really pay attention in class,” she sighed. Max shrugged. “That’s why I have you. You’re a life saver,” he said, kissing her on the cheek before realising what he’d done. Neither of them had been expecting Max’s gesture and the only way to end the sudden awkwardness would be for Rachel to wave goodbye and dash off down the corridor. With lightning speed, that’s exactly what she did.


    Max walked into his room, lying on top of his bed. There was no point doing his individual training now, as too many students were on the grounds enjoying the free time they had after school. His plan was to make a full climb down and up the pillar after dinner.


    Six-thirty came around quickly while Max rested his body. Home-made ham and chicken burgers were brought out by the servants, who placed them in the middle of the table. Potatoes and gravy followed, with plates of cheese, bacon, lettuce and tomato surrounding the burgers. The room was extra chatty today, with half the students talking about their essay marks.


    Jimmy and Rachel had a pushing war in order to win the seat next to Max. Rachel lost, making her way to a chair a few seats down and glaring at Jimmy, who was ecstatic about getting one over on her.


    Max sat quietly, listening in on the conversations around him, making no effort to join in.


    Matthew, a boy he had talked to only a few times in English and martial arts, was talking to a girl across the table about the car he had back home. A Shelby GT 500 Mustang was the car, he said. Max wasn’t so sure what type of car that was. He hadn’t ever really been in cars, choosing instead to walk. His uncle had never owned one and he didn’t have any friends who did.


    “An American classic,” said the girl.


    “I like it; a girl who knows something about cars.” She nodded, taking the compliment and smiling.


    “It helps when your brother is obsessed with them and quizzes you every second day.”


    Max zoned out of the conversation when Jimmy tugged on his sleeve to talk to him.


    “Training tomorrow,” he suggested, hoping Max would say yes.


    “Both you and I need to rest,” he replied planning to have an easy morning tomorrow.


    “Okay, that’s fine,” pouted Jimmy filling his mouth with juice so he couldn’t talk.


    “You’re a determined little boy, aren’t you?” Max laughed, happy that he was so enthusiastic about his training.


    Jimmy didn’t reply, deliberately filling his mouth again.


    Max remembered the time he wanted to join in with Uncle Jade’s training with his older students. “When you’re older,” he had said, patting Max’s hair.


    “Fine, you got me, kid. I’m training after this if you can keep up,” he said, watching Jimmy to see if he would take that third bite. He finished his mouthful, grinning. “You tricked me, didn’t you?” laughed Jimmy.


    The conversations around the hall still buzzed on after dessert as Max and Jimmy left the confinements of the dinner table. Jimmy had to quickly run back his room to change, since he wasn’t appropriately dressed for training.


    It was a cold night, the wind blowing an icy breath through the gleam of the full moon. Jimmy wore a thick jersey and stretchy long pants. It made Max feel under-dressed in just a t-shirt and short shorts.


    “You’re going to freeze,” said Jimmy, rubbing his hands together.


    “I’ll be fine, plus you brought enough clothes for both of us,” he laughed.


    They walked down from the second level across the field to the edge of the cliff, where they had trained this morning.


    The pillar was covered with lights, which circled from top to bottom so that between them and the moon, they could see very clearly. Max sat right on the edge, dangling his legs over the side, with Jimmy following suit.


    “They’re trying to escape!” cried Miss Avery. “What should we do?”


    Alex shifted, looking down from the top level and scanning the area. “We wait and watch,” he replied, watching with delight.


    Max got to his feet, wondering what type of power Jimmy had. He had said he couldn’t control it. This, therefore, would be the beginning of Jimmy’s real training: by learning how to control his power, he could improve dramatically.


    “Why do you think you can’t control your power?” asked Max, interested in his reply.


    Jimmy hadn’t trusted anyone with the knowledge of what type of power he had; only the staff knew what he was capable of. Max was the only student he really trusted enough to tell his secrets to. He was hesitant, thinking of some of the reasons he had been given by Alex and Dozer when he asked.


    “My age; me not being strong enough; or maybe I wasn’t meant for this power,” said Jimmy, trotting out the list.


    “Has anyone tried to help you?”


    “Alexander, Dozer and a few others,” said Jimmy, lowering his gaze.


    Max tilted his head to one side. “Have they put you in any life-threatening situations?”


    Jimmy quickly ran over some of the exercises Dozer had put him through, wagging his head thoughtfully from side to side.


    “Let’s put you in a situation, then. If I pushed you off this cliff, would you be able to use your power to save yourself?” Jimmy’s face tightened in fear. Falling down the pillar and then hitting either rock or sand. It gave him goose bumps just picturing it.


    “Maybe, if I’m lucky,” he replied.


    “So, you’re telling me you wouldn’t know if you could summon your own power when you were just about to hit that big rock down there?”


    Jimmy shrugged his shoulders, avoiding Max’s gaze. “Okay, you can play around with your own life, but what if it was me, helpless, and my power couldn’t save me?”


    He shuddered, looking up at Max. “If I can’t save myself, how on earth am I going to save someone else?”


    “Ah, see that’s the thing. If you want to control your power, you’re going to have to do both,” said Max looking over the edge. “Just do it,” he whispered.


    He looked over at Jimmy, who looked confused. Max put one foot over the edge. It touched nothing but air and then his body was pulled by his weight over the drop.


    He was hurtling through the cold air, seconds flashing by, and no sign of Jimmy. The wind ripped past him, yanking at his clothes, as he continued to fall from the top of the pillar. A couple more seconds, he said to himself, with still no Jimmy.


    His ears were freezing in the cold gusts that whistled past him and he was reminded of his first day at the school, being kicked off the cliff by Alexander and coming to an abrupt stop just before the ground. Max hoped that Jimmy wouldn’t leave it that long to stop his fall. His life wasn’t in the hands of a fully-trained teacher, but rather an eleven-year-old boy, who didn’t believe in his own power. Was belief enough, though? What if he was wrong and only had seconds to come up with a plan to stop his fall?


    He abandoned that line of thought as he saw little Jimmy jump off the ledge and run down the rock’s surface as if his feet were connected to the pillar. He moved at three times the speed that Max was falling. It was a beautiful sight to see; someone opening up the connection to his power for the first time. Was this what Max had looked like as he jumped from the hospital window when he first obtained his power?


    Jimmy was now at the same level as Max, grabbing his arm with one small hand, his grip astonishingly strong. His free hand connected with the pillar, bringing them instantly to a halt. Max winced under Jimmy’s powerful grip.


    “That hurts,” groaned Max.


    Jimmy immediately switched his grip, making it more comfortable for him. Max was dangling, nothing supporting him but Jimmy.


    “You did it!” he laughed, happy that his plan had worked. He wiped the sweat from his brow as his surge of adrenaline ebbed. Jimmy eased Max next to the cliff, smiling, where Max gripped on and patted Jimmy on the back. They began climbing the pillar in high spirits.


    “That was dangerous!” shrieked Miss Avery.


    “What an amazing sight to see; the student becoming the teacher, doing something I couldn’t. Now do you believe, Mary?” chuckled Alexander.
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    [bookmark: 343744]Chapter 11


    Complications


    Max had a hard time keeping up with the questions Ms. Figg had asked to a select few of the students in the class. It wasn’t as though he was bad at history; he just didn’t know anything about the other parts of the world. He wasn’t too sharp on the Nons’ history, either, but at least he had some sort of an idea of what they were talking about.


    “Joshua, what type of guards do both governments use in an emergency?” asked Ms. Figg.


    Joshua looked up at the ceiling, trying to recall anything she had taught him over the week.


    “Pass,” he said leaning back in his chair, having given little to no thought about the question.


    “Do you ever listen in class?” Ms. Figg shook her head wearily. “Okay. Emily.”


    “It’s the E.S. Elite Squad,” she said, correctly.


    “Very good. So what have we learnt about Cato?”


    “That he was one of the smartest Gods of his time,” said a girl directly behind Max.


    “That’s half-true,” said Ms Figg, ambling around the room. “If he were still alive today, he would still be one of the most intelligent beings who ever lived.”


    “So, that’s why he was solely responsible for creating both governments?” asked Joshua, linking his hands at the back of his head.


    “He listens!” said Ms. Figg with feigned shock. “I guess there’s a first time for everything.”


    Everyone erupted into laughter and she allowed them their moment of fun.


    “Okay, now, calm down everyone,” she shouted over the chatter.


    “Recapping the lesson. Cato was gifted with the power of knowledge and brain power. Using his power, he created the very first government in the powers association called…”


    “The Ministry of Power,” interrupted Rachel.


    “We have a new teacher, everyone,” said Ms. Figg leaning on one of the heaters, waiting.


    The whole class spun around to look at Rachel, who blushed and tried taking cover behind her book.


    “Sorry, Miss,” she said, still hiding behind her book.


    “That’s okay; could you tell us what they do?”


    She removed the book to reveal a small grin. “If you were to say the two governments were a body, the Ministry would be the brain. They start by sorting out diplomatic situations, having different departments for different issues. They control everything from the law to executive decisions and the wellbeing of the Power Users.”


    “And the NPA?” asked the teacher.


    “The National Powers Association is the arms and the legs. The brute force, with the strongest powers users. They are said to recruit at a young age, training the task force until they become perfect.”


    “Exactly right. If I’m not careful, I might be out of a job,” replied Ms. Figg nodding her head at Rachel. Max gave Rachel a nudge on the shoulder as the babble in the room began to build once more.


    “Everyone quiet down!”


    Max raised his hand. “Where do the NPA recruit from?”


    “If you’re strong enough, they will find you. On occasion they have come here to recruit.”


    The bell suddenly cut in and the students began packing up their belongings and heading out for morning tea.


    “Tomorrow we are moving on to the next God, Cleon, so read up and be prepared,” Ms Figg yelled over the noise of the departing students.


    Sandwiches were piled up on the kitchen bench, with small cartons of milk next to them.


    “Teacher Rachel, you wouldn’t mind sneaking me a muffin?” said Max, joking with the table.


    “No,” she replied, stamping off to sit next to her other friends.


    “What did I do?” asked Max in confusion.


    “Girls get emotional; we are not like boys, we can’t hide it away,” said one of the girls at the table.


    “I better apologise, then, otherwise she will never do my homework again,” he said to Jimmy, smiling and looking over towards Rachel.


    Having done last night’s homework, fitness training had consisted of whatever they had in their training programmes. With the thumbs up from Dozer, everyone scattered to their stations to work through it. Max had a series of weight-lifting exercises to work through, with most of the upper body utilised by lifting heavy, weighted steel bars. His plan was to hit every major muscle group over various days. Dozer was happy with this programme, noting that he would have to change it in three months to allow Max’s body to adapt. Dozer found it very productive to give the students some flexibility in choosing their own activities.


    At the conclusion of the lesson, all the students packed their belongings in their bags, returning all the equipment used to its proper place. The girls scattered off first, having an extra five minutes to shower. The boys next, walking slowly while talking. Max had to wait behind at Dozer’s request.


    “Yes?”


    “I have a mission for you,” said Dozer, picking up a set of weights that had been left behind.


    “The groundskeeper is off sick and fifteen of the light bulbs have blown around the pillar, something to do with the wind being too strong. From what I have heard, you’re the right man for the job,” said Dozer, giving Max a compliment for once.


    “What about Elite training?” he replied, looking hopefully at Dozer.


    Dozer noticed his impatience and met it with a frown. “Consider this the first task on your journey to becoming an Elite. Students have to complete much more school before even being considered. However, you have shown promise and that’s why I’m giving this job to you and no one else,” Dozer replied.


    “In that case, I accept,” Max gave Dozer a big grin.


    “What class do you have next?” asked Dozer.


    “Government,” replied Max with a sour expression.


    “I will let them know you will not be attending,” said Dozer.


    “Great!”


    “Meet me in five minutes behind the dining hall and bring a friend if you need to,” said Dozer, as he hastened towards the door.


    Max pondered on whom he could bring, going through the list in his head. Chris, Rachel and Hilary had never climbed with him before. Only one person came to mind: Jimmy.


    He had no need to change clothes; PT gear was good enough to get the job done.


    He walked to Jimmy’s English class, waiting a couple of minutes for all the small students to settle down. Max knocked on the door twice and Mr. Wilson welcomed him in with a wave of his hand.


    “Yes, Maximus?”


    It didn’t look like an ordinary classroom; it was much brighter and more colourful, the walls crowded with the students’ artwork. The kids all looked up at him with interest.


    “Dozer has requested Jimmy on the matter of an Elite task.”


    The teacher eyed Jimmy and nodded his approval.


    “On your way,” he said to both boys as Max watched Jimmy leap to his feet.


    Jimmy couldn’t hold in his ecstatic energy, bouncing around Max in circles.


    “What are we doing?” he half-yelled, looking up at Max with fire in his eyes. “Is it training or my first mission? Come on, tell me!” he nagged.


    “Has anyone ever told you that you sound like a girl?” Max laughed and Jimmy giggled, proving Max’s point. Jimmy followed him with his mouth shut, although still humming with excitement, until they got to the south end of the pillar, behind the dining room building. There lay a small patch of grass with ropes, bulbs and climbing equipment. Dozer stood over it all, checking that they had the tools for the job.


    “Too young, don’t you think?” said Dozer, eyeing Jimmy.


    “Yeah, he is young, but he can do the job better than anyone I know,” replied Max.


    “You must not know many people then,” said Dozer in mock seriousness.


    Max turned his gaze on Jimmy, cutting through his laughter with narrowed eyes.


    “It was funny,” said the younger boy, his hand over his mouth in an effort to hold back the giggles.


    “Do you want to go back to class?”


    “No.”


    “Didn’t think so,” said Max returning his attention to Dozer.


    “These are crampons, and they provide you and little Jimmy here with some extra grip on your feet,” he said, picking them up and showing them to both boys.


    “None of this stuff is necessary,” said Max, looking over all the equipment. “We really just need the bulbs and the rope and we’re set.”


    Dozer looked at Max as if he were mad.


    “So, how are you going to get to the bulbs? Free climb?” he joked.


    “Exactly. The pillar has enough cracks to guide your way right round and back,” said Max, toeing the grass.


    “Well, don’t really care how you get it done; just make sure it’s done before lunch time.”


    “No problem,” replied Max, watching Dozer as he departed.


    “Let’s get going, shall we?” said Max, tossing the rope to Jimmy.


    “Help me attach these lights to the rope,” said Max, picking up a light bulb and tying it on.


    One by one, the boys attached all the lights to the long rope and then set it down on the soft grass.


    “I know you’ve just started working on controlling your power, but I need you to turn the right side of your body to rock.”


    Jimmy nodded his head at Max’s request and focused. His mind was blank and he struggled to find the source of his power. He opened his eyes; why could the grass flow with the wind but not his body with his power? He shifted his gaze from the grass to the dirt that swirled around like a mini-tornado. He tensed and tried the opposite approach, forcing it out. Jimmy turned red and Max could see that he was using the wrong method.


    “Don’t push it,” Max insisted.


    “How else can I do it? It’s not coming to me, Max,” said Jimmy in frustration.


    “How about just turning your right arm and right leg?”


    Jimmy tried once again, but again failed.


    “What are you thinking about?” asked Max.


    Jimmy wasn’t sure. “Nothing,” he replied, staring at Max.


    “There’s your problem; you have to draw out your power from somewhere.”


    “Where do you get yours from?” asked Jimmy hoping for some further advice.


    “When I was struggling with my power I would use my cousin for inspiration,” he said, straightening the rope along the grass. “Do you remember any of your family?”


    “No,” Jimmy replied, looking down at the ground.


    “Then we will just have to use the memory of me falling,” said Max, running over that night in his head. “Try and picture me falling and that second before you decided to jump and save me. When you get to that point grab at the memory and turn it into your power,” explained Max walking over to stand in front of him.


    Jimmy closed his eyes for the third time, trying to picture the dark cliff side. He could remember the fear and pressure that built up within him. Also, Max’s feet stepping over the edge and his body plummeting through the air. He could remember the tiniest flicker inside of him.


    “Good, keep that thought,” whispered Max.


    Without Jimmy noticing, his body had slowly turned into a rocky surface. First his hand, then his leg, slowly working its way to the centre line of his body.


    “Stop,” Max said, looking up and down the length of his body. Jimmy opened his eyes and was even more ecstatic than he was earlier, if possible, shrieking with delight.


    “Okay, okay! Calm down,” smiled Max.


    “Does this mean I always have to dig deep into that memory?” asked Jimmy, hoping there would be an easier way.


    “No, just for now. Eventually, your body will get used to your power and a connection will open up, making it easy to open and close.”


    “I understand,” replied Jimmy, still excited.


    “Now, enough of the chit chat. Let’s get started,” said Max, wanting to get a move on.


    Max had Jimmy turn his left hand into rock, making sure he was strong enough to dangle the long rope with all the light bulbs on it. He gently lowered the rope down the cliff and began descending towards the first blown bulb. He could tell this one needed changing because of a red mark that was clear across the bulb. Max untied the first light bulb from the rope and held it up for Jimmy to see.


    “How do you know that one works?”


    “Watch,” replied Max. He pushed out a little spark and the bulb shone a bright yellow. He then grabbed the rope and ran his current through it, watching as every bulb lit up. Jimmy could only look on in amazement and admiration.


    “Wow,” Jimmy sighed, watching as the lights dimmed again.


    It took the boys forty-two minutes to successfully rotate around the pillar in a spiral, replacing all the red-marked bulbs.


    Eventually, they crawled back over the cliff’s edge to the small grass patch behind the buildings.


    “Well done,” said Max, lying flat on his back.


    “Thanks,” replied Jimmy, immediately pulling him to his feet. Max stretched his arms and legs and found he was surprisingly sore from the day’s exercises. He looked worriedly at Jimmy – he looked pale and drawn. Max knew exactly what was wrong with him. He had exhausted his energy. To maintain that consistent form for his first real time had put him into overdrive. The bags under his eyes made him look tired. Suddenly, he swayed on his feet, half-falling to the ground before Max caught him.


    “You have done well, Jimmy,” said Max. He lifted the boy onto his shoulders and carried him to his room, where he could rest for the afternoon.


    By the time Max sat down with his well-deserved lunch, he had worked up a pretty big appetite. He ate in silence as more and more people filled the tables. Hilary hadn’t said a word to him for a couple of days and Rachel was still mad at him about his comment.


    “Hey, Max,” said Chris as he took a seat next to him.


    “Hey, man,” Max replied, chewing down on his food.


    “Have you heard about the assembly tonight?” Chris asked, obviously excited.


    “Yeah, I heard Master Lee and Danny Tucker are coming with their applicants for the first Assessment,” said a girl named Jane across the table.


    “Could you pass me that newspaper?” asked Max pointing at the one closest to Jane.


    “Sure,” she replied handing it down to Chris, who tossed it into Max’s arms.


    “Check this out,” called Max. Everyone sitting around him squeezed in to get a better look.


    “Bank robberies in England and Sherwood. Authorities believe both banks were robbed at the same time by the same people,” said Max, reading further down the article.


    “They must have had a teleporter with them,” said Jane, leaning over seven people for a closer look.


    “Where in England?” asked Chris.


    “Let me check…” He quickly skimmed over the article once again, holding his finger on the spot. “London.”


    “You look worried,” said Jane.


    “It’s where my family live. However, I always end up in New Zealand visiting my grandfather. He has a really nice bach by the ocean,” he explained.


    “I haven’t seen the sea in a long time,” replied Jane, wistfully.


    “Beautiful place, New Zealand. North or South Island?” questioned Rachel, joining the conversation.


    Jane shot a nasty look at Rachel, who immediately felt rotten for cutting Jane off. She dropped her gaze to the floor, avoiding Jane’s glare.


    “South,” replied Chris. He could vividly picture the vast green mountaintops and cold river springs. He had spent a lot of time in the environment with his grandfather. He was told at a very early age about the Power Association. He was trained on how to adapt to certain situations and his grandfather leapt through the roof when he witnessed the extent of his power.


    They had been tramping for many hours, climbing and navigating through the mountains. The weather had begun to cave in very quickly and Chris had missed his footing, sending him tumbling down a bank. He was ten metres away from falling into the rapids of the river when his power struck. He turned the whole river into ice and slid across the surface. His grandfather made it across as quickly as he could, lifting the boy to his feet and hugging him.


    “It explains why you don’t mind the cold,” his grandfather had said, patting him on the back.


    “Incredible cold in the winter,” said Rachel with a shiver.


    “What did they steal from the banks, money?” asked Jane.


    “Safety deposit boxes,” replied Max.


    “I bet you they have the NPA on this case,” muttered Rachel.


    “The Nons will be puzzled for a while,” laughed Chris.


    “Dozer,” whispered Jane and everyone fell silent.


    “May I have a word?” said Dozer, looking over Chris’s shoulder at Max.


    “Sure.” Max smiled, grabbing his last bread roll and following Dozer from the room.


    “It has come to my attention that your room is lacking in the furniture department,” said Dozer, leaning up against the wall.


    “You could say that,” replied Max.


    “Since you and Jimmy did such a good job, I am happy to give you both a hundred points each. If I may suggest maybe a desk to help you with your homework?” smiled Dozer.


    “Definitely. And if you could be so kind as to spare a different light for my room, too, that’d be great. The one I have at the moment is a bit non-existent, if you know what I mean.”


    “Maybe. I will think about it,” said Dozer as he turned around and headed to the kitchen.


    “Oh, one more thing,” he said, turning back to Max. “Meet me after the assembly.”


    The day wrapped up quite quickly and soon it was the end of Max’s last class. He had decided to make his way up to the girls’ level to try and get Rachel to forgive him.


    “Number thirteen,” he repeated to himself as he climbed the staircase. It looked exactly like the boys’ level corridor, except with bigger numbers on the wall. He counted the numbers up from room one and worked his way around to a room at the corner of the level. He waited at the door for a few seconds trying to marshall his thoughts, knocking on the door only when he was sure of his apology.


    “Coming,” said a girl’s voice. The door swung open, revealing a sight that rocked Max back on his heels.


    “Hilary,” he said stunned.


    “Max, what are you doing on this level?” she asked just as stunned as he was.


    “Um.”


    “Not this again,” she said. “I thought you’d got over all the awkwardness.”


    “Sorry, but it’s a bit hard to concentrate when you’re like that,” he replied. She had a blue towel covering most of her body and her wet, wavy hair draped over her shoulders.


    “Sorry. You just caught me coming out of the shower,” she said, giving Max an innocent look.


    “I didn’t mean to disturb you, just haven’t heard from you in a while. I just wanted to see if everything was all right.”


    Hilary took a step forward, giving Max a hug. He could feel the water drip off her wet hair onto the back of his neck. The attraction came as a wave, washing over him as he stood there with her in his arms.


    “You’re so sweet,” she said as she let him go.


    “No Elites today?” he asked hoarsely.


    “Lucky for us it’s been cancelled because of the assembly. Why don’t you come in for a couple of minutes?” she said, walking back into her room.


    He walked in, looking from wall to wall. Posters featuring half-naked men covered most of the blue paint, with photos of friends and family stuck up in between.


    She had a queen-sized bed in the middle of her room, which looked ten times more comfortable than his. A desk and drawers sat on the right-hand wall, covered in stickers and notes from her friends.


    “Not a dull room, is it?” said Max, still looking around.


    “It’s just me,” she said, smiling.


    “Well, you wouldn’t want my room; just a bed and a whole bunch of carvings in the wall,” he laughed.


    She now sat at her mirror, attempting to dry her hair with a second towel.


    “But it must be peaceful,” she replied, turning around to face him.


    “Nowhere is peaceful when you have Jimmy around,” he laughed.


    “Has he been in your room, then?”


    “Yes, why do you ask?”


    “No reason,” she replied.


    “Okay, well I should probably get out of here and let you get changed,” he said, looking at her one more time.


    “Thanks for stopping by. If you like, you can come here after the assembly and talk. I promise I’ll be properly dressed,” she said giggling.


    “After I’ve seen Dozer,” he said with a smile.


    “Sounds like a plan,” she said. She stood and gave him a hug, showing him out and closing the door.


    He walked down the girls’ corridor happy with himself, hoping that Jonny didn’t hear about their little encounter. He had only just got over the bruising he’d been given, and payback was long overdue in his mind.


    Max turned the corner, trying to make his way back to the stairs, and he looked up as he bumped into someone.


    “Ouch!” said Rachel as she hit the floor.


    “Sorry,” said Max, looking between her and Jane, who was helping her up.


    “What are you doing on the girls’ floor?” Rachel demanded, now angry at Max for yet another reason.


    “Well, honestly, I came up here to apologise to you.”


    “What were you doing coming from that way, then?” said Jane, coming to Rachel’s defence.


    “You can blame that one on Jimmy. He told me room thirteen,” he replied with a hint of annoyance.


    “You don’t have to lie, Max; I know that’s Hilary’s room. Sometimes you really know how to be a good friend,” said Rachel, sarcastically.


    She stormed past Max, not about to stop for anything.


    “Wait! I’m telling the truth,” he pleaded.


    “She’ll be fine, but lying is a bad habit,” said Jane, walking fast to catch up with Rachel.


    “I’m not lying!” he yelled, trying one last time to convince them.


    * * *


    Allocated seats were given to every student, Elites at the front, teachers at the top table and everyone else filling the long tables in the hall. Max could see Master Lee on the left of Alexander and an older man on his right. He assumed it was Danny Tucker, the head master for the sister Elementrix School.


    Max couldn’t help but overhear students talking about the head boy and girl arriving back from their visits to the other schools. Max was surprised to find out they had a head boy and a head girl; it had never come to his attention that the school had them.


    “Hey, Jace, who are they?” Max asked.


    “Our head boy and head girl? Elizabeth Suater and Dave Berky,” he replied, identifying them to Max.


    “Are they anything special?” asked Max.


    “They are just smart users. They get picked based on their knowledge, skill and experience.”


    “What’s this assembly in aid of?”


    “For students to advance to become an Elite they must be selected from their school to compete in different Assessments,” replied Chris.


    “That is why they hold this assembly with the three schools. This is where the students get picked,” continued Rachel, who appeared to have forgiven him, much to his relief.


    “Are the Assessments hard?”


    “Yes, only a quarter or so of the students end up passing.”


    “Be quiet, they’re about to start,” said a girl opposite the boys.


    Alexander raised his right hand to silence the students. When the hum of everyone’s voices had subsided, he began.


    “I first welcome Master Lee and Danny Tucker, along with their students, to our school. Please give them a warm welcome and a round of applause.”


    All the students stood and gave them a standing ovation, as Danny stood and made his way to the podium.


    “I speak for all at your sister school when I say thank you for welcoming us with such warmth. I have always admired this school, since it was here that Philo, who created the Elementrix chain, began. Thanks to the ancient statue of Philo himself on the masters’ level and the very pillar this school was built on, I am excited every year to come visit and I would like to say good luck to the students who are participating in their first Assessment,” said Danny as he waved a hand over the students.


    “Very well said,” said Alexander, nodding his approval.


    Max turned to Chris, patting him on the shoulder. “Hey. I’ve never seen the statue,” he whispered.


    “I’m surprised you haven’t been up there yet. That’s where Alexander teaches most of his classes,” he replied quietly.


    “Intriguing…”


    “Master Lee,” said Alex in introduction, looking over in his direction. Lee stood from the table, swallowing a mouthful of wine and clearing his throat.


    “I hope to see the very best from the students, and if there are any who particularly impress me, I shall see to it that they are rewarded with a token of my appreciation,” called out Master Lee before returning to his seat.


    The students applauded raucously at idea of an award being up for grabs. When the clapping died down, Alexander once again took to the stage.


    “Very tempting, Lee. I think I may well compete, myself,” joked Alexander.


    A little hum of whistling and howling came from some of the students at the back, making the entire hall laugh.


    “Settle down,” he said mildly, looking for a moment over the students before speaking.


    “Before naming the applicants, let us dine on a feast that will not be soon forgotten!”


    At the end of his speech, he clapped his hands twice, ushering in the school servants. They carried huge plates of roast beef, chicken and ham, placing them in the middle of each table.


    When the servants had finished bringing out the cutlery for the students, everyone began eating. Max was extremely hungry after the day’s events and quickly stacked his plate full of ham.


    “Going all out,” said Jane to one of her friends next to her.


    “Well the Assessments only happen once a year.”


    Max didn’t worry about what time of year it was, focused as he was on his food.


    After a time the students had finished eating and sat chatting with one another. Alex once again rose to his feet and clapped his hands for attention.


    “Such a well-cooked dinner. Thank you to all the staff involved. Now, if Lee and Danny would join me, we will begin the announcements.”


    “If you would, please stand when your name is called,” said Alex.


    “Toby Rice, Tim Murray, Elisabeth Simmons, Kate Smith and Jacob Biddle,” said Danny.


    Everyone clapped for the five standing students, who moved forward to take seats next to the teacher.


    Master Lee continued the announcements with his five choices, the assembled students clapping madly for those standing.


    “Very good. Now, the nominations for the Elementrix Pillar. Nicole Rogers, Will Lars, Chris Barker…”


    Max watched as Chris stood next to him, grinning madly.


    “… Lena Wilkinson and, last but not least, Maximus Thatcher.”


    Shock rippled up and down the tables as everyone leaned their heads together, chatter spreading through the room like a roll of thunder.


    Max was hesitant about standing up; Chris had to lean down and yank him up to stand next to him. The first clap came from Master Lee as he stood up, shouting “Excellent!” at the top of his lungs.


    Max now stood there as a showpiece, with every eye pinned on him. It was just like his first day. He sat as quickly as he had got up, trying not to attract more attention than necessary.


    “You never told me you were up for nomination,” said someone at the table.


    “I didn’t know,” replied Max, taking a piece of cake that the servants had put on the table in front of him.


    “Now, enjoy the dessert,” beamed Alex.


    The assembly wrapped up with rules being outlined for the new students from the different schools. Max had noticed a difference in the other students. It seemed as if the sister school had much larger students than the Pillar and the Main. Elementrix Main had small but quick kids and the Pillar had a mix of the two.


    “One last thing before we depart to our rooms. A meeting tomorrow for all rock users. Four-thirty, my office,” said Alex.


    Max stayed seated as he watched most of his friends depart. Some of them mingled with the other students, trying to avoid going to bed so early. He could see Lee talking to Alex and a couple of students, Jonny being one of them. Max cringed at the sight of him.


    He had quite enjoyed his first assembly; the food was good; the speeches had been good and he had got to see Master Lee again.


    “Are you ready?” said someone behind him. He turned around in surprise.


    “For what?” he replied.


    “For a stroll,” Dozer ordered, nodding towards the exit.


    Max complied, standing and following Dozer’s trail out of the hall. He glanced over at the Elites and teachers and saw a hint of brown hair before turning the corner.


    “As you are now aware, Alex and I thought it was appropriate to put you down for the first Assessment,” said Dozer, continuing along the corridor. Max trotted up alongside him.


    “Don’t you have to be at this school for at least a year first or have previous experience?”


    “In most cases I would say you are correct.”


    “And in other cases?”


    “Well, when the students are gifted enough to attend the Assessments.”


    “Just like Hilary, who was pushed through quite quickly?” he said, curiously.


    “Yes, she was extremely gifted. Had her power well under control before she even came here,” Dozer replied. “What’s it to you?”


    “Nothing, just using her as an example,” said Max, attempting to hide his real feelings.


    “Sure… Anyway, the reason I’m talking to you is because I have noticed something about your training. Have you used your electrical abilities while training?”


    Max thought for a long second, slowly shaking his head.


    “I don’t think I have,” he said, truthfully.


    “That’s going to be a problem,” sighed Dozer.


    “It just never crossed my mind,” said Max, coming to a complete stop at the outside arena and leaning on the rail.


    Dozer stood before him, contemplating his next words.


    “There has to be a balance. If you got your electrical powers up to the same level as your physicality, you would be a very formidable opponent,” said Dozer, pushing his point strongly.


    “Okay, but where is this coming from?”


    Dozer leaned on the rail next to Max and looked over the cliff side.


    “The first Assessment,” said Dozer with a wary eye.


    “So, you’re saying I need to improve my electricity to pass the first Assessment. I don’t even know what it’s about,” objected Max.


    “Exactly. That’s why I’m here. You’re going to be pushed off the cliff and you’re going to have to use your power to stop yourself.”


    Max rolled his eyes, jumping up and taking a seat on the rail. “You should have put Jimmy up for this; he’s already done it.”


    “Another surprise to add to the list! Tell me, Max, can you do it?” he questioned, looking over the edge.


    “Well, we are going to have to find out now, aren’t we?” said Max, bowing and taking his leave.


    “Such a cocky boy,” muttered Dozer as he strolled off out of the icy breeze.


    Morning came around quickly and Max heard two knocks on the door.


    “What is it?” he called, still half-asleep.


    “Delivery, Sir,” said a man, knocking on the door twice more.


    He opened his door to see a young man slightly older than himself standing before him.


    He was very tall, with dark blond hair and shoes that dwarfed his own.


    “One desk, one light and a complementary chair from Alexander. Now, if you would just put your finger where shown, I’ll be on my way.”


    Max grabbed the portable device and put his finger on the little screen. “Thank you, Maximus,” said the device in his hands. He just about dropped contraption in surprise.


    “Technology these days,” said Max, handing it back to the man. Max watched as he scrolled down to the next delivery and disappeared on the spot.


    “Another jumper. Must be in Stuart’s line of work,” he said, grabbing hold of the desk and hauling it against the wall. He pulled up the chair next to it and fixed his light, stepping back to take a look, happy with the layout.


    He walked to Jimmy’s room to see what the hold-up was, knocking on his door and waiting.


    “Jimmy, hurry up,” he yelled, knocking again before opening the door. Jimmy stood behind it, holding onto the other handle.


    “I don’t think I’m up for it today,” croaked Jimmy, virtually hanging off the door.


    “Yeah, you’re right, you look awful,” said Max.


    “Sorry,” replied Jimmy, appearing half-dead.


    “Don’t be silly. Rest up for next week,” said Max, pointing to the bed.


    “Thanks.”


    Max went to his morning training with Dozer, still having no success knocking his sword from his hand. This was now Max’s number one task, as well as the first Assessment, which was two weeks away.


    Then, breakfast.


    “Hey, Miss, do you mind if I take an extra pancake?” asked Max, hungrily.


    “As long as you eat it quick,” she winked, putting an extra two on his plate. “And what have I told you about calling me Miss? It’s April.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” he replied, looking straight at her. “I only need one extra pancake, thank you,” said Max looking down at the extra two.


    “The other one is for the young lady over there.”


    Max turned around to see who she was talking about.


    “Rachel,” he replied slowly.


    “Get you in her good books,” April laughed, patting Max on the shoulder.


    “How did you know?” he said, flushing pink.


    “Nothing gets past this cook, honey,” she laughed, pointing towards the table.


    He sighed, walking over to the table. He seated himself opposite her, far enough away that she couldn’t get a hold of him.


    “An extra pancake for you,” he said, lightly placing it on her plate and snapping his hand away with lightning speed.


    “Is this your second apology?” she said as calmly as a sunny day.


    “Yes,” he said, hesitantly.


    “Tell the cook thanks.”


    Max let out a little laugh. “You got me; it’s all her idea.”


    Rachel couldn’t help but smile at the second pathetic attempt at an apology.


    “I guess I can’t stay mad at you forever,” said Rachel, formally forgiving Max.


    “I promise: no more bad comments,” he replied, putting up his hands.


    “Good.”


    “Did you end up talking to Jimmy about the room mix-ups?” said Max, hoping for some brownie points.


    “Don’t you worry. I already gave him a smack on the back of the head,” she said, pulling her book in front of her and sticking her nose halfway into the pages.


    Max sat in silence as he ate his delicious breakfast, figuring that if he kept stuffing his face with pancakes, he wouldn’t be able to say anything stupid.


    “I think this is my new favourite breakfast,” he said, finally, in an attempt at conversation.


    Rachel took no notice, absorbed in her book.


    “Okay, what are you reading?”


    She lifted her head from behind the book cover. “Just studying,” she replied. “You didn’t study did you? The Cleon chapter she said to go over,” she reminded him.


    “Oops. Oh, well,” said Max, shrugging his shoulders. “I’ll just have to sit next to you,” he grinned.


    He felt relieved knowing Rachel wasn’t mad at him any more. It felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders and all he could do was smile and eat.
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    [bookmark: 394211]Chapter 12


    The Gods


    It seemed Dozer had not been bluffing when he said there would be detention if Max failed to knock the sword out of his hands. He had spent the last two hours scrubbing the outside arena with a few of the naughty students in the dojo. He now knew why the arena looked so shiny all the time.


    “What a waste of two hours,” complained Max, flexing his thumb so it wouldn’t burn.


    “Tell me about it. This is my fifteenth time,” laughed Mark, staring at the spot where he was scrubbing.


    Max thought hard on the subject of hitting the sword out of Dozer’s hands. If he had to do this every Friday it would drive him mad.


    Finally, after a long two hours of labour, everyone was dismissed to get ready for dinner. Max quickly finished showering and shaving and hastened to his room, watching all the students gather in groups to head to the dining hall.


    He walked up to the door and wrapped his hand around the door knob. A surprising spark erupted from the handle, making Max pull his hand back in alarm. The door swung slowly open and he cautiously made his way inside. He flipped the switch on his new light and watched as the glow engulfed the room. His black dress robes sat on his bed waiting for him and he walked over and threw his dirty clothes in the corner for cleaning.


    As he picked up his ironed clothes, an envelope fell out of the folds. He picked it up off the ground and turned it over. It was quite hard to open, closed as it was with a red wax seal on the back. His frustration grew and he tore a corner of the envelope, emptying the contents into his hand.


    His head tilted in surprise as he found he was looking at a small, clear ring of the same type the old man had given him on the bridge. This ring, however, was not complete; there was a small gap where the two ends were unconnected.


    “That’s weird,” he frowned.


    He placed the ring on the desk, continuing on to dinner.


    “Maximus.” Someone spoke to him. With a jolt, he recognised the voice from the forest, back when the tree had sparked.


    Max glared around him, waiting for the voice to return, but nothing came. He was really feeling freaked out as he stood there, questioning whether he was hearing things.


    After a moment with no repeat of the voice, he mentally shook himself and began to make his way once more to the door, but halted when he heard it again.


    His name was called more softly and drawn out, this time. He turned from the door and found himself facing the inscriptions on the wall. Suddenly, the light flicked off and the inscriptions glowed brightly in the dark. Max gaped in wonder at the writing on the wall.


    He crept closer and saw that, in fact, only half of the writing was glowing. The writing was scattered in various groupings across the wall, and he had to take a step back to fit it into his mind map. He looked at the non-glowing writing, trying to keep in mind where the glowing script was, wondering at the same time if it would return to normal.


    It was amazing: signatures of the past electric users who had inhabited this room, different symbols illuminated by the glow. Stepping close to the wall, he ran his fingers across the writing, still trying to fit the pieces together.


    “’The first Assessment’,” he read aloud to himself.


    “’Jolt; a formation of body parts moving in sequence with each other, enhanced by an electrical surge which forces the body in any direction’.”


    Max carried on reading until he got to the signature at the bottom: “’Smith Thatcher’” he read out.


    Amazing! He ran his finger over the word ‘Jolt’. His scar began to tingle as the invisible seal slowly peeled off and the full ring around his scar appeared, giving Max a shock.


    He leaned over and looked in a mirror that Hilary had given him. Suddenly, he gripped his neck as the huge force brought him to his knees.


    The electricity began to release, bouncing from wall to wall as it fuelled the glowing writing. His scar turned black, followed by the ring around it. It could now be mistaken for a tattoo. Max pushed his power; it was a strange feeling, as if he had released a niggling thorn from his side.


    Outside, Max’s friends had gathered on the lawn and were watching the outside of the building in shock.


    “What’s happening?” yelled Chris.


    “Look!” replied Jimmy.


    The dojo shook as every light bulb blew, leaving the school in pitch darkness. Rachel grabbed onto Chris’s arm in fear.


    “It’s okay,” he comforted as he held onto her. He looked down into her scared eyes, trying to portray a confidence he didn’t feel as he drew her closer.


    “That’s Max’s room!” shouted Jimmy. All eyes flew to Max’s room as a beam of light erupted, followed by an explosion of electricity. Shaken into action, Jimmy took off at a sprint.


    “Wait!” called Chris, chasing after him and leaving Rachel standing alone.


    Jimmy side-stepped the groups of students forming at the base of the accommodation, a mixture from all three of the Elementrix schools, who were getting ready to compete in the Assessments. It was their first night here and they were on high alert already.


    Waves of injured students staggered from the building and were directed by staff to the outside arena. Alexander stormed by, grabbing hold of Jimmy and Chris as they attempted to ascend the accommodation stairs.


    “It’s Maximus,” said Chris, trying to break free.


    “Stay behind me and my barrier,” commanded Alexander.


    The electricity was frightening. The closer they got the fiercer it became. Alex’s barrier became a magnet to the electricity as it battered against it. Small cracks appeared, allowing small sparks to erupt inside the barrier, making Jimmy jump.


    “How can it penetrate your shield, Master?” yelled Chris.


    This was what had happened before, back in the alleyway and Alexander stopped when the lightning became too much. Jimmy turned his hand to rock and tried to hold the barrier.


    “The lightning burns,” he screamed.


    Chris pulled Jimmy behind him. Alex knew this was not ordinary lightning: rock should not be affected at all, let alone to the degree the lightning had affected Jimmy.


    “Another pulse coming!” screamed Chris.


    “Ice the barrier,” replied Alexander, his voice slightly quavering, but calm.


    Chris touched the barrier, turning it to ice a second before the wave hit. The wave shattered the ice, flinging the group, unconscious, to the floor a couple of doors away.


    Chris awoke to pitch blackness. The lightning had stopped and the Head Master was on his feet, trying but unable to enter Max’s room, an invisible barrier keeping him out.


    “Let us try. We’ve been invited in before,” said Chris, slowly standing upright.


    Chris lifted a blinking Jimmy to his feet and then made his way to the door.


    “I’m coming in, Max,” called Chris.


    Max groaned. He could barely move his body, but he had to get to his desk. He crawled to his chair and summoned all his strength to lift himself up and grab the sealing ring from the envelope. When he placed the sealing ring on top of the full black ring around his scar, the ring took effect immediately, restricting his power and leaving Max with a black quarter ring. He could feel the connection open up, giving him twenty-five percent of his full power. He keeled over and lay on the ground as Chris and Jimmy crouched next to him.


    “It’s good to see you,” Max mumbled as he grabbed Jimmy’s hand. “What happened?” Jimmy’s hand had turned red and begun to swell up. Jimmy shook his head. “It’s nothing,” he replied.


    Deep down, though, Max knew it was his power that had done this, but how? How many were injured because of him?


    * * *


    It was eight forty-five the next morning when Max turned the handle to the Head Master’s office and peered around the door.


    “Come in,” said Alexander, grimly.


    Max closed the door behind him and sat opposite Alexander. There was a tension between the two and silence reigned for a moment.


    Finally: “Do you know what happened?” asked Alexander.


    “No, Sir.”


    Alexander grew silent, his eyes fixed on Max, carefully choosing his words.


    “You matured. That means your scar goes black with ink and your power grows.”


    Max sat in silence. This was all new to him.


    “How many?” he asked, quietly.


    “In the dojo, only me and you,” replied the Head Master.


    “What does this mean?”


    “I don’t know,” sighed the Head Master.


    “What do we do now?”


    “You carry on with your class schedule,” said Alexander.


    “What if this happens again?” He was terrified of hurting anyone else.


    “You can only mature once. You will be fine. Now, off you go.”


    Max made his way off the Masters’ level, taking no notice of the big statue as he passed. He entered the history classroom, which was noisy with the students’ chatter. As he walked in, the noise quietened and he could see that everyone was whispering about him. They had never seen anyone mature before and it was obviously a hot topic throughout all three schools. Max took a seat next to Rachel, slouching low and wishing he could disappear down the pillar. His chain of thought was broken by Rachel’s comment.


    “They have been waiting for those posters for months now,” she said, trying to take his mind off the events of the previous night.


    “What posters?” Max questioned, jerked back to the present.


    “Didn’t you notice the ten people at the back?” Rachel laughed.


    “I did, but you know I try to avoid big groups.” She grinned wryly and indicated for him to go and look. He got to his feet, making his way to the back of the room and the group. The ten people dispersed on Max’s approach, except for one boy, who stood in place, trying to take a good look at Max’s ink scar. The back wall held four posters of what looked like Gods.


    The poster on the left held the image of what appeared to be a political looking man with a white beard. His posture conveyed that he was a man of importance. White robes wrapped his body from his left shoulder down to his waist.


    The poster next to this showed the most beautiful woman Max had ever laid eyes on. Her skin looked bright with warmth and her hair was long and curled over her shoulders. Hazel eyes that no man could look at without being dazzled. But there was something else besides her beauty; she looked like the kindest and gentlest person in the world. No other woman Max had seen came close.


    At the bottom of the poster, the name “Vita” in big bold letters stood out like a light in the darkest of places. “Life” it said, just under the name.


    “She is the mother of all powers,” said Rachel, once again showing how smart she was.


    Max skipped over to the third poster. The man looked like he had been in plenty of wars, with angry scars across his chest and shoulders. He looked like a stern and bold kind of man, no hint of a smile on his face. He looked straight ahead in the poster, giving Max the impression that he was still engaged in battle.


    He wore battle armour that shone brightly, ensuring that he would stand out from the rest of his platoon and which would inject fear into the heart of his enemy. The armour was lined with gold and he held a shield in his right hand and a spear in his left. He looked like a man who would run, rather than walk, and always be the first into battle. Long, dark blond hair hung beside blue eyes that stared out from a helmet that covered most of his head. Max’s eyes ran down to the name at the bottom: “Cleon” with one word beneath it: “Glory.”


    The last poster was different from the rest and had a golden outline around it. “Philo,” was the name Max read, the writing in gold lettering and placed under his feet.


    This man had a kind face and was pictured on one knee, looking up. He looked extremely strong, the kindness in his face overpowered by his muscular body. He had black hair and brown eyes, with iron skin with no scars.


    He and Rachel made their way back over to their seats. Rachel was finding it impossible to keep the eye contact to a minimum and she couldn’t help but glance at him every few seconds.


    “Can you not eyeball me? It’s bad enough the rest of the school is doing it,” said Max in a slightly irritated tone.


    Rachel said nothing, turning bright red as she tried to avoid his eyes.


    “Now, if everyone could please turn around,” said Ms. Figg, walking to the back of the class and standing before the first poster.


    “Everyone should know who this is,” said the teacher, pointing her long ruler at the white robes of the politician.


    “Cato,” yelled someone at the back.


    “Correct, but the main focus on this lesson today is this man here,” she said, pointing to Cleon, the man in the battle armour.


    The students went quiet, waiting for her presentation on the Gods.


    “I have some notes with information highlighted, so if you could hand them out, James, that would be much appreciated.”


    James got up from his chair, taking the notes from her hand, and laid one on every desk.


    “I will give you some time to read on your own, but don’t forget there is a test next Friday, so it would be wise to study that highlighted information.”


    Max was surprised to find himself hugely interested in the subject of the Gods. He picked up his piece of paper and began reading.


    “The God gifted with every power except the elements. There have been many different accounts from people who recall seeing a Godly figure fly through the air as if he was a hawk. Others said he had the strength of a thousand men, being able to stop a comet from hitting the Earth. What was feared the most by his enemies was that the variety of his abilities made him unpredictable. The first school in his name was put up in his birthplace of Rome. Many others followed with the expansion of powers that were spread out across the planet. One of the most useful and well-known powers held by Cleon was the ability to teleport wherever he wished. Upon seeing the destination in his mind it took only seconds until he reached the desired spot. The credit for a great many discoveries has been attributed to him.


    It has been questioned how such a powerful man could vanish from the Earth without a trace. It has been written down in the scroll of Cleon that he had crumbled under the weight of the many powers he possessed. In other writings, it was said that there was an agreement between the Gods to give up their powers to the people, so that they could rest in the temple of Vita and watch over the Earth in its development.”


    Max finished reading, feeling his problems somewhat lifted from his shoulders. He had developed enormous respect for the Gods since he had begun to learn about them. He knew that they were real. Others might call him crazy, but he could feel some sort of connection to the immortal beings.


    “Before I let you go to break are there any questions?”


    The room was quiet as the students looked around them, waiting for the first question to pop up.


    Max put up his hand. “Who was stronger out of Cleon and Philo?” he asked, genuinely interested.


    “That’s a very masculine question, Maximus. Truthfully I couldn’t answer that, too many debates on the topic,” she replied.


    Max wasn’t satisfied with her answer. He wished he could see them all in person. What a sight that would have been, Max thought.


    “Yes, Jill.”


    “What’s the deal with the schools that he started?” she asked.


    “They were set up for the same reason as Philo’s were, to provide education to Power Users. However, the number of schools is almost triple that of the Elementrix branch. They first expanded all across Europe, covering the United States, down through India and then all across the world,” she said, walking around the front of the class and avoiding the sunny spot on the floor.


    “What is the Vita temple?” another girl shouted out.


    Ms. Figg hesitated, seeing that they were drifting from the topic of Cleon. “That’s for another time; it is already hot and sticky and you guys can’t keep still, so off you go,” she said, watching the students exit the classroom, wanting that fresh, cool air.


    It was now two days until the first Assessments began. All the foreign students were training hard, displaying their skills for Max to study. He sat on the rock overlooking the training.


    “Too slow,” he muttered to himself, watching one of Master Lee’s students swinging his swords. He had noticed that the pressure from the other night had grown. The knowledge that he had put his friend in a cast was scary. He had lost control of his power, injuring almost half the school. “That’ll go down in the history books,” they said behind his back. Their piercing eyes stayed in his mind.


    “Are you all right?” asked Chris, appearing from behind Max and grabbing his shoulder.


    Max jerked with shock, losing his balance and plummeting over the edge of the rock. For a second, he floated in mid-air before falling towards the field with a scream. Chris leapt off the edge, caught hold of Max by the collar and Max found himself sliding down an icy pathway to the ground. Max jolted, releasing enough energy to make the boys split in opposite directions, tumbling onto the ground. All activity on the field stopped, the students watching as Max grabbed a sword and stormed towards Chris.


    “What are you doing?!” yelled Chris.


    Anger ripped through Max as he swung the sword at Chris. Quickly, Chris produced an ice sword, blocking Max’s attack.


    A flurry of quick blows was traded, leaving both boys dripping with sweat. The crowd around them grew larger, impressed by the display of skill.


    “You know better than to sneak up on me!” Max yelled.


    “You are pushing the only friends you have away from you,” Chris shouted back.


    “Exactly. If you’re not my friend I won’t be able to hurt you,” Max said with quiet desperation.


    “That’s not the right way and you know it. We are all stronger together than alone,” said Chris.


    “I will not be the end of you.”


    “You’re right. You won’t,” said Chris throwing his sword down at Max’s feet. “I’m done,” said Chris, as he turned his back and disappeared into the crowd.
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    [bookmark: 419086]Chapter 13


    The First Assessment


    Maximus struggled to open his tired eyes, feeling a violent tugging on his arm. Bright light filtered through his eyelids.


    “Wake up, you’re going to miss the opening of the Assessments,” yanked Jimmy.


    “It doesn’t start until midday,” Max complained, pulling his arm free and turning under his blankets.


    “You have to eat breakfast; it’s the most important meal of the day.”


    “Yes, Dad.” Max sighed and threw back the blankets.


    The dining room at breakfast was filled with lots of excited students. Deep black uniforms with expensive blazers and very sharp dress pants and shoes adorned the Elementrix Main students. Master Lee demanded that the uniforms were tailor-made for each individual student. Max could only just make out the badge; a dragon with “Main” printed underneath was stitched into the blazer.


    His chain of thought was broken as he spotted Chris. Max could still feel the tension as he made eye contact and Chris immediately looked away, sitting down next to a group of students.


    “What is the name of Danny’s school?” asked Max, flicking his head towards Chris’s table, where he sat with Danny and his friends. The uniforms surrounding him were a different colour than those of the Main. Danny’s school insisted on paler colours: light blue and white blazers surrounded the table. Their badge showed a sabre-toothed tiger raking the air with its giant claws.


    “They’re Elementrix Spear,” replied Dave from Max’s left.


    “Why Spear?” queried Jane.


    She had yet to hear the story. It was on her wish list to visit the school in Rome; she had heard unbelievable tales of the school’s set-up. Columns of old Roman stone carvings welcomed visitors to the old school. The settlement was as old as the Pillar, with huge bath houses for all the students. Summer was hot and fields of wheat and grain coved the vast landscape. The students were taught how to produce the food they ate, learning from a young age how to sustain a healthy lifestyle of work and training. This was the reason their personalities differed from those who attended the Pillar and Main. The students were reserved and polite, hesitant about stepping into danger.


    It was Jimmy who told the story.


    “I heard that the establishment was home to the strongest Nons the world had ever seen. Their choice of weapon was a spear in the master hand and a shield in the other.


    “For four days the brave men held the fort against an enemy that was no man, but rather a beast hunting them for food. For four days the beast stalked the fort, circling its fortifications as if studying them. On the fifth day the gates were left open for the beast. The animal approached the men with caution and then… BOOM!” yelled Jimmy to the shock of the table, making them jump with surprise and filling the hall with laughter.


    “How dare you!” yelled Jane, hitting Jimmy on the arm.


    Max found the story intriguing, wanting more. “Carry on!” he shouted over the laughter.


    “Well, the battle was fierce and the beast took the lives of half the squad, but the men eventually prevailed. The head of the beast was set on a spear in the middle of the settlement for all to see. And that’s why the school is called Spear and that’s why the badge has the emblem of a sabre-toothed tiger,” concluded Jimmy.


    “Wow. But if that’s the case, then why are they so conservative now?” questioned Jane.


    “I guess times have changed,” replied Max.


    At that point, the doors to the main hall opened with a thud. The Elites from Pillar entered. This was the first time Max had seen the formal dress of the Pillar. It comprised a white blazer with red incorporated in a pattern down the sides, ending in a point. The rest of the outfit was white, with square, boxy dress shoes.


    His eyes rested upon Hilary’s as she entered. The girls’ blazers were more feminine, with a thin scarf to cover the neck.


    Hilary spotted Max straight away. She hadn’t had time to ask him about the previous night’s incident and she blushed as his eyes met hers. She wanted to talk to him, but the thought of being in his room scared her; the writing on the wall made her feel uncomfortable. How many generations had lived there? How many secrets lay engraved in the walls?


    “Keep your eyes up,” she said, as she passed Max with a huge smile.


    His eyes had wandered from her face to her chest. His honest intention had been to examine the badge, but nevertheless, he felt himself blushing.


    He had, however, seen that the badge depicted two lions, which stood on their back legs facing one another with swords crossing in the middle. Max tugged on Jimmy’s shirt.


    “What does our symbol mean?” asked Max, pointing at the Elites.


    “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


    “Try me,” grinned Max.


    “It means that even the king of the jungle has a weapon.”


    “Whoever designed it should stick to mopping floors,” commented Max, looking more closely at the detail of the lions.


    “The lion represents the king of all animals. Since we are the founding Elementrix school we are the king school,” replied Jane, squeezing chocolate sauce all over her pancakes.


    “Well, we all know who is going to top the Assessments!” yelled Mark at the top of his lungs.


    “Pillar Hoo Haa!” repeated the Pillar students.


    The chanting rose to a roar as the other schools responded.


    “Where have you been?” Jane asked Mark.


    Mark waited for the crowd to settle down before taking a seat and replying, “Watching them set up for the first Assessment. It looks amazing,” he grinned.


    “Pillar, Pillar, Pillar!” the tables howled.


    Gradually, the chanting died away as the Head Masters and teachers entered the dining hall, the presence of the staff dampening the atmosphere. Max suddenly wondered what he had got himself into. He understood that passing all three Assessments meant he would join the Elites, but at what cost? He looked across at Chris, who seemed to be relaxed. Was it Max’s nerves that were showing through? He barely had control of his own power and now he had to showcase it in front of the whole school.


    “Nervous yet, Maximus?” asked Mark.


    “Not sure,” he replied.


    Max was excused from all of the day’s classes in order to prepare for the event. The time drew closer with every conversation he had on his way back to his room, stopping to chat with most of the students and taking in last minute advice and good luck chants.


    Max sat on the chair in the middle of his room, the curtains closed, hoping for the glowing writing to appear. He concentrated to his fullest, but it didn’t work. When Jimmy tapped and opened the door his senses returned.


    “I’m ready,” said Max in a confident voice, giving Jimmy goose bumps.


    “Good. You should get out there,” he replied. He spun around and set off towards the grounds. Max smiled at Jimmy’s enthusiasm, following him out and closing the door behind him.


    His mind went blank and he followed Jimmy as if he were a dog. He reached the steps and slowly descended, seeing that everyone had crowded up to a mini-stage by the cliff’s side.


    Max was surprised by how seriously they took this; he looked around at all the banners advertising each team. Inch by inch he crept forward, pushing through the crowd.


    “Good luck, Max,” said one of the girls, giving him a big grin. He returned her smile and continued to the front of the stage. All three of the Head Masters were present and they sat in a row, chatting to each other.


    “What are we waiting for?” asked Max.


    “The other members of the judging panel,” replied a boy from Main.


    The atmosphere was tense as the participants measured each other up in dead silence in an effort to intimidate.


    “Tactics” said the same boy.


    It was an extremely hot day with not a cloud to be seen and the servants constantly toured around the group with sunblock and cups of water, ensuring that no one collapsed from sunstroke.


    The crowd’s attention was drawn to a procession of the head students of the schools, each carrying a lit torch. They marched in unison, keeping to the prepared route. Each head boy placed the lit torch in front of his respective Head Master. One of the teachers rose to his feet.


    “A very warm welcome to all the students here today. I am old man Jack and I will be your host for today,” he announced, grabbing everyone’s attention.


    Jack had white hair and a large cloak that hung past his knees. His vibrant personality stood out when compared to the rest of the teachers and he certainly had a way with the crowd. His warmth and quick jokes instantly defused the tension.


    “Welcome to the youth of today. It brightens my day to see all your smiling faces looking up at me with such excitement, such energy. It makes me want to jump off the ledge with you,” he said, gaining a few laughs.


    “As you all know, we are here to watch a display of excellent skills. It is a test of one’s attributes, determination and courage to complete the first Assessment. So, please put your hands together for all the participants.” There was a roar of clapping and cheering as the host finished his speech, overwhelmed by the students’ enthusiasm. The old man raised his hands, waving the crowd to silence.


    “Talking on a more serious matter, does anyone want to put their name down for the contender?” said the old man sweeping his gaze through the participants from left to right.


    Something seemed familiar to Max; he had heard that phrase before. He searched his brain, going through every possible memory, repeating the words over and over in a soft voice. An imaged stopped from the cycle in his head and he recalled that he had seen it on his wall: “The contender was designed by Philo to challenge the toughest Power Users by adding intense bombardment to the Assessment.”


    Max slowly looked around at the students’ faces. The students were hushed as they waited for the first hand to be raised. Max’s hand shot up to the sky, followed by Chris and a student from Main. Chatter and applause erupted from the crowd and teachers.


    “Your ancestors would be proud, electric user. You always make for a good show,” said Jack, winking at Max.


    “Looks like we have two Pillar and one Main. Not like you to shy away, Spear,” he barked sarcastically.


    There was an uproar of yelling and chanting, with three big screen projectors focusing on Jack.


    “It has been twenty years since we have had three. What do you think, Head Masters?” he questioned.


    “Only the highest standard,” Alexander replied with a smile.


    “Okay, quiet now,” Jack ordered. “If you don’t know what the first Assessment requires, then listen up. Our contestants will be encased in a large, hollow rock without the ability to see or hear. They will then be thrown off the pillar. Their objective is to break the rock before hitting the ground and make their way back to the top in whatever way they can within the allotted time. For the contenders, we have something special planned. Now, I will hand you over to the Head Masters to start us off,” said Jack, setting the scene.


    Chris shot Max a quick glance as they made their way to the stage. All the supporting students patted and cheered them on as they pushed past to the front. Jimmy saw Rachel and Hilary stopping both boys simultaneously.


    “You never told me you were going to do this,” said Rachel to Chris.


    He grabbed her hand and moved out of earshot of Max.


    “I couldn’t back down, not after what happened on the field,” he replied, angrily.


    Max’s smile grew as Hilary took his hand, looking up at him with large eyes.


    “Be careful,” she whispered.


    “I will,” he smiled, embracing her.


    Max watched as the tension grew between Chris and Rachel. He still hadn’t said a word since their altercation and he wasn’t going to be the first to speak; it wasn’t his fault.


    “Look,” said Hilary.


    Rachel stopped arguing and launched herself into Chris arms.


    “I can’t think about this.” Max released Hilary’s hand and made his way to the stage.


    “Good luck,” she repeated as he stepped up out of the crowd.


    Alexander could barely hide his excitement as he observed both boys.


    “Did you have any idea they were going for contender?” asked Master Lee.


    It had been two generations since the role of contender was last utilised. Alexander had hoped that Max would revive the heart-stopping event.


    “I had no idea,” relieving Lee’s suspicions.


    “Neither did I, but let’s just see if the three of them can pull it off.”


    Chris could now feel the pressure, restraining himself from chewing on his fingernails. It was necessary to set these Assessments at such a high standard for two reasons: The first was so that the students could strive to pass through the ranking system within the school and the second was to maintain the balance within the powers association and fill the opening spots available. The Head Masters had to consider all three of the boys for admission into the Elites if successful.


    “We shall begin with the traditional horn that has echoed through these canyons for centuries. So if everyone could bring their attention over this way,” said the host, signalling for the horn to be blown.


    The young horn player took a huge breath, releasing it through the horn. There could be heard a loud, low tone that spread in all directions through the canyon, making half the people in the front row jump and giving Max a sense of power.


    After a moment of silence as the last tone died away, the first student was called. A sense of anticipation enveloped the crowd awaiting the student’s jump.


    A cameraman was on standby, preparing to capture the student’s effort, broadcasting it to the big screens in front of the crowd.


    The first student approached the launching area, his hesitant steps giving away his nerves. He half-staggered up the stairs, standing between two Pillar students. The students raised both hands, summoning their power. Rock formed around the participant’s feet, gradually engulfing him in a sphere and trapping him within. He could not see a thing on the inside, the darkness overwhelming. He banged his hands against the hard surface, unable to budge it.


    “Why do I have to be first?” he muttered as he leaned back.


    Max stared at the big screen TV as the two students launched the rock sphere off the side. The rock fell with increasing speed and the crowed watched with bated breath.


    The contestant’s technique was interesting; he filled the sphere with water and shot out of the top as the rock turned to mud. Using his hands as water thrusters, he propelled his body back to the top of the pillar.


    There was a round of applause as the student tumbled down to the platform. He was covered in mud and grinning widely as he waved jubilantly.


    Master Lee had turned his head in boredom, having seen this many times before, but both the other Head Masters clapped politely in acknowledgement of the completion of the task.


    The heat lingered and the servants continued to hand out plastic cups of water to everyone in the crowd. One by one the students passed through the task, three of them failing. Master Lee was still not impressed. He was waiting for one student in particular.


    “The next student from Pillar - Chris!” yelled the host.


    Chris bit his lip as he looked towards the two students, who stood waiting for him.


    “Good luck!” someone yelled out from the crowd.


    Chris didn’t hear the comment, all of his senses angled towards the canyon. He could feel the vibration of his shaking legs; it wasn’t like him to get so nervous. He usually thrived under challenges such as this.


    “Be gone, weakness,” Chris whispered as the task began.


    Master Lee stretched on the edge of his chair. Finally, the contender challenge.


    In the blink of an eye it was over and Chris stood at the top of the pillar, successful.


    “Congratulations, Chris,” announced the judge.


    Chris turned to look at Alexander who stood up and gave Chris a little nod, pleased by his achievement.


    “Next contender challenge, Maximus!” the host shouted.


    Max made his way over to the stage, giving Chris a nod as he passed. Chris shrugged it off with no response.


    The crowd’s volume grew to a roar as Max approached the two students and he tuned into an inner silence. The crowd slipped away as he zoned them out.


    “Now it’s my turn to show you how it’s done,” muttered Max to himself.


    On the stage, Danny, the headmaster of the sister school, was saying, “I propose a little bet.”


    “Go on,” said Alexander with interest.


    “One thousand gold coins says Max falls to one of my rock students,” proposed Danny.


    He seemed pretty confident in his rock users and he smiled at Alexander.


    “It sounds intriguing, but I am no gambler,” he replied, looking over at Lee.


    “Well, of course I’m going to take the bet, but why didn’t you make it with Chris? You would have had a better chance making money off that bet,” said Master Lee pulling out a coin bag and placing it on the table.


    “Chris is an ice user and Maximus is an electricity user, so it’s logical to pick the person who is weakest against rock. So! We have a deal.” Danny rose to shake Master Lee’s hand and then re-took his seat to wait for the main event.


    “Yes, but you shouldn’t underestimate someone like him,” replied Lee. All three men spun their chairs around to the TVs, waiting for the action to begin.


    The atmosphere had changed. It was no longer loud and chatty; everyone was now staring at Maximus as he stood close to the edge of the cliff. It was quiet enough to hear a pin drop.


    He quickly scanned the far canyon wall where he could see four students suspended on rock ledges scattered at various levels.


    “Here we go,” said Master Lee getting to his feet. The old judge’s voice came over the speakers, checking that the rock students were ready. At their thumbs-up, he turned to Maximus.


    “Let the second contender begin,” he called out.


    Max watched as the student Elites held their hands out in front of them and braced himself in preparation. The two big screens flicked to the replay of Chris’s fall.


    Chris was locked into the same rock that Max was now in and falling through the air. A thick layer of ice froze the rock in mid-air and Chris broke out with a small kick, jumped out and perched himself on a small, icy ledge that he had created. The number of small projectiles being hurled at him by the other students was astonishing. He extended his icy perch into an ice trail that climbed up at a steep angle, and then another and another. His skill at jumping from one trail to the next was breathtaking as he dodged all the rocks he could, ducking and weaving.


    He watched as his ice trail broke away behind him, making the crowd gasp, but he had saved enough energy to extend the ice ledge all the way to the top of the pillar and releasing his ice wall protected him from the rocks.


    He emerged at the top, taking a step onto the pillar. As he did so, the crowd erupted into applause. The video ended and now it was Max’s turn.


    The darkness within the rock gifted Max the alone time he craved. He kicked at the rock that surrounded him, disappointed by his weakness. His nervousness grew as he contemplated what came next.


    The order was given and the rock with Max inside rolled off the edge, dropping with even more speed than Chris’s ice trail. Max tumbled inside until he found himself floating in the air as the rock hurtled towards the ground.


    He positioned himself upright to avoid hitting the rock ceiling. He felt exactly the same as the moment when he flung himself off the pillar for Jimmy. Max knew it was a twenty-second drop and time was running out. Without thinking, he quickly charged a large amount of electricity, forcing it out in front of him, jolting the rock back towards the pillar. The rock surface of the sphere crashed into the side of the pillar, cracking the first layer. Max punched the crack.


    “Idiot!” he yelled, pulling back his fist in pain. He charged a second jolt, ramming rock against rock.


    The slamming sound was loud enough to make everyone jump as they watched on the big screen.


    He shifted his energy out of the palm of his hand and towards the cracked rock.


    Lightning particles remained as a cool breeze blew through a gaping hole in the sphere.


    “Half way,” yelled the host as he watched the stone sphere plummeting to the ground. The crowd began chanting Maximus’s name as they watched.


    There was no time to admire the scenery as Max dived out of the sphere head-first. He began free falling as he pushed himself away from the rock and it wasn’t long before the Elites had destroyed the sphere with a barrage of propelled rocks. It was hard to hear through the sound of the wind rushing past his ears but he only needed to look to witness the hundred small rocks travelling at high speed in his direction.


    He had ten seconds left until he hit the bottom of the canyon. When a piece of flat rock from the sphere fell right in front of him he had an idea. He pushed off the side of the pillar, barely catching the platform as he spun in mid-air. His electrical current flowed across the bottom of the flat rock, producing enough energy to slow his descent. He hovered in mid-air as the rock sparked from left to right.


    His scar on his neck once again burned as more and more energy poured into Max. He felt amazing; his fingertips sparked and his eyes felt as clear as they had ever been. Looking up, Max could see the spread of darkness that consumed half of one side of the canyon. He was nearly overwhelmed by the sheer number of obstacles being hurled at him. The four Elites were aiming to finish him.


    “Here we go!” he yelled, smiling.


    “Why is he waiting so long? Is he mad?” shouted one of the Elites opposite him.


    “Fire more!” called another in response.


    Max could feel the power surge within him and he bent it to his will as he waved his hand from left to right. A lightning bolt fizzed from the left side of the canyon to the right, smashing through every single projectile. The dust spread as the shockwave blew past the Elites. It took them all by surprise and they clung on to the canyon’s surface for support.


    “Do you believe this guy?” one of them yelled.


    Max looked up to see two falling figures above him. They stopped and clung to the pillar as they positioned themselves for an attack.


    “Six Elites,” Max smirked.


    Master Lee sidled closer to the edge, trying to gain the best view he could without falling over.


    “This should make it interesting. Six Elites. I ask to double the price on our wager,” said Master Lee tactically.


    “You’re going to make me a rich man after today is over.”


    “Very well,” replied Master Lee.


    “Can you tell what’s happening?” Jimmy asked the other students clustered around him watching the TV screen.


    “Only glimpses, but there’s some serious light-work going on,” replied a girl. Jimmy gave up trying to see the TV and edged his way closer to the top of the cliff, but was stopped by the judge, who pushed everyone back for their own safety.


    The sight was astonishing; a downpour of rocks that would have immobilised anyone other than Maximus.


    “This ends now,” he whispered.


    He jolted away the platform, coming to within inches of his two targets. A small dose of electricity in the right spot was all that was needed to overwhelm them. He clung to the unconscious bodies as he carefully lowered them onto their platform.


    A loud crack echoed across the canyon as a lightning bolt struck the side of the cliff. The rock face crumbled and slabs of the cliff fell. He leapt onto a large platform and cleared the projectiles with one wave.


    Sparks erupted from the platform as the energy grew beneath it. The crowd erupted like never before, stunned by the unfolding events. The remaining four Elites withdrew their fire as Max rose to the edge of the pillar.


    Medics rushed to the two stunned students on Alexander’s orders. Max jumped off the platform and Hilary surged her way to the front, enclosing him in a tight hug.


    “Very well played,” she whispered over the roars.


    “Thanks,” he said, delighted by his efforts.


    “Unbelievable,” Master Lee managed to say, looking down upon Max as though he were a God walking amongst men.


    “Two of my finest Elites knocked out. How is this possible?” Danny spluttered.


    “Well, Master Danny, we do train the best,” replied Alexander with a small smile.


    “By Philo’s sword, craftsmanship like this hasn’t been seen in centuries,” said Danny, still baffled.


    “Only from the Dark Lord,” whispered Master Lee.


    Both Alexander and Danny threw Master Lee a dirty look.


    “Do not compare a boy to such a monster,” growled Danny.


    “See the gathering for what it is; you cannot ignore the resistance.”


    “That is ridiculous. I am thinking of my students and their families, so let the NPA sort it out.”


    “The NPA haven’t come within ten feet of him in the last ten years. It is going to take all of us to unite.” His tone of voice was deadly serious. He looked over to Alexander for support but was stopped by his darkening expression.


    “Stop. This is neither the time nor the place,” Alexander hissed, watching Max as he paced away from them through the crowd.


    * * *


    Max was waiting keenly for dinner, having eaten only energy bars throughout the day. He was walking though the corridor with Rachel and Jimmy on either side of him, when he was stopped by Master Lee before he reached the dining hall.


    “May I have a word?” asked Lee, taking Max by the shoulder.


    “Sure,” he said, indicating that Rachel and Jimmy should carry on without him.


    “That was a good little show you put on today,” commented Master Lee.


    “Got to give the people what they want,” joked Max.


    Lee smiled, but then his expression turned serious.


    “Have you ever heard of the Scroll of the Chosen One?” he asked hopefully.


    Max tried to recall his history lessons, shaking his head as he came up blank.


    “Has Alexander said anything about your scar?” he questioned.


    Max stilled. He didn’t need Alexander to tell him what was wrong; there were only two people on Earth who knew about the full ring.


    “Nothing,” replied Max, watching Lee’s reaction.


    “Interesting, but this wasn’t the reason I stopped you. I promised I would give a gift to anyone who excited me and your performance did.”


    “That’s not necessary,” murmured Max.


    Master Lee pulled out the coin pouch that had been acquired from the bet.


    “Two thousand gold coins won at your expense. Do not insult me by not accepting it, because this is one of my best pouches.” He smiled at his little joke.


    Max was stunned, but replied, “I don’t need gold coins.”


    “I know you’re not going to stay here forever; you are too talented. Call this a future investment.”


    Master Lee patted him on the back and made his way to the dining hall with the rest of the Head Masters. Max looked down at the pouch, awed by the amount of gold he just received. He gave his head a quick shake and pocketed it as he headed towards his table.
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    [bookmark: 456107]Chapter 14


    Strike


    The flow of the wind served a higher purpose than just blowing the village’s flags which were set out across the high wall.


    A coat of light and dark brown feathers covered the eagle’s body as she tried to stabilise her huge, outspread wings. Her talons were at the ready as she swept her keen gaze over every inch of the grassy hillside before weaving back into view of the small village.


    Her astonishing vision, together with razor sharp beak and talons, made this creature ten times more deadly than other predators and it was only a matter of time before her big, dark eyes spotted something of interest. The bird locked her wings into her body, going into an accelerated dive and reaching her prey within seconds. At the last moment before impact she opened up her wings, giving three beats, and let her talons rip into the small rat. Gripping the rat tightly, she flew away to her nest upon the largest and oldest villa in the village to indulge in her feast.


    This was not an ordinary village. High walls surrounded the compound, allowing entry to no enemy. A low cover of mist settled in the lower village, making the stone path seem gloomy as it wound between the houses. Apart from a few homes, this old village had existed for many years, constructed as it had been in the Stone Age, when war threatened to tear away everything in the world.


    Now it was home to a large group of disparate people, from criminals to merchant dealers, old pirates to Power Users, all of whom had something in common: they hated the Ministry.


    Three men entered the village through the west gate. Wearing identical black travelling cloaks, they walked along the stone pathway heading to the very back of the village. Taking the back streets, they tried to banish the chill of the breeze by rubbing their arms for extra warmth.


    “We shouldn’t be returning to him empty handed,” whispered one of the men, looking around.


    The man leading the small group slowed his pace in an effort to buy more time. He knew this could possibly be his last hour of life. He could neither run nor hide from the Dark Lord: it was inevitable that he had to return. Neither man looked happy about the comment, cursing under their breath.


    “We have no other choice,” said Seth, edging his way around a corner.


    “We still haven’t searched the red region.”


    “Would you want us caught by the NPA?” argued Seth.


    “Better that than succumb to the wrath of the Dark Lord,” replied Victor.


    “Dartholemue will see reason. We have searched high and low and not even a hint presents itself.”


    The third man stayed quiet, his eyes scanning every passageway they passed.


    “We must not keep him waiting,” said the third man, finally picking up his pace and pulling away from the others.


    The three men were quiet as they made their way to the big villa perched above the town. Such beauty lay in the design of the two front pillars, carvings that would have taken just as long to create as it had taken to build the house itself. The left pillar had a dragon wrapped around it, looking out to the long pathway, its pebble eyes shining a bright red, its body armoured with scales. The right pillar held a serpent with long fangs, its body wrapping around in the opposite direction. Its eyes were the colour of snow, a clear, pure white, also looking towards the path.


    The villa was constructed around the two pillars, a balcony on the second level and was built atop the highest point of the village, a cliff backdrop at the rear. Vines had grown up from the front two corners of the house and coiled around the second level balcony. The house, like the village itself, had been neglected over the years with no one who cared to maintain it, their main interest being in violence and fighting.


    The men walked between the pillars without giving them a glimpse and climbed the marble steps to the first floor. Glancing at one of his companions, Seth noticed that he was indulging once again in a very irritating habit that he’d had picked up in recent weeks: he rubbed the bottom of his ear every time his stress level passed a certain point.


    “Would you stop that,” grunted Seth, opening the door.


    A young girl wearing ragged clothing greeted them at the door.


    “The Lord will be back very shortly, Sir,” she said, keeping her soft voice low and avoiding eye contact.


    “What did I say about getting in my way, slave?” spat Seth, knocking her to the cold floor.


    “Very sorry, Sir,” she apologised, climbing back to her feet.


    “Make sure the master has some of his favourite sweet wine waiting for him when he gets back,” ordered Seth, dropping his cloak on the floor.


    “Right away, Sir,” she replied, wiping a tear from her cheek. She hurried to the cloak on the floor, picked it up and hung on a hook before making her way to the kitchen.


    The men sat to wait for their master. Victor had taken a seat closest to the desk and was looking at the large painting that hung behind it. It depicted the man who used to own this place, a rich and powerful man. Victor spat at the painting, belittling the man’s worth.


    The cabinet at his side held expensive pots and vases, specially designed by the finest of craftsmen and worth well over ten thousand gold coins. Ignorant of their worth, he grabbed one, juggling it from side to side.


    “Here’s the master’s wine, Sir,” said the girl, placing it on the desk and endeavouring to make a quick exit.


    “Come here, girl,” growled the third man, running his eyes over her.


    “Be gone, girl. What did I tell you about the slaves?” said Seth to the man.


    “Can’t a man have a bit of fun?”


    The girl slipped away at Seth’s words, hurrying to the kitchen where she knew she would be safe. The two men stood within inches of each other, eyes locked, so quiet that only the rhythm of their breathing filled the air.


    Suddenly, there was a cracking sound and all three men dropped to their knees, not daring to look up.


    “How long has it been?” came a chilling voice.


    “A few weeks, Master,” Seth replied instantly.


    “Then why haven’t I seen any results?”


    For a brief, cold moment there was silence, the men cringing at the sound of his deep, resonant voice.


    “We have searched far and wide, my lord.”


    A blink of the eye was all it took for Dartholemue to fully paralyse him.


    He couldn’t move a limb, trapped within the vines of his master’s power.


    “Just a little more time,” The man gagged, choking out the words.


    “Be gone.” Dartholemue lifted a hand from his cloak and the man’s eyes rolled to the back of his head. Now, a dead man lay in the middle of the floor.


    Victor quickly rushed to the man’s body, grabbing him by the belt and throwing him over his shoulder.


    Seth watched as Victor disappeared from the room, but quickly returned his gaze to the floor in front of him.


    “The locations we checked have already been raided, my lord; we had no other choice but to return.”


    “Look at me when you talk.”


    Seth nodded, raising his head slowly. Beyond the desk was a deep black cloak with red and white patterns intertwined down both sides, the front and back blank. His eyes reached the hood of the cloak, but his master’s face was in total darkness. A shiver ran down his body, making him tremble.


    “I trust your judgment on the matter of the scroll, but I have yet another task. In this parchment are the details of a boy. Bring him to me.”


    “Do you want Victor to accompany me?” suggested Seth.


    “No, he will be assigned a different job. Train some of those so-called thugs down there; they should be up to your standard.”


    “Yes, Master,” said Seth bowing his head in acceptance.


    “Now, be gone.”


    Seth quickly nodded his head, making a quick exit from the warm, fire-lit room.


    * * *


    The next day was as gloomy as the day before, with clouds flying low over the village. Seth blew mist out of his mouth as he tried to warm his bare hands. He walked down the stone pathway leading to the market. His black travelling coat was all he needed in the morning’s coldness. He passed stalls on both sides of him, catching wafts of hot bread and cooked meat. His stomach clenched with hunger, but he pushed on further through the market.


    Seth had only a slight idea of where he was going. He had only heard rumours of the thug’s location. He tilted his head up to look at the sign and nodded to himself as he stumbled down the dark alleyway.


    He searched until his eyes rested on a man in a rocking chair smoking a pipe. The man avoided Seth’s gaze until the very last second.


    “I do not advise you to come down this path,” said the man, blowing smoke from his nostrils. He wore a bulky jacket that would keep him warm throughout the hours he stayed on watch. He was much older than Seth, with scars on his neck and face. An old hat covered his hair, making the man shaggy and rough looking. Seth picked up further details as he neared him, observing the tiniest lift of his eyebrow or the twitch of his lip and approaching cautiously.


    He looked to the second level of the building, searching for any means of an exit if he needed one. A leap from any of the two top windows would enable him to land on the next building’s roof.


    A sudden cat screech made the man twist in his seat, and Seth grinned: here was an opportunity to strike him down. A quick movement of his hands could easily put the man out of action, or a metal ring to the neck would be all it would take to get the information he wanted.


    However, he stood there patiently as the man turned his attention back to him.


    “Did you not heed my warning? It is not safe around here,” the man bellowed.


    Seth was in no mood for ineffective warnings; if anything, the alleyway was not safe simply because he was there.


    “Hush, old man, I have come with a question.”


    The old man looked at him as if he were mad. This was no place to casually walk up and ask a question.


    “Go. There is no answer for you here,” the man said, puffing on his pipe.


    “I don’t think you understand me. If I don’t get what I want before breakfast is over, I am not going to be a forgiving man,” Seth grinned.


    The old man looked taken back; he had never come across a man so willing to die. He was either plain stupid or very powerful. The man couldn’t tell which.


    “Okay, okay.”


    The man turned towards the door and banged on it three times. Silence spread though the alleyway as both men waited. The door creaked open and out stepped two men with a baseball bat and a sword, looking over at Seth with suspicion.


    “Is that necessary?” he questioned, looking at the men’s weapons.


    “Let me get him,” itched the young man with the baseball bat. His youth was obvious from his short blond hair and big blue eyes, and the fact that he was bouncing around, full of energy.


    “No,” said the man with the sword, walking towards Seth.


    “What do you want?”


    “A word with your ringleader,” said Seth, trying to get a glimpse of the hallway behind them.


    “Who are you? You think you can come here unannounced and give orders?”


    Seth nodded as he released a metal U-shaped pole from his belt, propelling it through the air.


    It trapped the man’s sword as it wrapped around his neck, the sword inches away from cutting him as he dropped to his knees, still clutching it. The man was helpless and his hands began to shake as he felt the ring squeeze.


    “Release me!” he croaked. The sword drew blood on his neck as the ring’s grip tightened.


    Seth heard a pop as the young man hit a spiky ice ball with his bat. With surprising speed Seth just managed to avoid it, teleporting in front of the blond boy and plunging a second ring around the boy’s arms. The boy was pinned to the steel door with the ring submerged halfway in. His face went bright red as he struggled.


    The old man on the chair coughed on his pipe as he sat there frozen. He had obviously underestimated Seth and he quickly made his way over to the man struggling with his sword.


    “He will take you. Please release him,” he pleaded. Seth released him, watching as the man fell to his knees, pushing the sword away from his neck.


    “This way,” he choked, struggling upright and leading Seth into the house. It was identical to the house next door, however the inside seemed to be a lot dimmer than the neighbouring house.


    “What about me, guys?” said the boy, tugging at the ring.


    “I’ll be back for you,” replied Seth, following the swordsman. They walked down a long hallway leading to a set of stairs that spiralled down to the basement. Lights illuminated every step, stopping at the large steel door at the bottom of the staircase. It had a sliding door in the middle that opened up when the man banged twice.


    “It’s me,” he yelled. The guard on the other side nodded to the swordsman, opening the door. It was a well-lit room, with flaming torches bolted to the stone walls.


    A large desk lay at the back of the room, a large rug in the middle. Large military containers lined the walls, with one container open, filled to the top with gold bars.


    “Welcome, Seth,” said the man behind the desk, standing up with his arms spread. As he rose four guards took flank on both sides of him, giving him the authority he needed.


    “How do you know my name?” Seth questioned.


    “I am a man of many talents,” he chuckled.


    “Let me guess, you can read minds.”


    “Not quite.”


    “A manipulator,” he carried on.


    “That would be useful, but no.”


    “The future,” Seth muttered under his breath.


    “I knew you would get it. And that’s the reason this crime ring has done so well,” he smiled.


    “Yes, obviously,” said Seth, indicating the gold. “So you must know why I am here.”


    “Correct, hence the reason I haven’t packed away the merchandise and the gold is lying around.”


    “Then you must know my master,” said Seth looking at the man for his reaction. The man had now taken a seat, leaning on his desk in the understanding that the conversation had begun to heat up. The guards retreated back to their positions, letting the men talk.


    “Your distorted scar brought that to my attention. Correct me if I’m wrong, but every spike in your circular scar indicates an extra power that you have attained from Dartholemue himself.”


    “We have already talked about this, haven’t we?” asked Seth curiously.


    “You’re a smart man, Seth, but is brain power one of your three spikes?”


    “Unfortunately it’s not, but let’s not stray from the reason I am here,” he frowned, forcing the conversation to speed up.


    “You can have Blade and the young boy that you pinned to the door.”


    Seth twisted his body to look at the man who had led him down to the room.


    “No, not him,” chuckled the man, watching Seth’s face tighten.


    “This man is much more talented with his sword.” A man walked out of the dark corner. The masked man was shorter than Seth, but his muscular shoulders were much wider.


    “The boy will only be a hindrance.” He wasn’t fast or strong and he had an over-confident attitude that did not suit Seth’s needs.


    “He is young but very useful.”


    “Oh, very well,” Seth agreed.


    The man pulled out a large document from one of the drawers in his desk. “Project Eight” was in scripted on the front.


    “Give this to your master,” said the man, passing it to one of his guards, who then handed it to Seth. He accepted the document with interest.


    “It would be wise for you not to give in to your curiosity,” said the ringleader.


    “I understand,” replied Seth, stashing the folder in his inner pocket. Without further preamble, Seth disappeared.


    The basement melted away and he immediately appeared on the front of the doorstep. The young boy, who was still stuck to the door, jumped, half-falling in the process.


    “You better let me go,” he spat, trying to reach out for him.


    Seth pulled the metal from around his arms and he slumped to the ground.


    “Next time you shouldn’t be in such a rush to open that mouth of yours,” he enlightened him.


    He spun on the spot and began walking up the street, getting ready to teleport back to the villa. At that second, a fireball whizzed past Seth’s head, smashing into the brick wall beside him, passing so closely that he could feel the heat against his cheek. Seth twisted around only to see the metal door slam behind the boy.


    “Damn that boy,” he hissed, looking down at the still flaming ball now rolling on the ground. He nodded his head with a small smile and disappeared, once again making his way to the villa.
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    [bookmark: 479417]Chapter 15


    Challengers  'Break


    It was blisteringly hot. The humming of the cicadas was like a lullaby as Max drifted off to sleep. The shade of the building protected him from getting burned as he lay on the grass outside the school. The last day of classes had dragged on and Max had grown sick of listening to the exciting chatter about the Elites challenge. The day was an endless chain of shaking every student’s hand and it seemed it wasn’t just Max, Chris finding the sudden stardom just as hard.


    Max would have preferred waking up to an empty school, no one around to bombard him with questions about how he had pulled off the first Assessment. He rolled over to his back from his side, shaking the tingling out of his arm. He opened his eyes and flinched with surprise.


    “Didn’t mean to startle you,” said Hilary as she drew close. He allowed her to break his comfort as she eased down onto his chest.


    “Must have dozed off,” replied Max embracing her firmly.


    “How are you and Chris doing? You haven’t talked to him in a while, have you?” asked Hilary, worried.


    “Once he gets over his attitude then maybe,” Max replied with an uninterested shrug.


    “You two need to stop being stubborn and help each other. He has already gone to New Zealand to train. I’m guessing the next Assessment will have something to do with team work.”


    “Could you give me a clue?” he said, stroking her hair.


    She closed her eyes, feeling the rise and fall of his chest. She crunched up with pleasure as he gently stroked her neck.


    “Stop it,” she smiled. “You know you can’t seduce me.”


    “I already have,” he winked.


    Her grin grew at his cheekiness.


    “The Elite tests are different. They pull the Assessments out of order and they get randomly chosen,” she explained.


    “And who decides that? The Ministry?”


    “Correct,” she replied.


    “Is the Minister a good man?” he asked.


    She hesitated for a moment, trying to choose the right words.


    “He is a man of many talents, but his mind is clouded.”


    He focused on the man for a second, trying to picture him in his head. He was sure he had seen him on the front of the newspaper.


    “Clouded how? he questioned.


    “You should be worried about your training, not the acts of the Minister,” she replied, staring up to catch his glance.


    “The acts of all of us will define a true future,” he said, closing his eyes.


    She withdrew from the conversation, drawing close as she too closed her eyes and rested upon Max.


    It was the end of the day and only a few students remained. Max rushed his meal and retreated behind his closed door. After a good sleep and a long lie-in, it was well after midday when Max woke. He tore back the curtains with purpose, looking out at the cloudless sky. The weather here was so much warmer than that at Sherwood.


    “Why are you still here?” Jimmy questioned as he barged in without knocking and took a seat next to Maximus on the bed.


    “It’s Stuart’s fault; he said he would be busy until four,” he replied.


    “When you see him make sure you tell him he still owes me,” Jimmy complained.


    “Will do.”


    The afternoon rolled by and he found it to be a pleasant day. Max hadn’t planned on training at all today, leaving his body to rest. The Challengers’ break was designed to give the recruit Elites time to recover before starting the second Assessment. Most students used the break for training and preparation. For Max the break was an opportunity to discover. To branch out from the rules of the school that bound him to this Earth.


    The urge he felt seemed constant. A continuous climb, step by step, to reach new heights. It was apparent that his set of stairs was endless. He finally approached the masters’ level of the dojo.


    He gazed at the detail of the level. The wooden floor had been varnished and polished to a high standard, making Max tread carefully. He followed the wall railing to the main area of the masters’ level. Once there, his breath was taken away by the sight of the statue of Philo. This had been Max’s favourite God. The power he held dear was gifted from Philo’s very hands.


    The Elementrix’s founder had a stern look and armour covered his battle-worn body.


    ‘Crafted of the great Philo. To understand the fear that grips you is to conquer it. Bind your body and mind and surpass anyone who stands in your way. Live with the idea that what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Every battle fought is with pride and honour. Seize the courage and determination to strive for the glory that awaits, and become the chosen one.’


    “Inspirational,” Max muttered. His eyes roved down the statue and were drawn to the hilt of the sword, grasped with both hands, the tip resting on the ground. The gold glistened in the light from the tall windows. The pose was different from that of the poster in the history classroom; he was no longer kneeling; rather standing as tall as a tower. Max felt intimidated at first, reading over the quote again to justify the man before him. He did not look like an angry or greedy man. Rather someone who would lose a limb to protect someone he barely knew. His sense of intimidation was replaced with respect, and he thought he could see a resemblance between Philo and himself.


    “Back when I was your age, I lived by this quote,” said Alexander, surprising Maximus.


    “It’s a good quote isn’t it?” Max replied.


    “Don’t get me wrong, I still live by it, but what long nights I used to sit here as a youth, trying to decipher what this really meant,” said Alex, slipping into his memories.


    “Did you figure it out in the end?”


    Alex looked towards Max, asking himself the question. “I tried to adopt the quote into my way of living. I trained day and night and when I couldn’t move my body I would sit here and pray.”


    “For what?” Max replied, curious.


    “Hope,” Alex said, walking towards his office. Max followed, walking right behind the Head Master and taking a seat before his desk. He could instantly sense something strange. He couldn’t put a finger on it as he looked around the room, but then his eyes widened. A golden scroll had been put on display in the office. The golden scroll lay in a glass case and was surrounded by many more, but the others seemed lesser somehow in the golden reflection.


    “What type of scroll is this?” Max asked.


    Alexander could see the life in the boy, as he leaned his forehead against the glass case, eyes wide.


    “It is an ancient scroll, one of great importance,” he answered, drawing Max fully into the story with just a sentence.


    “Before we go into detail about the scroll, first enlighten me on how you are finding the Assessments.” Alexander questioned.


    Max stopped scrutinising the scrolls lining the shelves of the office. He turned his attention to the question, answering automatically. “They’re fine,” he replied, taking a seat.


    Alexander ignored the lethargic response, pulling his attention back to the main attraction.


    “The golden scroll, do you know what it is?” he questioned, watching as Max’s eyes once again widened at the sight. He gave a nod of his head and his grip on the chair’s armrests tightened.


    “It is supposed to be a prophecy, one of great importance. Passed down from Philo himself,” he continued.


    “What does it mean?”


    “No one knows.” Alexander could remember countless hours trying to open it and decipher its true meaning.


    “Please. Open it,” Max replied.


    Alex approached the cabinet and opened the door. He picked up the scroll with great care and placed it down before Max.


    “No person or power has been able to. This scroll is not for me, nor anyone else before me who has tried to open it. This ancient scroll may lead to a better future, a future not shadowed by fear.”


    The Head Master’s voice faded into the background as Max focused on the scroll. His vision narrowed and the middle seal began to glow. Low whispers swept the room as Max tensed in his seat. The Head Master continued to talk as if nothing unusual was happening. Max could see his mouth moving, but couldn’t hear the words.


    The whispering voices grew louder and Max watched his hand stretching out for the scroll. He took hold of the scroll, its golden glow intensifying at his touch, and all at once the voices were silenced. Lightning bounced around the office and the air in the room grew heavy. It was as if the gravity had doubled, driving the Head Master and Max to their knees. The room continued to spark as both men knelt helplessly.


    “Stop,” Alex managed to say, mustering all his energy. Max could feel the scroll disappear from his hands as it transferred its energy to his left shoulder, tattooing its mark.


    As soon as the mark darkened gravity returned to normal, releasing both men. Max was panting, attempting to inhale as much air as he could. It was five minutes before the Head Master regained his senses, grabbing Max by the shoulder and fixing him with wide eyes.


    “Where is the scroll?” he questioned.


    “I don’t know.”


    “What just happened?” he half-shouted, looking into Max’s blank face.


    At that moment, Dozer charged through the office door.


    “What was that?” he yelled, shooting a look from Alexander to Max.


    “I can’t explain it,” said Alex, at a loss for words.


    “Did you feel it?” asked Max.


    “The whole school did! Every single person was forced to the ground.”


    The room fell silent as all three men contemplated the situation.


    “It was the scroll,” said Max, searching for an answer.


    Dozer glanced at the glass case and then angrily began walking towards Max.


    “Wait!” said Alex, drawing Dozer’s attention away from Max. “Send out an urgent message to Master Lee and Danny to meet at the Ministry right now,” he ordered. Dozer’s heart rate spiked at his tone of voice. Something was wrong; he had never received such an order from him in all his time at the school. What had Max done? he questioned as he stormed out of the room.


    “Go now, before I change my mind,” whispered Alex, watching as Max quickly left the office.


    He looked at the glass case where the golden scroll had been, cursing Max as he dug through the remaining scrolls, seeking an explanation.


    * * *


    Confused and lonely, Max walked slowly back to his room. He avoided the students who approached him, giving them the cold shoulder as he pushed past. There was only one thing that was going to fix this situation; he had to leave the school for the duration of the break.


    He opened the door to his room, entered and slammed it shut, heading in to lie on top of his bed.


    His wall had not glowed since the first Assessment, leaving him to question whether it ever would again. He drifted off to sleep, his thoughts on the scroll.


    * * *


    The next day was no different. He could still feel the heavy weight of what had happened in the Head Master’s office, and there was still no sign of an apology from Chris.


    He began walking over to the very edge of the cliff, retreating out of sight.


    “Maximus!” someone shouted out. He continued walking, hoping they would not pursue him.


    He suddenly felt a hand interlocked with his and his attitude instantly brightened as he caught sight of Hilary’s smile.


    “Wow! You look stunning,” he said as she drew closer. Her long dark hair had been curled, twirling its way past shining hair rings that sparkled in the sun. Her long cotton dress screamed summertime, its pale colours radiating sunlight.


    “Thanks,” she smiled. She had hoped to run into Max. “Do you know what happened yesterday? I overheard Dozer talking about it, saying the Ministry is investigating it,” she continued.


    “I have no idea,” he lied.


    Hilary watched Max look away as he replied. She grew anxious that Max had information that she didn’t.


    “Are you lying?” she replied sharply, as Max turned back to her.


    “No.” He hesitated. “I really thought it had something to do with the next Assessment,” he smirked, hoping she would forget about it.


    She did drop the topic and they found a spot to sit at the very edge of the pillar. She cuddled into him as she looked out across the canyon.


    “What are you planning on doing for your break?” she asked.


    “Truthfully, I want to go home and train,” said Max.


    “You train too much. You should be out there having a break.”


    Max noticed a change in the wind, now blowing her sweet smell towards him, making him tighten. He didn’t know why she had such an effect on him.


    He had no intentions of resting but just shrugged his shoulders, not wanting to reply to her comment.


    “Well, make sure you look after yourself,” she beamed.


    There was an awkward second where neither Max nor Hilary moved, each waiting for the other to draw close and end the conversation with a hug. Finally, she made the move, hugging him as she whispered her goodbye and quickly departing.


    Max returned to his room and lay on his bed. For twenty minutes, he stared at the wall, desperate to decipher its meaning. It was as if the letters and symbols changed every night, releasing yet another story to Max as he slept. A knock at the door shook him back to the here and now.


    “It’s open,” he yelled, sitting up against the wall. The door opened with a bang and Stuart barged in, filling the room with his excitement.


    “You’re late,” yawned Max.


    “Totally not my fault,” Stuart replied, dropping a bag of goods that Max had requested into his lap as he took a seat. He began to search for the letters of his name on the wall, now totally oblivious of Maximus.


    “What news do you bring?” said Max, drawing Stuart’s attention.


    “Let’s see: the NPA are on a man hunt for the killer of two users two nights ago. The Ministry is fighting for a new defensive law to fend off the Dark Lord. And I have been going about my business under-appreciated,” he sighed.


    “Do you think the killings have to do with the Dark Lord?” he questioned, eyeballing Stuart as he swung back on his chair.


    “I would bet money on it,” he replied. “Not only that, but his henchmen set ablaze a whole village only last week. The death toll has now risen to forty,” Stuart explained.


    “Seth.” Max hissed and punched the wall. Sparks erupted, spreading from one side to the other, unnoticed by Max as he pictured the burning village.


    “Look!” pointed Stuart, sounding shocked.


    Max turned his head to the glowing numbers forming in the centre of the wall. He swung his head from the wall to Stuart.


    “Do you see that?” Max questioned.


    Stuart had already got out of his seat, walking close to the wall and examining the glow. “Are they co-ordinates?” he questioned.


    Max shot up, taking two steps back to get the whole view.


    “Dates,” Max answered, drawing closer. The numbers kept changing, rotating in a scramble, making it impossible to see a particular date. His hand stretched out and he blocked the light, feeling a short, warm sensation run through his body.


    Stuart grabbed onto Max’s shoulder as the wall teleported them, consuming them as they vanished from the room.


    Max opened his eyes to a small dust cloud lifting from his breath. He struggled to rise but his failed attempt left him on the ground. It was hard to tell where he was, confused as he was as to how he had got there. He spotted Stuart close by, lifting his head to observe his body position. His chest continued to rise and fall but he lay still.


    “Stuart,” croaked Max. After a moment, he mustered the strength to drag himself through the sand, crawling closer to Stuart and seeing him shake back to life.


    “Get up you maggots!” yelled a strange voice. Pain erupted in his side as he was kicked half the distance to Stuart. Reality came in short spurts as adrenaline rushed through his body. Suddenly, it took no effort to get to his feet and set up a defensive stance in front of Stuart.


    Stuart had come to his senses with a kick of Max’s heel as he backed into him.


    “Get in line!” yelled the armoured man. With his sword he pointed to a line of young boys standing in order from youngest to oldest. Max obeyed, rushing to take up a position in the middle of the group, joined by Stuart.


    Both boys wore the same attire as the rest of the group; a bit of cloth with leather straps covered both manly parts of the body, leaving the rest open to the world. His bare chest was covered in sand and blood from crawling, the side of his body bruised from the kick. The pain subsided, replaced with anticipation. His breathing caught as he watched the armoured men pace up and down the line.


    Max studied the men with a keen eye. They were obviously not from his world. However, it wasn’t a question of where they were, but when.


    The huts and buildings in the area were made from clay and stone, the hills and trees more colourful than he had ever seen, with mountains large and rivers bright blue. The training ground was stained with blood and the entire scene seemed Roman to Max.


    His attention was quickly grabbed when a young boy was dragged out to the middle of the grounds. Five men began pushing him around, toying with the boy. Max didn’t hesitate to step out from the line. The boy standing next to him held out his arm to stop him.


    “Do you wish us punishment?” snapped the boy, pushing him back into line.


    Max looked at the boy. He seemed to be much older than his position in line would warrant. He was around the same age as Max physically, but the look in his eyes told a different story.


    “What is this?” Max asked. The boy didn’t move a muscle; his back was straight and his shoulder drawn back with pride.


    “A test,” he replied, ending the conversation.


    Max turned his focus to the young boy and quickly became impressed by him. The boy was fiercely dodging and countering the attacks as best he could. Stuart flinched as the men struck the boy in the face. Fury in the form of a mad smile settled on the boy’s face as he counter attacked, knocking one man down heavily. The men continued to beat the boy to within an inch of his life, but he somehow remained standing as if drawing on his last breath, and still he smiled.


    “Kneel!” yelled the armoured man.


    The boy followed the order, sinking heavily to his knees and taking in laboured breaths.


    “Who is he?” Max questioned.


    Swiftly, the boy next to him grabbed Max by the throat, almost lifting him off the ground. Max desperately grabbed onto his arms in an effort to release the pressure.


    “Throne, our commander, will kill all of us for your insolence,” he spat.


    He was quickly hit behind the knees with a spear, dropping both boys to the ground.


    “Get back to your places. You will have plenty of time to kill each other later,” the soldier barked.


    Both boys quickly returned to their positions as if nothing had happened. Max tightened his fist in anger at the boy’s outburst.


    Throne unsheathed his sword, carving five lines into the boy’s shoulder as he kneeled on the ground: four parallel lines intersected by a slash – the number of men he had just fought with. It was a sign of manhood. The boy was now ready to join the army and walk among the men of the village.


    The soldiers lifted their shields in respect as the boy limped down the line, embracing each boy by grabbing him by the forearms. When he stopped at Max, he embraced him as a brother. The boy had soft features, light brown hair with blue eyes, a soft chin and sharp cheekbones.


    Max was surprised to see such virility in one so young; he was indeed a warrior. He looked deep into the boy’s blue eyes struck by his fierceness. It was a weird feeling, but Max suddenly knew that this boy had the potential to be something great; someone to be feared. He had been the youngest ever to sit the test, a boy so gifted it hurt. Max felt a chill run down his spine as the boy let him go and moved on, looking deep into his soul as he passed.


    “You’re next, crawler,” said a solider, kicking Max in the back.


    This time he did not buckle, his spine straight as the men surrounded him. His power was not going to go to waste and he called upon his electricity. He shifted uncomfortably, feeling no power in his fingertips.


    “Bring X,” the commander called.


    The man who approached the training ground was huge. Max shuddered at his size, feeling instantly daunted. The surrounding men begun to chant his name as he loomed over Max. His whole body was well-defined in pure muscle, not a hint of fat. He was the figurehead of their army, a man who had won countless battles, defeating numerous heroes.


    Max gritted his teeth as X approached. He sacrificed a punch to the ribs to land a solid kick to his legs. He clutched his ribs, his breaths coming in short bursts. X landed his punches with great strength, something Max had anticipated. He was not fighting bullies or Elite students at the Elementrix, but rather a trained killer used to war and carnage.


    “You will be within a breath of dying before you are branded into this army, boy,” laughed X as he caught Max with a punch to the face.


    Max staggered, but felt his confidence grow as he recalled the boy before him, the boy who had smiled in the pit of death.


    His attack became a flurry of punches and kicks, but he only landed a few out of the many. His defence was easily broken, X consuming him. Finally, he lay as he had at the start, broken.


    “I will not fail,” he muttered, once more getting to his feet. Once more, the men drew blood sending him heavily to the sand. Stuart looked on with pride as Max again clambered to his feet. The soldiers laughed as Max waved for more. Casually, X advanced on Max with a frightening war cry, engulfing him for the last time.
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    [bookmark: 509020]Chapter 16


    The Second Assessment


    “Good afternoon, Elites,” said Alex. Twelve pupils were lined up in three ranks, one after the other. “Good afternoon, Master,” they loudly replied.


    Their black uniforms were draining, absorbing the sun’s heat. Jonny felt the sweat roll down his face, but was disciplined enough not to catch it as it trickled off his chin.


    “First four, please,” said Alex, indicating towards the middle of the arena, where lay three swords.


    Hilary, Jonny and a boy named Coda were quickly to their feet, grabbing the swords and facing one another.


    Ben had been too slow, leaving him swordless as he took his position.


    Coda had hated Jonny from the beginning of his Elite training, when he had been publicly beaten up for not joining his crew. From then on he had sworn to even the debt by doing the same.


    Both boys had turned their backs to Ben, leaving him every possible opportunity to attack. Ben utilised his bulky muscular body to hit Coda with such force that it freed the sword he was holding. Coda fell to the floor, hesitant about getting up.


    Ben’s short-styled black hair blended well with the light brown skin lining his big body. He wasn’t only popular with the students, but the men looked to him as a role model, making his take down even cooler.


    The other Elites watched with amazement, learning from his experience. Coda rubbed the pain from his jaw, finally rising. His short, black hair was much thicker than Ben’s and his skin much darker. He glared at Ben, angry about his lost weapon. Jonny chuckled at the strike, watching with excitement for more pain to be inflicted.


    “You know not to turn your back on someone like that,” said Jonny, pointing his sword towards Ben.


    “Obviously,” spat Coda, changing his glare to Jonny.


    “Only giving advice.”


    Hilary chose that golden moment to strike Jonny with a sideways slash of her sword. He blocked her move with his own sword as he flicked his head around. Her second attack was a kick to Jonny’s leg, making him buckle and forcing him to take a knee.


    Jonny stood to retaliate but was stopped by Alexander.


    “Retire, Jonny and Coda,” Alex ordered, watching Hilary with interest.


    A glance at the two Elites would seem to indicate that this would be an unfair fight, with Ben outweighing Hilary by more than twice her own weight. If anything, it was going to be a fight of skill vs brute force.


    Jonny retired back to the crowd of Elites. His feelings of lust grew towards Hilary as she stood there, apparently so innocent, her golden brown hair tied back in a single braid. Jonny knew she was the prettiest and most desired girl in the school and he felt his heart thud as she flicked her hair back in preparation for Ben’s attack.


    Hilary’s attention was locked on Ben’s one-handed grip on his sword. He circled her like a hungry animal, waiting to strike. He knew Hilary’s looks were very deceiving; if he failed to strike her simply because she was a girl, he would certainly find himself on the ground, under her control.


    He stepped forward to swing, bouncing his sword low off her, quickly flicking it back to catch her off-guard. The attempted attack failed and he rendered himself open to Hilary. She quickly countered, only to hit a solid block.


    “Continue,” Alex said, watching quietly.


    Hilary shook her wrist as it throbbed from the impact of Ben’s block.


    “Not bad for a girl,” Ben criticised, egging her on.


    “See, I have to learn how to defend myself against brutes like you.”


    The Elites giggled as Hilary’s grin grew wider. Her grin infuriated Ben and his nostrils flared, the look in his eyes hardening. He covered the two paces much quicker than Hilary had, lunging at her with a forward thrust.


    Thanks to Hilary’s small, flexible body, she was able to bypass the thrust. Springing forward and elbowing Ben in the back of the neck, she let his momentum take him to the ground.


    Alex had expected nothing less from the Elites, clapping at their skill. Hilary used all her might to pull Ben up onto his feet.


    “Well done. Not just a pretty face,” he laughed, feeling his tension disappear. He raised his hand, clapping Hilary’s in a high five as he retired.


    “Thanks.”


    Alex picked a new four to start, pulling Hilary aside.


    “Good work. I have something else for you. I would like you to attend the meeting with the other three schools on the preparations for the passing out ceremony. Use your experience to represent the Pillar.”


    “It would be my pleasure,” she replied, delighted about the task.


    She walked away satisfied with her efforts at training, thinking only of having a shower and washing away the sweat. She jumped as an arm rested around her shoulders.


    “Very unexpected outcome,” said Jonny, drawing his body closer to Hilary’s. With a lean of her shoulder, she slid out of his embrace, shattering his pride.


    “What? Was it something I said?” he questioned, looking at her in surprise.


    “I would prefer if you didn’t,” Hilary said, truthfully.


    “Am I not good enough?” Jonny replied, offended by her words.


    “You’re too good for me and yourself.”


    The words knocked Jonny in the face, leaving him speechless, and he stopped, grabbing her wrist.


    “You don’t know what you’re saying; you would have been good with me.”


    Hilary yanked her wrist out of his grip, giving him no upper hand in the conversation.


    “You don’t get it. I like someone else,” she admitted, watching as his face darkened.


    “Maximus?” He watched her face soften at his name.


    “I don’t have to explain myself to you,” she said, trying to hide her blush.


    “It is him. Don’t try to deny it.” He paced around, letting his emotions take over, questioning every good thought that ever crossed his mind.


    “Please don’t make this hard,” Hilary begged.


    “Oh, I will,” he assured. “Maximus is mine.”


    Jonny turned on his heel and left without another word, frustrated by the idea of Hilary being taken by the one person he hated. It was a challenge, he thought, trying to prevent the fire leaking out of his hand as he ran it over the rails, and disappeared into his quarters.


    Chris felt revitalised after his break away from the school. It had only been a week, but his mind had nevertheless been cleared, throwing away all the distractions the school had provided. He was ready for the remainder of the Assessments.


    At the moment, he was walking around the edge of the Pillar holding Rachel’s hand. They had drawn close over the last few weeks and he found his thoughts straying to her more and more.


    “Are you nervous about your second task?” asked Rachel. He glanced over to meet her gaze.


    “Tiny bit,” he admitted, squeezing her hand.


    He had a small idea of what was next. It was a combination of teamwork, Elites and a grand finale. They continued to walk towards the north face of the pillar. The sun was high in the sky and the breeze had ceased to exist.


    “Did you see that?” Rachel suddenly tugged Chris’s hand, looking up at him. He turned his head in time to see a sharp light flicker and fade away in the distance.


    “Stay here,” he ordered.


    He was already halfway across the canyon before Rachel turned to get help. His ice faded away as he leapt off the trail to the other side of the canyon. He took off with lengthening strides as he made his way across the rocky terrain. Another light had erupted from the same spot.


    He quickened his pace and his breathing became heavy as he focused on two bodies lying next to each other in the distance. An ice pole formed in Chris’s right hand as he approached.


    “Maximus!” he yelled, sliding to a halt and rolling Max over into the recovery position.


    “Check Stuart,” he muttered.


    Stuart looked even more battered than Max and was rolling around on the ground in pain.


    “What happened?” demanded Chris, frantic as he cradled Stuart in his arms. Max shifted uncomfortably, trying to stretch his aching muscles.


    “We were sucked into another world,” explained Max.


    “It wasn’t where we were but what time,” replied Stuart, rolling onto his stomach as he struggled to rise.


    Chris looked at both boys with disbelief, but said nothing.


    He shouldered Stuart and together they stumbled back to the dojo, Max trailing behind. It was slow going and gave them time to tell their story.


    “So, you had to fight for your freedom?” replied Chris, listening to Max’s recounting of their story.


    “Yes, and as soon as I won I woke up here,” he explained.


    “What about you, Stuart?”


    “Maximus had the skill to past the test there; however I had to spend a year trapped in that time.”


    Max grabbed onto Stuart’s arm as shock rippled through him. It was hard enough to spend an hour in that world, never mind a whole year. Max couldn’t conceive of what Stuart must have endured.


    “Carry on,” Chris urged.


    “Once Max had won, he was gone and I didn’t see him after that. I had my test straight after him and I failed, couldn’t even get past the first warrior.”


    “They were stronger than most,” added Max.


    Stuart gripped onto Chris as he dug through the memories, gaining more strength as they pushed on towards the pillar.


    “They had me training every day with sword, spear and shield. When I wasn’t training I was working, hammering rock until my arms were raw. There was little food and no rest as the year went on. Finally, they gave me my test again. I clawed through it with what I had left and awoke to you,” he said.


    “Brave,” Max breathed in admiration.


    “Your year must have been minutes in this world, assuming the first light I saw was Maximus returning.”


    Max ducked under Stuart’s other arm, assisting Chris as they made their way back to the Pillar medical unit.


    Max threw down his towel in frustration, rubbing his wrist as he sat in his room. Training hadn’t gone as he had planned. It dawned on him that he couldn’t always rely on his instincts to pull him through sticky situations.


    He was now on speaking terms with Chris and had invited him to train with Jimmy and Dozer in their private sessions. Chris had accepted, knowing how close the next Assessment was.


    Jimmy met Max at lunch, bubbling over with excitement as they sat, unable to keep still.


    “I just finished my first mission!” he shouted, passing Max a small, black box.


    “What is it?” he questioned, looking at the box with interest.


    “For you.”


    It was a golden necklace carved with symbols that were etched around a deep red ruby in the middle. Astonished, Max took it out, fitting it around his neck.


    “Perfect fit,” Jimmy said, happily.


    Max didn’t know what to say; it was the nicest thing anyone had done for him since his cousin was alive.


    “How much did this cost?” Max questioned, worried about how much he’d spent.


    “It’s a priceless artefact. It was a gift from someone I gave a helping hand to,” said Jimmy, holding up an exact replica with a blue stone.


    “They are connected, Max. The lady told me that if one is smashed then that ruby will teleport its owner to the location of the other one.”


    “Very interesting,” Max replied, looking at the two rubies.


    “They also look cool, like what the sports teams wear over in the United States.”


    “But better,” Max smiled.


    Jimmy departed, leaving Max in a much better mood. It wasn’t every day that he had someone think enough of him to present a gift.


    Returning to his room, he tucked the necklace under his pillow for safe-keeping, then lay on top of the covers to contemplate the wall once more.


    He was now very afraid of what it could do. He had already been sucked into it once and if it had the power to hold Stuart for a whole year, what else could it do? Stuart had been grateful for his recovery, gifting Max two posters that he had already put up. One was of a huge stadium, lined with thousands of spectators. The other was of the famous blonde-haired gladiator, notching an arrow on her bow as she stalked her prey. His dreams began with her and the gladiators followed…


    Max stood as the head teachers called out the three new teams. He exhaled with a groan at the mention of working in a team. He never was good at working with other people in such a big group.


    The first two groups of five were called out. The teams were a mixture of all three schools; it wasn’t just a school-on-school event any more.


    Max slouched over to the last remaining students; three boys and one girl. His attention turned to the young woman standing next to a red-haired boy, whom Max assumed were schoolmates.


    A cough from the microphone drew everyone’s attention to the stage as Alexander stood.


    “Welcome to this fine day of the second Assessment. All you students have been split into three different teams, which will utilise teamwork until the very last Assessment. The placings from this Assessment will determine how many Elite students will participate in the final event.


    The objective is to retrieve a flag that has been well hidden in your selected environment,” said Alexander.


    Max looked at the screen above Alexander. Three different locations were highlighted.


    “Let’s select the first team’s environment,” called Alexander and the crowd responded with a roar.


    A representative of the first team joined the Head Master on stage.


    “What is the name of your team?” he questioned.


    “Force Tight,” she replied.


    “Well, Force Tight select your environment,” he said indicating a button.


    She pressed the button and watched as the screen cycled through the three environments.


    “Ocean,” said Alexander to loud applause.


    “Bugger. That’s the best one,” said the young girl in Max’s team.


    Max wagged his head in disagreement; there was one choice that he knew he must have.


    A young man joined the Head Master on stage and the crowed awaited his team’s name.


    “CC, please,” he answered.


    “What does that stand for, young man?”


    “Crusaders Club!” he yelled, with one finger held high. The crowd erupted in laughter as a big grin settled on his face. The Head Master nudged him over to the button and he pushed it with no hesitation, looking up to the screen with the crowd.


    “Sand Dunes,” he called out.


    “That means…”


    “Momentum!” yelled Maximus, quieting the crowd.


    “That means Momentum has the forest.”


    The crowd erupted with applause for the last time. Max could feel his teammates’ eyes on the back of his head. He had made the choice of name without consulting them. He coughed and shuffled his feet.


    Alex was saying: “Teams will be placed by timings; all teams are to get their flags as fast as they can. Good luck and remember - teamwork is key,” this last remark directed at Max as he caught his eye.


    Alex nodded to the staff and sufficient food and water supplies were given to the teams.


    “You have ten minutes to prepare,” ordered Alexander.


    Max turned to the group. The red-haired boy was busy talking to the girl while the other two looked over the crowd, seemingly uninterested in the task at hand.


    “Maximus,” said Hilary, tapping him on the shoulder. He turned to her and the task no longer mattered.


    “You came,” he replied with a huge smile that made Hilary grin.


    “Of course I did, just to say good luck,” she replied, drawing close. Normally in this situation, Max would freeze completely, but this time he had no hesitation in returning the warm hug.


    “Please don’t come last. Jonny is in the Elite group fighting against that team,” she warned.


    “He doesn’t scare me,” replied Max, thinking about the revenge he still owed him.


    “Well, he should. He’s angry and he won’t hold back if it was you standing in front of him.”


    “Why is he angry?”


    “I told him I like someone else,” she admitted, turning a light pink.


    “About time,” said Max, his mind in turmoil.


    “Sorry, Hilary, you have to beat it,” said Stuart, pushing his way in to Momentum.


    She waved her goodbye, and Max lightly thumped Stuart for interrupting.


    The ring of the bell set the teams off with their teleporting guides, teleporting them to their environments as the second Assessment began.


    “No point in running,” Max voiced as the team tried to set a fast pace.


    “He’s right,” replied Toby, the red-haired boy who had taken the burden of carrying the supplies pack first. They slowed their pace and the group made their introductions, making a list of what powers they had between them.


    “Two earth users, two water users and one electricity user,” Max whispered to himself, counting them with his fingers. He had not expected Toby to be a water user and laughed at the idea that the girl could control earth. A perfect match. He grinned.


    The forest was thick with trees and vines, with heavy moss and random plants scattered throughout. A thick cloud of mist covered the surrounding trees, making the team draw closer together as they pushed forward.


    Max ran his hand down a tree and noticed that the tree trunks were a lot thicker here, with richer bark. He breathed the fresh air as if for the first time. The memories of his home town began flooding in, leaving him at the back as he navigated his way between the tree trunks.


    It wasn’t long until the sun began to have an effect, with no hydration controlling points, the team would surely fail, forcing them to extract the weakened student.


    “We must take a break,” said Jacob, curling his orange hair around a finger and calculating the team’s energy levels. Max had labelled him as being just as energetic as Jimmy, and listened to him with joy.


    “Why?” queried James.


    “Because I don’t want to be carrying you all the way to the flag if you fall over dehydrated.”


    “He’s right,” said Kate, with authority.


    “Who made you the boss?” snapped James, approaching Jacob. Max could see that Jacob felt threatened as he took a step back.


    “That’s enough!” yelled Max, stepping between the two. “Now, I don’t mind coming last - it just means more Elites for me to defeat - but what I don’t like to see is bullying, so step back and take a break,” he demanded.


    “Does your electric affect my rock?” challenged James, turning to Maximus.


    “You saw the first Assessment, didn’t you?” Max winked, itching for him to attack.


    “The sooner both of you stop measuring your egos the sooner we can continue,” said Kate, coming to the aid of Jacob. They were from the same school, which gave her a need to protect her own.


    Jacob smirked and used his water bending ability to flick water at James. His fury was instantly dispelled as the group burst into laughter.


    Time passed much more quickly than when Max was alone; if it wasn’t the talking of the group it was the pace that was set. Deep down, Max didn’t mind facing Jonny. In fact, it was a battle he was longing for. Every nerve and vein in his body was pumped to fight Jonny; the warning had just spurred his intentions, rather than smothering them.


    The group decided to carry on throughout the night, making up for lost ground. Having Kate and James construct a little rock hut to protect them from the night was the smartest idea of the day, alongside the brilliant concept that Toby and Jacob create a pool to drink from, giving them ample supplies.


    They all huddled up as darkness approached, listening to the sounds of nature echoing through the forest as the night animals came to life.


    “What have you done to contribute?” asked James unpleasantly, hoping to rile Maximus.


    “I have collected that wood,” he replied, calmly.


    “Would good is that if we have no fire users and no tools to start the fire?”


    Toby tried and failed to hand-start one with a stick and moss.


    “Watch,” replied Max, trying to hold back his laughter at the feeble attempts.


    The whole group except Toby looked up, jumping back five paces as a huge stream of electricity flowed through in a bolt, hitting the pieces of wood and starting a fire instantaneously.


    “Wow, wow, wow what was that?” Toby yelled, jumping up and ducking behind a log.


    His thunderous heartbeat was heard around the whole team as they cuddled in closer to the heat.


    “What power,” he shivered, joining the rest of the group.


    James avoided Max’s stare, knowing that his attempts of becoming alpha male had failed.


    To test one’s determination and courage, these Assessments were designed to estimate the individuals’ and team’s skills on tasks that are essential to a group’s success. This was imprinted on Max’s mind as he drifted to sleep, thinking of a variety of plans for future use.


    Max led the squad though the forest, hoping that he would come across some sort of track that would lead to the flag. He held up his fist for the group to halt.


    “What do you hear?” Jacob whispered.


    “Quiet.”


    “Over there,” Maximus pointed out.


    Max had seen it; a figure lurking in the shadows. His senses sparked with energy as he counted the shadows.


    “There is no trouble here,” Kate said, throwing her arms wide in front of Max and Jacob.


    The figure’s palm began heating, emitting a low glow in the darkness and the team tensed, waiting for something to happen.


    “If you set this forest on fire I will be furious,” Max cautioned.


    Five other palms beamed in the distance and suddenly fireball upon fireball twisted towards them.


    The team’s defence was solid as the water and earth benders blocked each fireball. The water created a cloud of steam as it confounded each attack. The rock absorbed the fire, providing a counter attack as Kate and James flung rock into the darkness. The fireballs were relentless, heating the defensive area as the team blocked with all their power.


    “Create a rock wall!” yelled Max, as he flung himself from side to side.


    Kate struck the ground as her palms vibrated with power.


    “I need help!” she called to James.


    Max created a barrier to protect the entire team.


    “Hurry,” he groaned. Sweat covered his face as the fire consumed his barrier.


    James shuffled next to Kate and the wall rose rapidly from the ground. It finally stood ten feet tall around the team and provided enough protection for Max to release his barrier.


    “Water barrier over the top,” said Max.


    Jacob and Toby worked together to form a water layer on top of the wall, creating a cold roof over their heads.


    “What do we do now?” asked Kate, resting against her wall.


    “We wait. It’s getting dark and who knows what is out there,” replied Max, taking a seat.


    James roamed around as if walking on eggshells.


    “We are hiding like school kids. Maybe the Pillar is like that, but not the Main,” complained James as he banged his fist against the rock.


    “Be my guest and go out there,” replied Kate in Max’s defence.


    “Eat this,” said Toby, passing an energy bar to James.


    He took it grudgingly, frowning at Kate. The team ate in silence as their fort continued to be tested. The fireballs had little effect on the fort, as the temperature on the inside remained constant: Jacob and Toby had continually sprayed the inside with water, trying to make it as comfortable as possible for the team.


    “What do we do?” asked Jacob, looking to Max for advice.


    Max looked at Jacob, again reminded of Jimmy, thinking of the way forward.


    “We scout the way ahead and run as fast as we can to the flag,” he replied.


    “I can do that,” said James as he touched the ground. The team looked on as rock birds rose from the ground.


    “How can I do that?” breathed Kate in wonder. She had never seen or tried something so complex.


    James looked at her cautiously, questioning whether or not to pass on his secret.


    “She’s not from the Pillar,” Max added.


    He walked over to her and whispered in her ear, a smile of pure pleasure dawning on her face. She followed the instructions and a bird half the size rose. Her power limited her to two, and they all watched as her birds bounced around with energy.


    “Now go,” said Max and the birds took flight.


    It was the middle of the night when Max was shaken awake by James.


    “We have located the flag five miles from here,” he said with pride. Max wiped the sleep from his eyes and rose to his feet. He looked through the water roof to see darkness.


    “We leave at first light,” Max replied.


    He tried to find his comfortable spot and drift back to sleep, but was disturbed when their fort shook vigorously.


    “Get up!” he shouted as he shot to his feet. There quickly followed two more attacks from each side.


    “What is it?” cried Toby, checking his water roof.


    The whole team looked up to see a rock wolf looking down with hunger. It was a huge figure, twice the size of a real animal. Its claws and teeth were sharply carved with rock and it clawed at the water, causing a ripple to cross from side to side.


    “I count four of them!” called Kate.


    All of the Momentum team looked to Max for leadership as the beasts repeatedly bashed the structure.


    “On my direction, open a pathway in the direction of the flag,” he ordered James. “Jacob, I want you to release the water, so they can enter the fort,” he continued.


    “Then…?


    “Then we trap the beasts and run as fast as we can to that flag.”


    “It’s too dark. We’ll never make it with those beasts on our tail,” whimpered Kate. The beasts had taken a toll on her and she gripped Jacobs’s sleeve in fear.


    “I will take care of that,” said Max, nodding his head.


    The doorway opened at the same moment as the roof collapsed. All four beasts pounced down towards their prey. Max was the last through the doorway as the roof and door closed behind him. The pack howled at the trap as they clawed at the foundation.


    “Run!” shouted Max. He could see the beasts frantically trying to escape. Kate was right: it was pitch black and Max could barely make out the team member running in front of him. His electricity was in use at last and he shot lightning bolts every two seconds to light the way. James had jumped at the first, landing inches away from his foot before he pushed on.


    As they ran, the team found time to watch in wonder, this being their first time up and close with Max’s power. Their heavy breathing was loud as they increased the speed of their dash through the forest.


    “They have escaped!” Kate’s hold on the fort had diminished and the walls had collapsed.


    “The flag is in the clearing right in front of us,” panted James as he pushed on.


    The beasts had caught up to them with frightening speed and Max ordered the group to continue as he turned around to face the threat. He knew if he didn’t intervene, the group would be quickly torn apart.


    “Max! What are you doing?” screamed Kate as she swung around to get him.


    “Get everyone to the flag! I will be there!” he replied.


    He jolted to the first beast, emitting lightning from his fist, which punched it between the eyes, forcing it back into the beast in its wake.


    The third wolf had flanked him, attacking as the other drew close. His lightning hit both with little effect. He flung himself out of the way and began his sprint to the flag.


    He swung his hand around and flashed small electric particles, trying to slow the beast down. Up ahead, Max could see the team surrounding the flag.


    “He’s not going to make it,” said Toby, glaring at the animals behind Max.


    James focused his energy into one more attack. A wave of water sprang from behind the tree line, hitting the beasts as Max ran faster. Then Kate took lead and flung three rock rods at the beast, which was only inches away from Max. He had mere seconds to respond and he dived forward, angling his body in mid-air, dodging all the rods. He hit the ground hard and struggled to recover, rolling over to watch as the rods struck the last beast.


    The other three were rapidly gaining on Max as he grabbed onto the flag and the team caught a last glimpse of the pack as they pounced for them.


    Max believed they had lost, but then the flag uplifted them from the forest, transporting them back to the school.


    The sudden shift from darkness to daylight stunned the team as they appeared, screaming, on the field. Max covered his eyes as the sunlight overwhelmed him.


    The crowd cheered and chanted their return as the team drew together to congratulate one another. Max felt the tension from the Assessment leak out of him as he embraced the team in a delighted hug.


    “I can’t believe we pulled it off!” howled Jacob as he waved to the crowd.


    “Not too bad, Pillar,” said James.


    The whole team now looked at Max in a different light. Kate had Max in a gripping hug, kissing him on the cheek as she jumped around with joy.


    “We did it!” cried Toby, jumping into the crowd.


    Max was surprised by how well the group had come together over the couple of days, completely changing his attitude towards teamwork.


    His friends separated from the crowd to praise Max on his achievement. His grin grew big as Hilary caught his eye.


    “You could have been a bit faster. It’s your fault I’m as red as a cherry,” whispered Stuart.


    “How did you go?” asked Max as he embraced Chris with one arm and shaking his hand.


    “First, but I wouldn’t want to handle those sea serpents again. Nasty stuff,” he laughed as he sidestepped for Hilary. Her smile replenished his energy as she hugged him.


    “Maximus, your leg,” she sighed as she inspected the claw marks.


    “Those rock wolves,” he laughed as she led him away to get cleaned up.


    Dozer had enjoyed the growth in the squad, surprised at how skilled the boys had become.


    “I didn’t know you had this much fight in you,” Max smiled.


    “I guess all the hard work is paying off,” replied Chris.


    Jimmy attempted to ram his rock fist into Chris’s face as he talked to Max and Chris had to take a couple of steps back, covering his face with his blade.


    “Good, Jimmy! That’s the offensive I want to see. Get him while he’s not expecting it,” coached Dozer.


    The teacher looked on and studied all three of the boys. Each had their strong and weak points, and Dozer identified them as he watched.


    Chris sprang into action, swinging his sword to strike Max down. Max watched as the sword fell short, wincing as it struck his protecting arm. He retreated two steps and felt the flow of hot blood running down his arm. His eyes narrowed as they focused on the gash on his arm.


    “An element blade,” Dozer complimented, watching the electricity burst from Max’s sword.


    Max looked carefully at Chris’s blade, admiring the growth of its tip. He had used his ice technique to extend the blade.


    “That’s enough. Go get cleaned up before you drip blood all over this fine wood,” said Dozer as he pointed out of the small outside arena.


    Max willingly obeyed Dozer’s order, handing him his sword, noticing that Dozer appeared hesitant to grab it following the lightning display.


    He covered the cut with his hand, walking briskly so that no blood dripped onto the floor.


    Chris had to trot to catch up to Max’s furious pace.


    “Sorry to cut you before the final Assessment,” he said, regretfully.


    “I wouldn’t expect anything less. I’m not going to improve if you swing at me like you’re catching butterflies,” he said, truthfully.


    “Jimmy is becoming very promising, isn’t he? If you had told me I would be fighting on a par with someone his age I would have laughed at you.”


    “He has that effect doesn’t he?” Max admitted. He had, without realising, slowed the pace down to a saunter during their conversation.


    Max thanked Chris for accompanying him to the hospital wing and disappearing behind the curtain. As he sat on the bed waiting, a familiar scent crept up past his neck, brushing the inside of his nose. It was the intoxicating sweet smell he loved. He lifted his arm, forgetting for a second that his arm stung.


    “There’s no need to sneak up on me,” said Max.


    The room remained silent as Max tried to pick up any movement behind him.


    Finally: “You are getting much better,” said Hilary in admiration.


    Giving up on the stealth tactics, she took up a position next to him.


    “What have you done?” She picked up his arm and took a look. Max jerked his arm away at the cold sensation that gushed through his cut.


    “What are you doing?” Max questioned finally giving in to her.


    “Cleaning your wound. It doesn’t seem to be too deep,” she said, inspecting it.


    Hilary drew closer to Max, loving the touch of his skin as she held his arm. His hands had been softer than she had expected. She imagined she would feel callouses at the bottom of every finger, the result of playing with swords every day.


    Max watched as she took off, returning seconds later with a big plaster that she cut to fit the gash.


    “You really do need to stop coming here,” she complained. Her moist lips grew wide with a smile. “The medics see you just as much as the cook does,” she said smoothing his hair.


    She again sat next to him, drawing in his warmth. Max’s cut had made Hilary’s day; she had been looking for an excuse to spend some time with him. She recalled the strange feeling she’d had when he arrived at the school. The first touch in the park flicked though her mind as she reached down for his hand, connecting them. She watched as a spark wriggled along their hands only to disappear.


    “Why do you spark like that? It was the same when I first met you,” she said softly, looking up into his light brown eyes.


    “It’s uncontrollable and happens when I get excited,” he explained, surprised at the closing space between them.


    “And why are you excited?” she murmured, reaching up to stroke the stubble on his face as she drew closer to kiss him.


    Max was helplessly sucked in, leaning closer and closer. He had wanted this for so long, planning in his head the perfect time to do this, yet unable to find the right moment until now. He could smell the mint on Hilary’s breath, his senses heightened.


    His eyes closed to the beat of his heart, running his fingers down her smooth arms.


    “Oh, my God!” a voice boomed just outside the door. All traces of Hilary’s breath disappeared as she pulled back and Max opened his eyes to see Jimmy hesitantly approaching his bed.


    “Are you all right?” he said, as though Max were on his last legs.


    “He’s not dying,” Hilary smiled.


    Relieved, Jimmy’s energetic buoyancy returned and he joined them on the bed.


    “Dozer had me finish by packing all the equipment away. Didn’t know if you were all right or not,” Jimmy explained.


    “You’re a goon,” Max replied, watching Jimmy as he re-enacted the fight scene between them.


    Max couldn’t help but laugh, concealing his fast-beating heart and quickened pulse, wondering when he would be able to kiss her for the first time.

  
    


  
      [image: ]

    


    [bookmark: 558167]Chapter 17


    Preparations


    It was easy to give up on a problem that didn’t matter. Maths was a subject best left for bankers and scientists, Jimmy thought. He sat in confusion, looking around at his classmates whose heads were down, all figuring out the impossible equation written up on the whiteboard. It was frustrating. He would rather have skipped class and replaced it with training, a mentality that Maximus had instilled in him. The class had dragged on for what seemed like hours, but, painfully, he was only twenty minutes into it.


    His problems evaporated into thin air when there came a knock at the door and every head turned towards the sound. Hilary opened the door and stepped inside the room. The glow around her was amazing, her long, curly hair flicked past her shoulder as she pointed towards Jimmy with a smile. He blushed slightly as all eyes turned towards him. He quickly packed up his belongings and followed her down the hallway.


    “Thank you for saving me,” he said.


    “I hated maths just as much as you do, but it is important,” she replied.


    He nodded his head, immediately discounting her advice as they reached the outside arena. Two figures stood, waiting patiently as they approached. Jimmy recognised them instantly; Stuart and another student from the flow network. The new student stood about the same height as Jimmy, with light blond hair and blue eyes. His inexperience was clear as he followed Stuart’s commands.


    “Good morning,” Stuart greeted.


    Jimmy gave a slight bow, Hilary replied with a nod. “Are you ready?” asked Hilary.


    “Yes, follow me.” He smiled as he held out a hand to her.


    They vanished with a pop. Jimmy felt instantly uneasy, since no explanation had been presented.


    “Have you teleported someone before?” asked Jimmy.


    “Once or twice,” the boy replied.


    “Great,” Jimmy huffed as he grabbed the boy’s shoulder.


    The pop was quick and Hilary and Stuart came back into view. It took Jimmy a couple of seconds to scan the environment. He looked past Hilary to see the pillar in the middle of the canyon. The ground was flat, with the edge of the canyon six hundred metres away. It was clear that the ground had been flattened and the rocks and trees cleared away. It wasn’t until he turned around that he understood why.


    “Wow,” Jimmy muttered turning around to take in the view. A new stadium was under construction, something that all three schools needed.


    The circular arena was surrounded by stands of seats made from stone to seat a total of one thousand people. It looked like a gladiator arena from the posters, and Jimmy followed an imaginary crowd through one of the tunnels leading to the middle of the arena. He observed the rough carvings along the walls and stopped to touch the surface.


    “They’re not done yet,” said Hilary. She continued through the tunnel but then had to brace herself against the shaking stone.


    “What have you done?” she yelled angrily at Jimmy.


    “Watch,” he replied with a calming hand. The stone around Jimmy’s hand began to ripple and create a smoother surface, which quickly spread outwards as the whole stadium became more clearly defined.


    She focused her eyes on the carvings and gasped as she realised what he had done.


    “How?” she whispered. Jimmy wiped his brow as the task had taken more energy than he had anticipated.


    “If this was made out of water, could you have done the same?” he questioned.


    Jimmy was special in more ways than one. He could sense the doubt and shock in her thoughts as he read them. Her mind was quite easy to access, little triggers were all he needed to open the vast novel.


    He retreated from her mind as the group continued through to the arena. He could see that his work had done something really amazing as he studied the great pylons positioned around the whole stadium.


    * * *


    The three Head Masters had joined together as they inspected the stadium for the final Assessment.


    “Spectacular, Alex,” commented Danny.


    Master Lee knelt to feel the ground with his hands. The part-sand, part-dirt swirled through his fingers, falling back to the ground as a wide smile broke across his face.


    “The ground is excellent. Stable enough to thrust a sword in any direction with as much force as you want and still keep your balance,” said Master Lee, re-joining the group.


    “This stadium has been in the planning for quite some time now and to see it finally getting built is actually quite overwhelming,” replied Alexander.


    The others agreed as they took in the view. Alex nodded as Jimmy and Hilary’s group approached.


    “May I introduce Hilary. She was key in the stadium’s preparation and is the person responsible for the final Assessment,” said Alex with pride.


    “Head Masters,” she bowed.


    Jimmy slipped away from their eyes, trying to avoid all communication.


    “And Jimmy here is the one responsible for the finishing of the carvings and grandstands,” Alexander continued as Jimmy stepped out to greet everyone.


    “I have heard a lot about you, Jimmy,” said Master Lee as he grabbed his hand in a strong grip. Jimmy bowed, trying with all his might not to enter his mind. What had Alexander told him about Jimmy? Did he know he could control two powers, or that he chose to go to an Element school rather than a school for kids who possessed all powers? His mind twirled with questions as the Head Masters took their leave.


    “What’s wrong?” asked Hilary as soon as they had left.


    He shook his head trying to avoid her question. “This reminds me of the stadium in the posters,” he said, trying to change the subject.


    “What posters?” she asked, confused.


    “The two in Max’s room.”


    A small tingling sensation ran down Hilary’s body as she imagined him. She couldn’t understand why she was feeling flushed all of a sudden. It wasn’t something she was used to.


    “They’re not going to tear this down once they are done with it, are they?” the head boy asked, appearing beside Jimmy and trying to insert himself into the conversation. Jimmy shot a confused glance over his shoulder, trying to determine where he had come from.


    “It has been confirmed that this location is to be the new stadium for many events to come,” said Hilary.


    Satisfaction spread through the group as the sun beamed its heat off the ground. It truly was a place of power where the blood, tears and sweat of hundreds would eventually become part of the stadium itself.


    * * *


    A hard gust of wind blew furiously as Max braced himself on the rail, half-expecting Rachel to blow him off with her next huff.


    “What arrogance,” she puffed. As soon as the wind passed, Max quickly jumped to her side, escaping the wind-burn he was receiving from her. He gradually drew his gaze up to the crystalline blue eyes that stared back.


    “Don’t look at me like that,” she groaned.


    Maximus would try every means possible to escape the long hours required by the history work given by Ms. Figg.


    It didn’t matter if he had to beg or get a beating from Rachel, whatever secured his grade to advance him in class, he would try.


    “I have my finals coming up and I need to spend all my time preparing, not doing silly homework,” he pleaded. She looked at his innocent eyes and once more stood helpless before his charm. She knew she was now entangled in it, stuck in his web of excuses and pleas.


    “This is the last time,” she sighed, watching him pounce around like a little boy.


    Max had high hopes that he would make the Pillar proud. His exceptional abilities and fearlessness had moulded him into one of the more poplar students at school. This hadn’t gone unnoticed by Rachel, who noticed especially the way the girls of the school flocked to his side at every possible opportunity.


    He was starting to become something she feared and if this went unnoticed by Maximus himself it was clear to her: He was a contender and a leading role model for the majority of the school. Sure, the electricity user was very rare, making him unusual, but it was the combination of his found power and his stand-out personality that made him the person who now stood before her.


    His smile was warming.


    “Yes, I promise I will help next time.”


    It shredded her pride to give in to his demands so readily but she couldn’t help the feeling of emptiness spreading through the pit of her stomach.


    “Can you answer something truthfully, Maximus?” said Rachel, using every ounce of her remaining confidence to utter the words.


    This isn’t good, he thought, waiting in suspense. Rachel had used his full name.


    “Do you just use me for the homework?” she questioned.


    Max was taken by surprise, and was forced to wonder why he was always getting her to complete his work for him.


    However, his comeback came with no hesitation.


    “I have to admit I have used you to my advantage far too many times, but that doesn’t change the fact that you are a very close friend to me.”


    The words struck directly to her heart and she had to restrain herself from crying. Rachel had wanted Max from the beginning; she only got close to Chris to be close to Max. Now that had backfired upon her.


    To add to her woes, her feelings for Chris had grown just as fast as had her feelings for Max. She stood, confused, a picture of Hilary popping into her head.


    “Excuse me,” she said, taking a deep breath, and waved Max goodbye.


    Of course, Max had noticed nothing of Rachel’s inner turmoil; he had secured his homework and that was the important thing. With training on his mind, he headed off towards the last tool for the final Assessment.


    * * *


    “Why are you so twitchy? You look like you’ve just committed a crime,” Ben noted.


    Jonny was striding furiously from one side of the room to the other.


    “I don’t know what to do,” he admitted, looking for advice.


    “Maximus?” replied Ben, watching for his reaction. Beads of sweat rolled off the side of Jonny’s face as he finally sat down. The room turned quiet, the only sound the boys’ breathing.


    Ben felt uncomfortable with the way Jonny was acting. He had not seen him under any sort of strain before, and could see that something was weighing heavily on his mind, converted into the restless motions of his body.


    “Don’t get me started on Max. He isn’t going to become an Elite if I get my way,” he said, irritated by the mention of Max’s name.


    Ben didn’t mind him; it was Jonny’s crusade that exercised his mind.


    “What’s the deal with you two, anyway?”


    Jonny wiped his brow. He had many things pinned on Maximus. The instant he laid eyes on him he had known automatically that he was a threat, not only to his chances with Hilary but to his manhood. Jonny’s very confidence dwindled in his presence. His over-confidence and arrogance were reserved for him only.


    “What if there was someone new who was just as big as you and more popular?”


    “It would suck,” Ben replied, thankful that he was the only one.


    “That’s how it feels,” Jonny said truthfully, hating that he was confiding in one of his boys.


    The boys sat in the common room, alone. It was spacious, a lot bigger than sitting in one of their rooms. The room played host to the late night movies that the students were allowed on their weekends, or the occasional club meeting where students sat and enjoyed one another’s company.


    Ben moved to the soft pull-up chair where he took a seat next to the blazing heater that kept his cheeks a rosy red.


    “So what are you going to do?” he enquired, resting back comfortably.


    Jonny had no need to think through his plan; it was already set in stone. Every time he closed his eyes he saw the fight that lit the stage and assured his victory.


    “I am going to bring him and his whole team down by whatever means necessary. Are you in?”


    Ben sat forward again and glanced over to Jonny. “I’m in,” he replied, hoping that his reply would lift Jonny’s spirits.


    Jonny waited for Ben to fall asleep before moving. With Ben’s big body mass he would have thought Ben would be warmer than he seemed. Jonny soon found out the difference between cold and freezing. His body temperature dropped significantly as he walked out of the warmth of the heated room and into the icy chill of the canyon.


    Jonny had enjoyed Ben’s company and his stress levels had lowered considerably, which made his breathing much easier.


    Then his expression hardened. He drew close to the outside arena railing. The pitch black dark was something he didn’t like, with visibility zero.


    Suddenly, his heart leapt and began to beat thunderously as he distinguished an even deeper shade of black that slowly approached him. The sight was frightening. His previously mellow mood turned to anxiety as the black cloak rustled in the wind.


    “Jonny,” the man in the cloak breathed.


    Jonny stiffened with fear at the sound of the voice. His nerves suddenly went into overdrive.


    “Wh… what of my father?” Jonny stammered, trying not to shake. The hood drifted in the wind, but still revealed nothing of what it contained.


    “He held up his end of the deal, now it’s your turn.”


    The shadow in the cloak inched forward. Closer and closer he drew until Jonny could feel his cold breath against his neck.


    “I have the information. The pass out ceremony is going to be held this weekend, over there.” Jonny indicated towards the new stadium.


    “What of the boy?”


    Did he hear something? Jonny quickly glanced to his right, concluding that his paranoia had made him jumpy. With no sign of anyone eavesdropping, he returned his gaze to the dark figure standing before him.


    “He will be located where you wished, in a small helpers’ group behind the podium,” Jonny replied.


    The hooded figure fell silent. Jonny couldn’t figure out if he was being assessed or if the man wanted to harm him.


    “Why so jumpy? I’m not a ghost,” he said and disappeared without another word.


    Jonny dropped to one knee, trying to bring his panting breaths under control. He had wanted to avoid that situation at all costs and had hated every second. He hesitated in getting up, dreading that the cloaked figure was still in the vicinity.


    Once it became clear that he was again alone, he stumbled back to his room, dropping onto his bed as his thoughts overwhelmed him. Had he sunk too far down the rabbit hole now, or was there still an opportunity to be free? Only time could tell.
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    The Final Assessment


    Judgment day had arrived. The day every single student in the three groups had waited for. There they stood, twitching and dreaming of their position in the precious outstanding group of Elites. Maximus itched to take a step closer to the bigger opportunities. He walked the corridors like a famous actor, receiving good wishes for his final task.


    He spotted a small group of boys projecting their rebel nature, beating up one of their classmates. Max turned his head, ignoring the young boy’s cries as he flashed back to his dojo days.


    Then: “Clear off!” shouted a recognisable voice, waving the boys away.


    Max’s attention immediately transferred to the boys, curious to see how the situation would resolve itself. His grin widened as Jimmy’s fist rose, not backing down before the five boys who stood around him.


    “How’s it going, lads?” Max surprised them and they spun around, expecting an audience of teachers ready to give them all a detention for their behaviour.


    “It’s only Maximus. Now, Jimmy, what did I tell you about hanging around Sarah?” the boy questioned, waving his fist in front of Jimmy’s face.


    Max interrupted, stepping past the boys, who goggled at him. He positioned himself next to Jimmy, seeing Jimmy’s eyes light up.


    “I never did like bullies.” Max scanned the small group of boys. They stood, wordless, stunned by the turn of events. The head bully scratched his arm continuously, suddenly nervous at the thought of the odds now stacked against him.


    “Let me ask one simple question.”


    The boys looked intently at Max, nervous about what he was about to say.


    “Do you know how fast a lightning bolt can strike without warning?”


    Max held back a small smirk as the group stepped back.


    The head bully held his ground, however, and the others followed suit, either for the sake of the leader’s popularity or for their own protection.


    “Two seconds,” the leader muttered.


    “Close,” Max nodded, “but I would have said in the blink of an eye.” There was a long silence as the boys contemplated their next move.


    “Do I really have to string a bolt from the heavens?” Max sighed as his fist sparked.


    The boys’ eyes widened and they shot around the corner before Max and Jimmy could laugh.


    “I had them,” said Jimmy.


    “I bet you did. I did that for their benefit, not yours,” he laughed guiding him over to the seats on the outskirts of the field.


    It was still early in the morning; sun shining bright, a smattering of clouds across the sky, kids running around on their day off from school. It wasn’t often they got a day off, usually just when the Elites were going through their Assessments. There was much talk all over the school, with bets and anxiety building up over the big event.


    Max sat there, feeling the weight slide off his shoulders. Little by little, the excitement threatened to tangle his mind, tightening his muscles in preparation for the fight. He had a formulated plan, one that consisted of him doing most of the work. His group effort had lacked over the last Assessment, through his unwillingness to show everyone his weaknesses.


    Max finished scanning the details of the flowers planted beside the chair and turned his attention to the boy slouching next to him.


    Max had looked at Jimmy several times, obviously bursting to enquire what was wrong and learn the information that was needed to lift his spirits or get him out of his gloomy mood.


    “So. Who’s Sarah?” Max winked.


    Jimmy shot red, turning his attention to the passing people and avoiding Max’s gaze.


    “No one, just a friend,” he tried.


    “All right,” said Max, giving up on the hopeless attempt.


    “Let me be honest with you. Do you have secrets?” asked Jimmy, watching for any type of reaction.


    Max’s brain automatically flicked through different situations that could possibly be hidden secrets, shrugging when he came up with nothing but the power of electricity he had once held back from everyone.


    “The only reason I ask is that I have one.”


    “One that won’t be a secret if you tell me,” Max quickly butted in before he told him.


    Jimmy blinked in the sunlight as he turned to face Max.


    “I am hoping that if I come clean with you, you will come clean with me.”


    Max nodded for Jimmy to carry on, waiting to hear the problem that obviously lingered on his mind.


    Jimmy turned over in his mind the points he wanted to express, ready to explore the lethal information hiding in Max’s head.


    “Did you ever wonder why Alexander and Dozer keep a close eye on me and why, out of all the youngsters, they help only me personally?”


    Now that Jimmy mentioned it, Max realised he had always wondered why the boy was such a hot topic with them. He supposed he had thought it had to do with Jimmy being alone, like him.


    “Does it have to do with your parents?” he cautiously said, not wanting to hit a sad spot in Jimmy’s shattered defences.


    Max’s heart sank as he bore witness to a tear running down the side of Jimmy’s face.


    “I’m sorry,” said Max, sincerely. He had no intention whatsoever of bringing Jimmy down; he cared for him like a brother.


    “I was born with two powers,” Jimmy explained, quietly. “That’s why my parents were erased from my life,” he continued.


    “How? Why?” asked Max, stunned.


    “Both of my powers were extremely potent; the Ministry took me for development.”


    Max shifted uncomfortably at the unexpected news. He was more like Jimmy than he thought. How vulnerable and alone must this boy be?


    “That explains why you are here. But your rock power wasn’t strong at the start, you could barely use it, so how did they know?” Max questioned.


    “It was a defensive tool. The rock would automatically protect me whether I liked it or not. I just wasn’t able to use it like I can now,” he replied, looking for advice.


    “That’s why you’re an asset to this school; I won’t let the Ministry tighten their grip on you,” said Max. Jimmy’s heart lifted at his words. He attempted to scan Max’s mind to inspect his honesty, failing once again. Max was one of the only users he was unable read. Jimmy was unsure whether it was his electrical power or his mindset.


    “What is your second power?” Max questioned.


    “My second is more powerful than the Earth.” Jimmy gazed into the far distance, feeling embarrassed.


    Max was taken aback, shocked at the information coming from Jimmy.


    Max knew he was special. To have two powers was a rare trait, only a few people in history having been born with such an ability.


    “Explain?” was the only word Max could muster.


    “I can read people’s minds. Enter their heads and read their secrets. I can also implant ideas or thoughts, as well.”


    “Have you read my mind?” Max quickly asked, now feeling extremely nervous.


    “I have tried, and failed!” Jimmy admitted with a snort.


    “You’re lucky,” Max laughed. Max brushed off the sweat forming on his brow. Had Jimmy known anything about the full ring, he would be in danger.


    “The only thing I have got from your head is your ability to hold back,” said Jimmy.


    The words rolled off Jimmy’s tongue and slammed into Max, knowing that Jimmy knew more than he was telling him.


    “You have never seen me hold back,” Max tried to convince him.


    Jimmy’s face hardened at Max’s words.


    “I have just told you the biggest secret ever, so please enlighten me.”


    Jimmy stood in an attempt to clear the frustration brewing in his mind. The only person on the planet that he believed would understand and yet nothing rolled off his mind to compare.


    “Sit,” said Max, yanking his long sleeved t-shirt. “Let me explain myself.”


    “What do you know?” asked Max. He knew this would be a heavy conversation and waited nervously for his answer. It wasn’t like Jimmy to walk away from such a crucial moment.


    “I know you are the chosen one.”


    The words didn’t seem to be real; no one had ever put him in such a category and he most certainly had not.


    “Maximus,” someone called out, making both boys turn.


    “Team meeting,” yelled Jacob, waving. Max didn’t want to abandon the deep conversation that was going on and felt drained all of a sudden.


    “Win, Maximus. Just don’t hold back,” said Jimmy, waving him off.


    Max seized the power to get up and start the biggest battle of his life, annoyed by the heavy thoughts of a boy holding onto his secret.


    “This is not over. We are talking after I’m done,” he ordered, happy to see Jimmy finally smile and depart looking a little less stressed.


    As Max walked over to his group he could feel a lifting sensation; he finally had people with whom he could be completely honest. Max was convinced that Jimmy couldn’t access his mind, but how much did he know?


    “What was that about?” Jacob questioned, watching Max carefully.


    “Nothing, just some last minute advice,” he lied.


    * * *


    Max’s group could hear the non-stop chanting and yelling as the first two groups came and went. Max looked around the spacious tent and saw some nervous faces. He couldn’t help but smirk as Kate hugged Toby’s arm. The stadium throbbed with energy. Hilary had made sure that the last touches were in place, the two teams performing the final Assessment for the first time in the arena.


    Max drank his daily intake of water in order to stay hydrated as he tried to calm his nerves. The sound of bashing rocks and steaming water silenced the room immediately and everyone listened to the half-screams and cries as the battle raged on.


    “Looks like someone used one of their powers,” Jacob laughed, lightning the mood.


    “So, what is the battle plan?” asked Toby.


    “Survive,” replied James.


    “We should fight as a group,” Kate commanded.


    “I agree with Max,” Jacob sighed.


    The entire group turned to Maximus.


    “We fight smart, we have a strong defence and leave the offence to me and James,” said Max, thinking of one person he wanted to fight: Jonny.


    “What if you both fail?” Kate shot back.


    “Then just hope we take enough Elites down with us,” James replied.


    A loud explosion shook the tent, making everyone in it jump.


    “Wow,” everyone muttered.


    Time had escaped unnoticed. The team had suited up in an Elite uniform, black with padded areas in front of the main muscle areas. Each student had a light brown leather strap with duel-wielded metal swords strapped to their backs.


    “We all wear them to show which one is our strongest hand in combat,” Kate smiled, handing over bright golden strips.


    “Are you just about ready?” the head boy of Elementrix yelled out to the group.


    They all stood at the entrance of the arena, blinded by the sun.


    “If you can, search for shields,” yelled Max.


    “We must take out as many Elites as possible and quickly,” Toby replied, trying to portray confidence. The crowd finally burst into a last chant, screaming Chris’s name throughout the stadium.


    “What happened?” Max called out to the head boy, who jumped in the air with a fist pump.


    “Your boy Christopher just beat an Elite one-on-one to win the match. Looks like if you win both of you will be the talk of the schools and become Elites,” he said, patting Max on the back.


    “Do the Pillar proud,” he carried on, watching as the group carried Chris across to the tent on their shoulders.


    “What happened to the other team?” Kate yelled out to the head boy.


    “The first team had the least number of Elites to fight and lost. Your team has the most. Are you up for it?” the head boy questioned.


    “We will find out,” Kate muttered nervously under her breath.


    “Max!” shouted Chris, jumping from the group’s shoulders.


    Max nodded at the cuts and bruises all over his body, not counting the swelling now coming through on his face.


    “Congratulations,” said Max, happy for Chris as they shook hands.


    “I’m not going to disturb your concentration, but go get ‘em,” he said slapping Max on the back and returning to the celebrating group in the corner.


    “That’s going to be us, so keep your head in the game,” said Maximus, injecting adrenalin into the group. This was going to be the best battle out of all the three groups, and all Maximus wanted was Jonny.


    “Now!” called the head boy.


    He waited for a heartbeat and then took his first three steps into the stadium. The light was blinding and he held his hands up to shield his eyes, overwhelmed by the yelling and atmosphere that surrounded him.


    His eyes finally adjusted to the light and he scanned the hundreds of people standing on their seats, trying to get a glimpse of the group entering the stadium.


    Maximus heard his name circling the stadium louder than ever. The sheer volume shook even the seven Elites standing in a semi-circle facing Max.


    It was enough for Jonny to release his blade ready to take revenge on Max, wishing the crowd would shout his own name.


    The group walked out to the centre of the stadium, all eyes upon them. It was overwhelming for everyone standing in the arena, just waiting to release their blades and find glory in the defeat of those seven Elites.


    The crowd did not sit quietly during Alexander’s introduction. They didn’t want to miss a single second of the fight coming, hoping to be as satisfied with this performance as they were with Chris’s.


    “Silence!” Alexander boomed over the howling crowd.


    “May I introduce the third and final group to stand in the newly-built stadium that you see before you. An olden day feel to a new generation, let your senses be awakened by the excitement of this event. With healers on standby… let the fight begin!” he finished and a large bell echoed through the stadium.


    Less than ten seconds since the end of the speech and the group had already scanned the area. Shields had been lined up against the wall under the Head Masters. Jacob, Kate and Toby sprinted towards them, leaving Max and James to engage the enemy.


    “I have the five on the right and you can have the two on the left,” said Jacob sarcastically, and both boys laughed with the excitement of the fight with the best students from all three schools.


    “Do you believe this, those two against us?” one of the Elites laughed, wildly underestimating them. Jonny moved his sword in front of him.


    “Maximus is mine,” he called out, pointing towards him with naked intent. Ben had positioned himself on the other side of Jonny, trying to work out a plan.


    “I’ll have those three,” said Ben, flexing his muscles towards the shields.


    “You are a brute, aren’t you?” said the only girl behind him.


    “Whatever makes you sleep better tonight,” he winked at her, getting a smile in return as she avoided his roaming eyes. All eyes were on Jonny as he strode angrily towards Max.


    He wore a similar suit to Max’s, but badged with the Elite symbol. He had trained many hours wearing the suit, surprised every time at the flexibility it allowed.


    He ran his hand down the smooth surface of the padding, feeling the difference in definition between the chest and the abdominal muscles. Every step he took closer to Max caused the anger in his gut to blossom. He had waited a long time for this. His humiliation had gone unpunished for too long.


    “Your fight is pointless,” said Jonny.


    Max eyed him eagerly, keen to repay him for the abuse he had suffered, his own anger growing within him.


    “You don’t stand a chance,” he spat.


    “Your arrogance will be your downfall,” replied Jonny.


    “And your bully’s instinct will be yours.”


    Both boys stood ready for the battle that would make history. No more words were needed for the fight to begin, a showcase for their swordsmanship.


    Max picked up a sword that had been used in the last battle, feeling its heft as he threw it from hand to hand. And then he struck.


    Each swing was blocked and countered with the next strike as they went back and forth, masked by the roaring of the crowd.


    Max’s vision tunnelled as he locked his eyes only on Jonny and the rest of the crowd and the Elites disappeared.


    Jonny was the first to draw blood as he blocked Max’s knee and released a quick elbow, forcing Max to take a few steps back. Max spat to the side, smiling.


    “Is that it?”


    Jonny charged like a bull, covering the distance between them in an instant. A flinch was all Max was looking for and he swung his leg at Jonny’s feet, knocking him to the hard sand. The crowd cheered at the battle, so fixated on it that the rest of the Elites stood back to watch the main event.


    “You will not win,” he grunted.


    Time seemed to slow down as Jonny picked up a shield, raising his left arm in contest. Max closed his eyes and let the roar of the crowd overwhelm him. The crowd howled his name as Jonny drew closer to strike him down.


    Max drew a breath and threw aside the sword he had picked up. He reached back with both hands and drew his swords in an x-shape over his head before lowering them to his sides. The custom detail on his swords was craftsmanship at its very best. The swords curved before straightening at the hilt, reminding Max of the swords used in Persia. Beautiful and elegant, light to swing but strong to strike, they were weapons fit for any warrior.


    The two identical swords blocked and countered by slicing through the air to hit Jonny’s shield. Jonny stumbled back from the force of the strike, raising his own sword to flick off Max’s second sword.


    “Such a contest!” shouted Master Lee.


    “Very interesting choice of weaponry,” Danny beamed, watching as the battle continued.


    “Yes, a very good choice indeed,” admired Alexander.


    The fight continued, both boys vigorously attacking one another and not giving any ground.


    Suddenly, Max flinched; a kick from Jonny’s shoe had blown the dust up into his eyes. With Max blinded for a few seconds, Jonny took advantage and sliced a decent-sized gash into Max’s arm.


    Max quickly recovered, feeling the heat of the trickling blood run down his left arm as he swung it to the ground.


    “What a cheap shot,” Jimmy groaned as he watched the intense battle from the stands.


    Rachel shifted nervously, hating the final test. She couldn’t stand the fighting. It was pointless. She grabbed Jimmy by the arm and trembled as she watched the collision of the two swords.


    “He will be fine,” said Jimmy, crossing his fingers.


    “I’m not a doubter,” she replied.


    “Never doubt,” said a familiar voice.


    “You did well.” Rachel smiled as she watched Hilary slip into the seat next to her.


    “Thank you. How is Max faring?” she replied, watching the battle.


    Rachel’s only reply was a smile as she searched the stands for Chris.


    “Just look at him. No words can describe his flow,” Jimmy observed, studying Max’s moves.


    Hilary lit up, trying to hide her excitement. She had waited for this day, watching Max progress through the stages; it gave her butterflies to think that he would become an Elite if he passed this last test.


    Maximus stretched his fingers, straightening them from the sword’s grip. He aligned his vision upon Jonny, who now drew heavy breaths. His cuts and bruises matched Chris’s, with blood trails that led from one part of his body to another, reappearing as quickly as he could wipe them away.


    In a moment of rest, Ben grabbed the golden opportunity to catch Max unawares. He launched himself at him, only to find Jacob’s shield protecting the side of Max’s body.


    “Maximus is mine,” Jonny yelled.


    Jacob raised his sword to challenge Ben.


    “Your fight is with me,” Jacob smirked.


    The other Elites shifted anxiously as they sought out the three students behind them.


    “You’re holding back!” a voice stirred in Max’s head. “The chosen one.”


    The words made it hard for him to breathe. Jimmy’s voice rumbled through his head, telling him something that he needed to hear.


    He watched as Jonny charged again. Step one had consisted of Jonny contracting his muscles and taking a large explosive step, trying to gain the speed and distance needed to reach Max as quickly as possible. The second step was the structure of his attack, gripping the sword with both hands and sprinting as the sword trailed behind him. Step three, his footing, as he came to a complete stop using his momentum to take his swinging sword to the side of Max’s body. The final step, Jonny’s vulnerability, as Max blocked his powerful blow with one hand on the sword, sending his fist into Jonny’s face, blood shooting out of Jonny’s nose.


    Jonny stumbled back, feeling a sharp pain where he had been hit, swearing under his breath.


    “It was only a dream to think you were ever better than me,” said Max, now looking down at him.


    Jonny ground his teeth in frustration. He felt the pulsing blood pumping through his veins, his heart pounding furiously.


    “You are nothing,” Jonny replied as he charged for a second time. Max flicked his attacks to the side and kicked him to the ground. Jonny spat blood as he raised his head to the other Elites, who quickly regained their stances and made to spring on Maximus.


    “If not today, then there will be a next time.”


    Max threw his face up to the blazing sun. It was only now that he began to feel the intense heat as drops of sweat poured from his face. He touched his suit only to find it completely wet.


    “Admitting defeat is never good,” replied Max, waiting for him to rise.


    It was as clear as crystal what Jonny had in store for Max; he couldn’t hold it back any longer, was burning to release his purified power.


    It happened in seconds - a jet of scorching fire came shooting towards Max missing him by inches and landing on the shields of the three students in formation.


    “Big mistake!” yelled Max, vaulting towards Jonny like a ray of light as he jolted and electricity zapped out of him.


    The lightning knocked Jonny off his feet as the two swords struck the breast-plate of his suit, hitting his head with a force that knocked him unconscious.


    “Very impressive,” said a man who sat with the three Head Masters overlooking the arena.


    “This is where the sparks begin,” replied Master Lee, now coming to life.


    Several things happened at once as the three students behind him joined ranks with Jacob, who was desperately trying to fend off Ben. Max felt the ground rise and it soon became too unstable for him to stand. He watched helplessly as the earth user made it impossible for him to manoeuver. He had no time to think as he rolled backwards. Water in the face confused him and he wiped it just in time to see three Elites surrounding him.


    Max threw a glance at his team and saw that four of them were facing Ben and two other Elites. The crowd roared at the collision of the powers.


    Three swords flew at Max from three different angles as he ducked and blocked, striking them back: an amazing sight to behold - a man roaring and deflecting every strike the three Elites threw at him.


    “Do you believe this?” screamed someone in the crowd as they all hung onto the edge of their seats.


    “Watch out,” he roared to one of the Elites, who turned to see what was happening. Max needed no invitation and struck him with the hilt of the sword, watching with satisfaction as he dropped to the ground.


    Laughter erupted around the stands at the stupidity of the take-down. A jet of water streamed out to hit Max in the shoulder, forcing him to roll over in the newly-formed mud and coating him thoroughly.


    Max rose, beckoning to the water user for another blast and he was obliged. It wasn’t hard for him to dodge the stream of water, raising his electrical hand to zap the current and tracing it back to its user, electricity-laden.


    With two down, Max blasted the third one with electricity, excited at the outcome of the battle and racing over to the three remaining Elites.


    There was a display of rock as the Elites pounded them with jets of fire and Ben mocked them as they hid behind the barricade.


    Surprisingly, it was Jacob who threw an Elite into the rock wall foundation, only to watch him wriggle underneath the scorching hot rocks of their barricade.


    Time had disappeared and it felt as if hours had dragged by. It wasn’t until the fight was five on two that he noticed that Kate was fighting the only girl and the rest of the boys were facing the brute force of Ben.


    “Are you all right?” Toby questioned, as Max joined the group.


    Indeed, Max could now feel his muscles start to strain and become heavy, but he continued to lift his two swords. He returned them to his back, releasing the tension in his arms.


    “I’m all right but let’s get this over with. I will out-flank him and you guys distract him.” It wasn’t hard for Max to get on his blind side and Ben became surrounded. Max grabbed Ben’s sword arm as he electrocuted him. It seemed to just tickle him and he stood firm.


    “I am rock,” he responded, kicking Max in the groin as he rolled away out of his range. Ben grabbed both Jacob and James and tossed them aside like rag dolls as he countered Toby’s attack.


    Eventually, the four students wore Ben down and Max kicked the back of his legs, making him buckle as Jacob put the point of his sword on his chest.


    “The bigger they are the harder they fall,” smirked Jacob.


    Ben huffed at his defeat. “Just let me have you one-on-one, and then you’ll be sorry,” he hissed as he lay flat on his back.


    Unconsciously, the crowd stood and roared as the five prevailed over the Elites, Kate relieving the last Elite of her sword as the other four stood around her.


    “Do you believe that?” Jimmy howled. “He took down five!”


    Hilary looked happily down at Max, looking forward to when she could congratulate him with a hug that was well deserved.


    A short time had elapsed since Max’s battle. His cuts and bruises were well tended to by the healers and he now sat in the common room, relishing the time alone. Everyone in the school was in high spirits. The battles had entertained them and given them a day off and the weekend had now come. The students meandered about, enjoying the pleasures of the good weather.


    Now, several students lounged into the common room; two heading for the table in the corner to study, and a couple fell into one of the armchairs, flirting and teasing each other with little pecks on the cheek. He turned around to see another group huddling up at the far end of the room, studying with chatter and laughter.


    The school had slowly but surely become home to Maximus. He relaxed in the positive atmosphere, not allowing his muscles to stiffen with his slight movements.


    “You look like you’re in pain,” said Rachel, giving Max a sympathetic look as she entered the room and sat next to him with Jimmy sitting on her other side.


    “Pain is nothing to Maximus,” answered Jimmy.


    Rachel nodded her head, cracking a half smile as she watched Jimmy bouncing with excitement.


    “Don’t mind him. He’s been going on about you ever since your fight,” she sighed.


    “Has he, now?” Max chuckled.


    It had been a good couple of minutes of alone time but he didn’t mind them being interrupted by the bond of friendship. He looked at Rachel and Jimmy and knew something special had happened; he had gained pure friendship.


    It wasn’t long until Max had to be half-carried to his bed and finally realised how tired he actually was. His friends departed and he finally got the shut-eye that was much needed.


    * * *


    Jonny reached the hut located on the outskirts of the canyon. He searched around for any hint of life, gripping his bruised arm. His ego was even more bruised and he entered the hut with a touch of anger as he recalled the fight.


    “Did I tell you to enter?” a voice cool as ice echoed in the room.


    The chill would have made any normal man turn around in desperation to escape, but not Jonny, who stood there unafraid, gazing at the sparks of the fire flickering on the walls.


    “I have no time for your words,” replied Jonny, half-bracing himself against the wall in anticipation of any quick attacks which may arise.


    “But words are all you have now. I know why you are here today,” said Seth.


    “I apologise. It’s not every day I get humiliated in front of hundreds,” said Jonny, tightening his fist.


    “The boy has brought us both shame,” Seth glared.


    “I want it.”


    Seth held Jonny’s eyes and there was a moment of silence before he spoke.


    “It will be done, but first you must please the Lord. He does not take kindly to failure.”


    “He will not be disappointed,” Jonny croaked, clearing his throat.


    “It is not my life you are balancing but your own. Now go and you will be summoned when it is time.”


    “You must give me something now,” Jonny demanded.


    Seth nodded his head to a young man who stood in the shadows of the room holding a baseball bat. The young man approached Jonny, standing close him as he stared into his eyes.


    “You have desperate eyes,” the young man growled.


    “Test me,” replied Jonny, returning the glare.


    The young man retrieved a sword from the middle of the table, handing it to Jonny.


    “It looks like you have already been tested,” he chuckled as he took his place next to Seth.


    Jonny took the blade with high hopes. It had a blue edge that whistled through the air when he swung. The blade was thin and long, with an old handle that provided plenty of grip. He sheathed the sword in its case, turning to leave.


    “Don’t lose that sword, or I will kill you,” warned Seth as he left.


    Jonny departed with a last glimpse at Seth, hastening away from the cold eyes that he could feel on his back.
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    [bookmark: 619981]Chapter 19


    Ceremonial Disaster


    It was a day to remember and Max felt the tingle of the grass blowing in the breeze as he stood on the lawn. He had felt his spirit lift after the battle in the arena and was now picking at the scabs on the wounds he had received.


    The field had filled up with students from all three schools and they were playing sport, sunbathing, abusing their powers and hanging out in the hot weather. The students from the other two schools were amazed by how hot and sunny the weather had been.


    Max’s attention was drawn to a figure walking across the field, since every male eye was suddenly pinned on the approaching female. Her short shorts and green bikini top were enough to cause a quiet commotion and all activities ceased as they watched her approach.


    Max quickly shot his attention elsewhere as she took a seat next to him.


    “Can’t a girl go anywhere without watchful eyes?” she complained.


    “Yeah, my room.” Max quickly choked, realising what he said, but it was too late. His blush was red enough to make any girl smile and draw closer to him.


    “We could, but then the sun will go to waste,” Hilary replied quietly, lying down within a hair’s breadth of Max. His red cheeks gradually disappeared and he eased into a lying position next to her. He marvelled at her skin’s warmth and softness as his arm touched hers.


    Her scent had reached Max long before she arrived and it sat gently on him as his eyes reached hers.


    Max quickly recovered the power of speech and asked her about her day. Gradually, as they spoke, he could begin to ignore the feel of the eyes on both of them as the conversation drew them closer and closer.


    “Do they go out?” said one of the girls, looking over in their direction.


    “No, but what I would do to have a girl like that. Of course, it had to be Maximus to draw her eye,” said the boy sitting next to her.


    “If she doesn’t make a move, I might try,” she replied, weighing her chances.


    “You have no more of a chance than of me going out with Hilary,” the boy replied, woefully.


    “A girl can dream.”


    Similar comments spread through the students’ conversations as they sat and socialised.


    Max felt a tingling sensation as he scoped the length of her body, heart pounding as he soaked in the fine line of her perfect skin, to her flat stomach, then her shorts and finally looked up to meet her eyes.


    “How would you feel about me becoming an Elite?” murmured Max as he inched his head forward, watching as Hilary mimicked him. He was so close that he could feel her sweet breath as the space closed even further.


    “You will have to deal with me pounding on you,” Hilary joked.


    Max smiled, picturing Hilary on top of him as she threatened to finish him.


    “Maximus?” said a voice behind them.


    Max turned to see a bodyguard wearing a formal suit standing tall as he regarded Max through black sunglasses.


    “Yes,” Max replied openly.


    “Follow me.”


    Max followed with no questions asked as they made their way to the small arena. Max studied the man as he followed him, trying to judge his strength if he had to fight him. It was strange seeing someone like this in these surroundings and many eyes followed the two as they made their way through the school.


    Then all became clear as he saw three more bodyguards positioned around the arena, eyeing him as he approached: An important man stood at the very edge, leaning against the rail as he scanned the canyon.


    “Nice view isn’t it, my boy?” said the Minister, turning to shake Max’s hand. His grip was firm and he looked straight into Max’s eyes.


    The Minister had been wearing a long, black travelling cloak and he had draped it over the rail, the weather being far too hot to keep it on. His black, round hat dangled in his hands.


    “Yes, Sir,” replied Max quietly.


    His white hair did not portray his age, as his skin still glowed with youth. He breathed the fresh air with pleasure, happy to be out of his office for more than a couple of hours.


    “Where do you see yourself in the near future?” he began.


    Max needed a few moments to collect his thoughts on the subject before replying. It was a question that left him stumped, he hadn’t thought about his future at all, taking life one day at a time.


    “Helping people, Sir,” he finally replied.


    “Let me introduce a man that who is well known throughout the world. Alpha,” said the Minister, watching as a man approached from the distance. When he arrived beside them, he greeted Maximus with a wide smile.


    “Pleasure,” said Alpha, squeezing his hand.


    “Looks like your reputation is justified,” replied Max, suddenly nervous. The only thing he heard about Alpha was that he was in charge of a top flight operating team in the Nation Powers Association, a living legend who captures the world’s most dangerous users.


    “I am impressed by your Assessments and would like to offer you an invitation to develop into my team,” said Alpha.


    Max was overwhelmed by the opportunity. Very few are ever invited into this group, and certainly never anyone of his age. Max swallowed trying to find moisture in his dry mouth.


    “Just remember, Maximus: you’re either with the Ministry or against it,” said the Minster brusquely.


    Max shifted awkwardly as he considered the situation.


    “I will consider your invitation,” he said at last, nodding at Alpha.


    “That’s all we can ask for,” replied the Minister. “Also make sure to bring Jimmy along,” he added.


    “What’s your interest in him?”


    “He is unique, something that you helped to develop. Both of you will be an asset to the Ministry and the NPA,” the Minister continued.


    Max remembered his promise to protect Jimmy at all costs. The Ministry wanted to exploit their powers, something Max didn’t want to happen without cause.


    “I think we are needed at the school more than in the workforce,” he replied cagily.


    “We can offer protection better than any. The Dark Lord continues to strike and we can’t have either of you falling into the wrong hands.”


    “I am nothing special. What can I do to the Dark Lord that you can’t already?” questioned Max.


    The Minister looked towards Alpha as if asking permission.


    “The prophecy of the electric user. I’m surprised you haven’t heard it. Let me ask you a question. Do you remember your parents?”


    “No, I don’t. My uncle said they both passed away when I was young,” he replied truthfully.


    “The prophecy says that Philo’s son will be born into an electrical user who will bring an end to the Dark Lord,” said the Minister. He searched Max’s face to see if this made sense to him.


    “We believe it will be you,” said Alpha, trying to sway Max’s decision.


    “It can’t be,” Max replied, stunned by the thought.


    “You are the most gifted electrical user, ever. It has to be you,” insisted the Minster.


    Max turned to face the canyon, trying to block the men from his view. He put together everything that was abnormal about him: The full ring, the scroll inked on his left shoulder, the secrets told by his Head Master. It all became clear. Everything linked to the prophecy. Could what they were saying be true? Could he be the one to defy the Dark Lord? So many questions hammered in his mind as he weighed the possibility.


    “His scar has not developed yet, but I’m sure with training it will,” said Alpha to the Minister.


    Little did they realise that it was there right in front of their eyes, the full ring of a scar hidden to protect Max. His memories turned to the old man on the bridge. Was the Ministry a safer option than Bill?


    He muttered a reply.


    “You are wrong. I am not the one. Now I have to go,” he replied, pushing hurriedly past both men.


    The Minister’s face hardened as Max turned the corner.


    “Keep an eye on him. He could be our last chance,” said the minster, receiving a nod from Alpha.


    Max did not allow himself to ponder the day’s happenings as he washed in preparation for the ceremony. There was much expectation about the event; the stadium had been cleaned and stood ready. The food to be served before the ceremony was glorious and stretched from table to table.


    All the Head Masters were present, with the Minister and the NPA representative in the front in full view of the crammed dining hall. The Minister looked down at Max and Chris, obviously not forgetting his earlier conversation with Max.


    The food supply was running low and replacements were carried in by the servants in order to satisfy the students.


    He shared a brief, awkward eye contact with Rachel but that disappeared with Hilary’s entrance. His broad smile drew her to his location and she dodged a hundred students to reach him. They shared food and conversation and Max glanced up to see Jonny abruptly stand and leave the hall, looking disgusted.


    “Something doesn’t feel right,” said Max as he looked out into the darkness.


    “Are you all right? You look pale,” Hilary replied with concern.


    “Should be,” he muttered, still thinking about the prophecy.


    Jimmy scrunched his face, trying to block out Hilary’s thoughts. He could sense a shift in Max’s attitude and cursed his blocked mind.


    After dinner and with help from Hilary, Max changed into his dress attire, forming up with the students from the Assessments. The dark sky was lit with glowing white lights all around the stadium.


    The stands began to fill with students and laughter and singing drifted over the arena. The night was dark with a thin drizzle of rain, but covers had been assembled over the stands to protect the students. The drizzle did not bother the formed-up students in the middle of the stadium, however, waiting for the ceremony to start. There was a lot of chatter circulating around the crowd as the teachers lined up in front of them, facing the students. A small group of helpers stood behind them, carrying a candle for each new Elite. The candle signified the journey of becoming an Elite and was to be handed to each student by the Minister.


    Max’s excitement grew with every loud cheer from the crowd in front of him. He could see Dozer at the end of the teachers and saw as he nodded his head in approval, waiting for the ceremony to begin. The lights flickered and the Minister raised his hands to silence the noise.


    “I welcome everyone here to a night that recognises these fine students and the accomplishments they have achieved by completing these tasks.


    “As you have witnessed the strength that these upcoming Elites have showed, you will agree that they are ready to enter the Elite squadron and join the journey that we all share,” said the Minister, looking at everyone in the in squads who had passed the final test. Max felt a soothing sensation as he realised his goal had been achieved. Dozer had squirmed with pride at the sight of Maximus and Chris. At first he had not believed them to be fit to be Elites, but their growth had surprised him. He certainly didn’t have this feeling for most of his students, since they all failed to meet his highly demanding standards.


    Hilary and Rachel watched with glowing eyes as both boys received their candles.


    “The initiation into the Elites is completed!” shouted Alexander, the crowd clapping wildly behind him.


    Jimmy slipped from the helpers group behind Maximus. He was ecstatic to be the one to hand his candle to the Minister for passing on to Maximus, proud of his best friend.


    Suddenly, there was a loud pop and everyone in the crowd jumped, crying out with fear, sensing that something was wrong. A hand clenched around Jimmy’s arm and he spun around to face its owner. Murmurs of shock ran through the Minister and Head Masters and Max whipped his head around to see Jimmy and some of the other students in the grip of five dark-hooded figures. The middle man lifted his hood, maintaining his grip on Jimmy.


    Jimmy stood paralysed, recognising the person holding him. He silently reached out to Max, tears brimming in his eyes.


    “Seth,” whispered Maximus.


    “What is the meaning of this?” the Minister yelled at the top of his lungs, pushing his way to the front. Dozer followed him as the other Head Masters jumped in front of the Minister.


    Seth’s grip tightened on Jimmy’s shoulder and he yelled in pain. Max’s eyes grew darker as he stepped closer, only to be stopped by Alexander’s hand on his arm, pulling him back.


    “Easy, boy,” Victor croaked.


    “Can I get him?” whispered Jimmy’s young voice as he twitched with adrenalin.


    “I demand you let them go,” said Dozer, angrily.


    Seth’s grin grew nastier as he looked at Dozer.


    “No,” he laughed.


    It wasn’t Dozer who moved, but half of the crowd did as lightning lit the sky, forcing the teachers to evacuate everyone from the area.


    “Does this boy mean something to you, Maximus?” Seth continued as more and more bolts surrounded them. The rain had begun to pour and the thunder echoed throughout the canyon.


    “What are you going to do?” pushed Seth.


    “Stand your ground, Maximus,” Alex pleaded.


    The anger and frustration swirling in the pit of Max’s stomach only fuelled the electricity spawning from the sky. He had been powerless on the day his family was taken away, and now the same situation had arisen again. The thunder and lightning continued as his anger became uncontrollable.


    The night was identical to that heavy night that still weighed on Max’s mind. The emotions that grew within him bubbled to the surface.


    “I will not let this happen twice,” he replied.


    Panic swept through the crowd and the teachers and everyone scrambled back towards the pillar.


    “All of you are powerless. You’re but ants compared to the power of Lord Dartholemue,” said Victor, watching their faces fill with shock at the use of the Lord’s name. Their shock made Victor and the others smile, giving them power; they were hungry to spread the evil that contaminated their hearts, enjoying every second of their plan.


    “What’s going to happen from here?” negotiated Alex.


    “What’s going to happen is we are going to disappear and Lord Dartholemue will decide what to do with this student,” crowed Seth.


    “Pure evil,” spat the Minister.


    Jonny stood in the crowd, watching the commotion. He pushed the person in front of him out of the way to get a better view. His mind was whirling, fearing he had made a mistake in working with them.


    “Don’t worry. You’re next,” replied Victor, pointing at the Minister.


    A bolt of lightning caught the hooded man off-guard as it inched its way across the stadium, making its mark on the floor.


    Alexander used his physic power to pull the boys from the grips of the hooded men, but Seth’s grip on Jimmy tightened at the release of the other students.


    “This one’s all we need,” said the cold voice of the man holding Jimmy.


    Maximus jolted, exploding with such force that the sand scattered, trying to reach the boy. Jimmy disappeared with a quiet crack and a trail of smoke.


    A hard, spiky ball of ice hit the side of Max’s body, not slowing him at all as he sprang towards the hooded figure. A punch of electricity landed on the young man’s face and he crashed to the floor, dropping a bat and another ice ball that rolled out of his hand as he thudded to the ground.


    Max jumped back as the other hooded man swung a half-squared sword, which sliced through the air with frightening speed.


    “A Sword Master,” said Dozer, taking up a position on the right side of Alexander.


    “This is not over,” the Sword Master spat at Maximus. Seconds passed before Max realised it was all over: they had vanished into the night. Tears sprang from his eyes as he stood where Jimmy had been, kneeling and allowing his grief to take over. He had failed yet again. All the training he had received and the experience he gained had allowed him to do nothing. The rain poured down even more heavily; the skies sobbing for Jimmy.


    Both Alexander and Dozer dashed off to assess the situation and make sure the school was clear of any further hooded figures. The heavy droplets hit the stadium and the sand turned to mud. The lightning threatened to strike the pillar as Max began to lose control. The rained dripped off Max’s chin as he stared at the ground, stunned and unable to move.


    The lightning was similar to that on night at the dojo, with the teachers evacuating the area for fear of being struck.


    “Control, Maximus!” shouted Master Lee.


    Alpha stuck the back of Max’s head with the hilt of the sword and he dropped to the ground, the lighting finally coming to an end.


    Max opened his eyes to find a blanket wrapped around him and his friends kneeling beside him. Hilary wrapped him in a big hug, not daring to let him go. Rachel curled herself into Chris’s arms as he tried to gain control of his own emotions. Hilary wiped her eyes, trying not to cry, staying strong for Max. Heartbreak spread through the area from everyone who had known little Jimmy. Hilary guided Max back to his room, not daring to leave him in his time of need.
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    [bookmark: 643442]Chapter 20


    Expectations


    It was a long and sleepless night and the next morning, Max felt drained. Hilary had comforted him all night, hugging him as he tossed and turned. She was concerned, knowing how much Jimmy meant to him, and everyone was still in shock about the events that had taken place. The students and Head Masters from Elementrix Sister and Main had departed in the early hours of the morning, returning to the safety of their homes.


    Alexander was furious, adding extra NPA security around the school. It wasn’t easy for the students. The Minister had provided a statement on the attack, urging the user community not to panic. Schools had not been targeted before and it was hard for parents to understand the safety policy now in place. A portion of the parents had already withdrawn their kids, fearing another attack. Alexander pleaded for the students to remain at the school. It was now heavily guarded and much safer than any household.


    Max could smell the dampness in the air as the morning sun evaporated the previous night’s rain. He got up carefully, avoiding waking Hilary. The only quiet place to think was the rock half-sticking out of the accommodation that Max had become so fond of.


    The rays of the sun were quite visible in his blurred and narrowed vision. He could feel the tear left by Jimmy as a physical sensation and he rubbed his chest.


    Soothing hands gently rubbed his shoulders and he didn’t need to guess who was behind him. She moved around and sat next to him, hugging his arm, not wanting to let go. Even though she thought Jimmy was a mischievous boy, she still had a soft spot in her heart for him.


    “It’s been a while since both of us have been here,” said Hilary.


    Max nodded, keeping quiet as he gazed over the school. Her frustration was obvious; it wasn’t her eyes that gave her away but her little frown.


    “Look at me. You know I am always here,” she said as she rubbed his arm.


    “I know,” he replied looking into her eyes, which were bright with unshed tears.


    She squeezed him extra tight. Chris and Rachel waved as they passed through.


    “They are a cute couple, don’t you think?” She grinned, looking back to see them turn the corner.


    “Sure,” he replied dully, shrugging his shoulders. She ignored his bluntness for today, sitting in silence as they both enjoyed each other’s touch.


    “I need to find him,” said Maximus, suddenly.


    “I don’t like where you’re going with this,” she replied with a worried frown.


    Max zoned out as his mind raced with thoughts. He had to do something. Waiting by could mean more harm would come to Jimmy.


    “If only I knew where the Dark Lord is,” he mused, desperate for answers.


    * * *


    “Bring the boy to me,” commanded the voice under the black hood.


    “Yes, Master,” Victor replied, bowing his way out of the room. A few moments later he escorted the boy and the Sword Master to his throne, kneeling in front of him. The Sword Master drew his eyes up to the darkness of the hood, trying to capture a glimpse of his face, jumping as the Dark Lord spoke.


    “So you were the man who was close to the boy who perished so easily?” said the Dark Lord, referring to the boy Max had punched.


    The Sword Master reacted instinctively, swiftly drawing his sword, and pressing it to Lord Dartholemue’s throat. Seth and Victor smiled, watching as the Sword Master crafted his own demise. A second figure, also clad in black robes, stood behind the man, holding an exact replica of his sword, with the hilt hidden behind his sleeve.


    Jimmy didn’t have time to react or see what had happened next. The speed by which the switch was made was amazing, fear leaping to the Sword Master’s face. Jimmy froze in fright.


    “I can’t breathe,” whispered the Sword Master as he looked up at the hooded figure. Lord Dartholemue grabbed him and flung him with immense strength, sliding him across the floor as he took his seat.


    “Breathe,” the Dark Lord whispered to Jimmy, who was still holding his breath. He did as commanded, taking a gulp of air, his colour returning to normal.


    “What do you want?” asked Jimmy, regaining his wits.


    An invisible transmission fluttered through the thick air as Seth approached, looking scary in the dim light that shadowed the room. He stood halfway between the Lord and Jimmy.


    “Did you ever wonder about your parents? They both traded you as a guinea pig to spare their lives, but it didn’t work. The Lord took theirs and now he owns yours,” said Seth, gripping the boy’s shirt.


    “You lie!” cried Jimmy. His legs wobbled as his body resisted the urge to stand and run. His loneliness had consumed him from childhood, rejected by everyone in his company, laughed at by the other children around him.


    Victor escorted the limping swordsman out of the room, whispering his doom as they exited. Jimmy was left alone with Seth and the Dark Lord.


    “Indeed, you were a guinea pig of great value. The two powers you inherited from the Dark Lord’s very hands; he gave you life, power beyond your belief. Tell me, did Alexander ever find out what was holding you back?”


    “What are you talking about?” Jimmy muttered, trying to evade the question.


    “Answer me!” yelled Seth.


    “No, they tried but nothing could be done,” replied Jimmy, now really frightened.


    “The Dark Lord has capped you.” Seth spoke, sending chills down Jimmy’s body.


    Jimmy could feel an itching sensation, instantly followed by a small light flickering in his chest. He looked down at the strange object and jumped as it passed through him. The heavy weight and forceful attempts on his powers wiped him out.


    “What is this?” he questioned as he felt the power overwhelm his senses. He looked in all directions, trying to distinguish the various voices he could hear, gradually submitting to the images projecting through his brain.


    “It was you who gave me the necklaces?” He quickly understood, picking up scattered messages from Seth’s head, but also quickly avoiding the Lord’s gaze.


    “And who do we want?” Seth murmured insidiously.


    “Maximus,” realised Jimmy, shocked.


    “His progress is outstanding; there has only ever been one who has entered my mind,” the Dark Lord said.


    Jimmy received a row of images. They were dark, and he felt trapped inside a nightmare as he stood looking at the victims’ faces. His body tightened as they disappeared, easily shattered by great power and great evil.


    “It is time to hone my skills,” Dartholemue whispered as he sucked the life from Jimmy.


    The images passing through Jimmy’s head finally faded, leaving him in total darkness as he lay unconscious on the cold, stone floor.


    “Take him to the cellar,” commanded the Dark Lord before retiring to the confinement of his room.


    “Yes, my lord,” said Seth, bowing.


    Alexander sat behind his desk as he shifted through the paperwork generated by the attack. His stress levels had been elevated and he was losing sleep through sheer worry. Not once had a Head Master lost a student. He tossed aside the paperwork as Dozer entered in a rush.


    “Maximus is gone,” he said with concern.


    The Head Master swore under his breath, pushing un-gently past Dozer.


    “Assemble the Elites,” he ordered.


    The group stood in rank and the Head Master paced back and forth in front of them. Chris was suited up and standing at the back with his Elite patches already on.


    “This school had been infiltrated and one of our own taken,” said Alex, heavily. “I need a small group to assist the NPA in the search for Jimmy,” he asked.


    Half of the group raised their hands, willing to spare their time for him. It was key to return the boy back to the school. He had to restore the balance.


    “Maximus has gone missing. I need four Elites to bring him back.”


    He pointed to Hilary, Chris and two other Elites who volunteered. Their concerned faces confirmed that he was correct in his selection.


    “I want to go, too,” said Jonny, raising his hand. Jonny’s mind flicked to the sword he had received from Seth, seeking a prime opportunity to face Max.


    The Head Master thought of the battle in the stadium, watching as Jonny’s gaze grew dark.


    “No. I have other plans for you,” he replied, trying to turn his thoughts from Maximus.


    Max’s power grew as he scanned the huge, rocky mountain before him. He raised his hand and released a bolt of lightning, striking at random as he yelled in his grief. Yellow and white strikes continued to pound the rock as pieces crumbled, threatening his life as they fell. He batted them away with a single wave, leaving the small pieces to perish as they hit his force field.


    His scar burned bright as his full ring opened, smashing into the side of the mountain with full force. Tears streamed down his face as holes began opening in the mountainside.


    Bolt after bolt blackened the rock as the strikes shattered them with huge power.


    He dropped to his knees and grabbed his head in frustration.


    “Do not let him fade as a memory,” a voice said, soothing his thoughts.


    Max wiped his tears, trying to locate the source of the voice. His breath caught as he saw Paul sitting on a rock beneath the mountain. He stared in sheer confusion, unable to believe his eyes.


    “We have found him,” said Chris, typing in the co-ordinates on the computer.


    Hilary sighed with relief, looking over his shoulder at the location.


    “Get Stuart. We must hurry, don’t want him doing anything stupid,” she replied, addressing the other Elites.


    “Are you real?” breathed Max. He held back with all his might his desire to approach the ghost. He talked the same, looked the same, and acted the same as the person he missed. His mind struggled to determine the true reality.


    “Think, Maximus. What can you do to get that little boy back?” Paul asked.


    His mind went blank, forgetting his true mission. What was his purpose in being at this school? If he couldn’t save his friends he was less than scum. He reached out for the support of his cousin.


    “What do you want from me?” he asked, unable to determine whether the ghost was friend or foe.


    “The necklace,” the ghost whispered as he vanished in a mist.


    “No! Come back!” yelled Max, getting to his feet and rushing to the rock. He punched his fist against the rock over and over until the pain made him stop. The pain was real. It reminded him he was alive and human. His vision became clear as Paul’s words echoed through his head. He knew what he had to do.


    Suddenly, he was embraced by Hilary and Chris, who grabbed both his arms to stop his attack on the rock. Blood trickled down his fist as he felt their support guide him back to Earth.


    “You’re safe,” Hilary whispered.


    Stuart and Chris studied the rock Max had attacked, going from mark to mark with shock.


    “What on Earth…?” muttered Chris, looking at the blue lightning still spreading over the rock.


    “Don’t touch that! Something strange is happening!” said Stuart, grabbing Chris’s hand and retreating. The blue tears of lightning were like nothing either of them had ever seen.


    Max’s mission began as soon as he returned to the pillar, receiving a debrief from the Head Master as he attempted to shrug off his anger. The sky had darkened with evening approaching.


    He reached the open training arena, meeting Hilary, who stood patiently in the centre. Her hood and scarf kept her warm and she rubbed her sleeves together trying to generate all the heat she could. Her smile lit up the whole room, hugging him as he approached.


    The night was calm, the wind was still and the full moon shone bright, with a full set of stars scattered across the sky.


    He enfolded Hilary in his arms, holding on as if this were his last moment with her. No words were spoken, and he slowly raised his hand to her cheek. There was nothing in the world that was going to prevent this moment from happening, not even the toughest regiment of the Roman army was enough to hold back Max’s desire. He slowly leaned towards her and Hilary followed suit. Her lips were enchanting. He had never felt such strong magnetism. She stroked the stubble on his face, feeling his warmth through her fingertips.


    “Finally,” she whispered, slowly pulling back and opening her eyes.


    Max felt her heart pounding against his chest as he held her close. The moment was as good as it had been in his dreams, when he lived the moment over and over again. A ray of satisfaction seemed to hang over the pair. It seemed smiling had become contagious and they couldn’t stop, staring as if seeing one another for the first time.


    Hilary’s senses heightened as she touched Max’s firm body. His natural scent had become addictive and she pulled him even closer. This was something she could get used to.


    “I will be expecting a good first date,” teased Hilary.


    Max replied by grabbing her and flinging her to the side, narrowly avoiding the jet of fire that barrelled towards them.


    The heat was mind-boggling as Max turned his head towards the place where the bolt had landed. The wood surrounding the arena cracked in protest at the fire, leaving charcoal black marks, which flared then guttered out.


    The second jet came in a wall and he raised his hand to block it. The necklace was the last thing on Max’s mind but he felt it crack under the pressure of the attack.


    He felt a strange sensation: His body felt light, as if no gravity held him to the Earth, unbound from the laws of the Gods. There was a blinding light as the fire dissipated and a new background spun into view. This was strangely different to the other teleportation methods: It was instantaneous, coming with a loss of gravity and injecting him with a huge boost of adrenaline.


    Hilary could see the flames burst past Max; how long was this torment meant to last? How long until peace granted them her presence, for the Earth to stand still just so she could spend a single evening with Maximus without any interruptions? Tears crept down her face, moistening her lips as they passed. She got to her feet only to see that Max was gone, the broken necklace lying in the middle of the arena. It glowed red hot as she attempted to pick it up.


    “What have you done?” she yelled as Jonny appeared from the darkness with his sword held in his hands. He couldn’t bear the thought of hurting Hilary and found he could not meet her gaze. He returned to the darkness to disappear out of sight.


    * * *


    Dampness oozed from the stone wall and brushed Max’s cheek. He recognised the room as a castle cellar as his vision gradually adjusted to his dark cell.


    He extended his left hand and the touch of cold bars horrified him. He could see them now, running the length of one cell wall, with three stone walls behind him and a small window – also barred - with a hint of moonlight trickling through. His disorientation was complete.


    Once again, he skimmed his hand across the stone wall, and it tripped unexpectedly against a form cowering in the dark corner.


    “Who’s there?” whispered a scared voice.


    “Jimmy,” said Max, anxiously.


    The sound of his friend’s voice lifted Jimmy’s spirits and he rose and clung to Max. Relief overwhelmed him as he squeezed Max tightly, before wiping away his tears of joy with a huge smile.


    “I knew you would come!”


    “Your return to the Pillar is expected,” Max half-grinned. “What have they been doing to you?”


    Jimmy released his gorilla grip on Max’s torso, allowing him to breathe easier as he listened.


    “Nothing yet, but they speak of horrible truths,” explained Jimmy. “Why did you bring your swords?” said Jimmy, having noticed them as he hugged him.


    “That is unimportant. What’s important is getting you back,” said Max.


    Jimmy nodded in agreement. It was pointless trying to argue with someone who doesn’t give up.


    “Victor doesn’t have a strong mind like the others. I found out who they wanted; it was you and this was just a trap. They want some sort of scroll.”


    Light emitted from the dark cellar as a door opened slowly, making the stairwell visible to the light.


    “Farewell,” whispered Max as he placed the necklace around Jimmy’s neck, then cracking it with a single volt of electricity. The sight was magical as the young boy floated briefly in the air and was then sucked away with a flash.


    Jimmy felt the same sensations as Maximus had, before landing on the wooden floor in front of Hilary.


    His vision was blurry and he tried to focus on her face. Hilary was just as surprised to see him as he was to see her and she smiled broadly as she embraced him, pulling him to his feet.


    “Where’s Max? He was just with me,” asked Jimmy.


    He looked around in a desperate state, feeling as empty as he had back in the cell.


    Max was curled up in the corner exactly as Jimmy had been when they’d met. He was more aware of his breathing than normal, trying to hear every possible sound he could. The door had shut with a bang. The only light now visible emanated from the lantern that descended the stairs.


    “Jimmy,” a faint, woman’s voice called out. Max immediately knew she was harmless, creeping as she was from the shadows.


    Catching sight of Max, she gasped and took a step backwards. “What is the meaning of this? Where’s Jimmy?” she demanded.


    Max approached the bars carefully, showing her he was no threat, only a friend.


    “I rescued him and I can help you, too.”


    “Who are you to defy the Dark Lord? He sees everything. He will hunt all of us. You haven’t witnessed the dark things I have,” she whispered.


    She walked the length of the cell, talking to herself as if she had a split personality, one side telling her to leave, the other to stay. She hesitated, trying to judge his intentions.


    “Take this card. Once you’re far enough away say the number and you will be safe,” said Max, thrusting it into her hands.


    “I can’t! He will find me,” she said, desperately.


    “You will be safe. Now, drop that water pot while I break these chains; if anyone comes, say it was an accident, okay?”


    She nodded and slowly stepped towards the pot across the cell. She picked it up and looked at him with frightened eyes. Max drew his sword, preparing to break the chains.


    “Now,” he whispered.


    Simultaneously, the chains broke apart and the pot smashed against the floor. They both froze, awaiting approaching footsteps.. Sure enough, they soon heard clattering steps descending towards them.


    Within the ray of light that suddenly spread across the room, the slave cowered on the ground, pretending to reassemble the pot.


    “What are you doing, you silly woman?” growled Victor as he stood at the top of the stairs, ready to launch down them at any minute.


    “It was an accident, Master,” said the slave with her head bent low.


    “Clean it up and get back up here” said Victor, slamming the door in his wake. Max exited the cell.


    “Go,” he ordered and she disappeared through a side door.


    This was the moment he had waited for, trained for, lived for. He hadn’t thought his plan through enough to figure out what to do next and he forced himself to ignore the fear at the pit of his stomach as he listened to voices booming in conversation.


    He knew the odds were stacked against him, as every man who had gone up against the Dark Lord had perished. Pride, honour, determination and courage mixed into one as Max recalled the quote beneath the statue of Philo, the almighty God.


    He ventured forward slowly, one step at a time, leaving the scared young man behind in the cell, wanting only one thing: the end of the Dark Lord.
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    [bookmark: 670350]Chapter 21


    Dartholemue’s Grip


    Max stood outside the door, listening to the voices deep in conversation. He took hold of the doorknob, his pulse quickening. Was he doing the right thing? He wondered if he would ever see his friends again. But then, with his sword clutched in his hand, Max’s confidence soared and adrenalin raced through him. The darkness of the cellar exploded with light as Max opened the door. Victor’s muscular body filled most of the doorframe as he stood talking to the Sword Master. Max’s eyes widened, frozen as he tried to analyse the situation in the room.


    At the sound of the opening door, Victor spun around and saw Max, his face hardening. He reached for Max, but his reactions were too slow and Max kicked into his mid-section, surging powerfully towards him. Victor crumpled to the floor, apparently badly winded.


    The Sword Master stood shocked, trying to decide whether or not to run, still cursing Max for hitting the young man back at the stadium. The time for revenge had come and he drew his sword, waiting for Max’s move.


    Max pointed the tip of his sword at Victor’s throat, watching for movement as he glared at him.


    “Take me to the Dark Lord,” he demanded.


    Victor smiled as he realised what the boy was trying to do.


    “You are making a huge mistake,” replied Victor, looking along the length of the blade.


    “Now,” insisted Max, drawing blood as he pressed the tip to Victor’s neck.


    Victor shrugged and held up his hands in a gesture of capitulation. “As you wish.”


    When Max let him up, he led the boy through a series of hallways and doors, Max’s sword pressed against his back.


    The main hallway was lined with antiques and paintings on the walls and in cabinets. As well brought up as he was, Max avoided touching the pieces for fear of breaking any, each worth more than he would ever have. The historical artefacts fascinated him, though, and he wished he were here for another purpose so that he could examine them more closely.


    Max shook his head and picked up his pace to match Victor’s. He was not expecting to be welcomed with a banquet and, indeed, he could feel the heavy presence nearby, as if someone had turned up the gravity dial, making his body feel twice its weight.


    Victor walked over the marble floor, leading him into an open room with a lit fire and stairs leading up to a throne. His steps grew heavier and his eyes widened at the sight of the black-hooded figure sitting at the far end of the room. Seth stood next to him with his head bent low, feeling the Dark Lord’s gaze spread over the open hall.


    Max dragged his eyes back to the black robe draped over Dartholemue, his face hidden in the darkness of the hood. Finally standing here, - bearing witness to him - was terrifying. There was not one person who could boast of escaping the Dark Lord’s grip and living to tell the tale. It had taken Max’s help but, Max realised, Jimmy had now fallen into a category of one who had escaped unharmed. Sometimes, it felt to Max as if odds didn’t exist in his life.


    His feet were perfectly planted in two square marble tiles and silence gripped the room. It wasn’t until the Dark Lord nodded that Max spotted movement in front of him.


    The Sword Master flung two long blades with such velocity that Max could hear the sound chopping through the air towards him. The gap between the blades was minimal; leaping with a dive in mid-air as he twisted his body, Max let the blades pass within a hair’s breadth of him. He hit the ground with a thud but immediately stood upright, drawing his second sword from his back, circling both Victor and the Sword Master.


    They came at him with relentless attacks, making Max dodge and weave, using both blades as a defence and an offense. The Dark Lord grinned under his hood at the effort Max put into holding off both men, admiring his ability.


    Victor was a brute and bashed his blade with such force that Max had to be aware of his own blade. He continued to weave, kicking the Sword Master clear and avoiding his counter attack.


    Each of the men had two very different styles in a battle that was so close and it put Max on his toes. The pounding had carried on for too long, depleting his energy with every strike. He begun to feel the fight slipping, frustrated by the relentless attacks.


    Max then forced both men to take a step back with a small jolt. Electrifying the air, he sent a pulse of electricity in a wave that knocked both to the ground, stunned.


    “That’s enough!” The cold voice rang out as the eyes beneath the hood shifted their gaze between the two men. Seth made eye contact with him and winced at the fury he felt over his missed opportunity. The sight of Seth boiled the Dark Lord’s blood no end. He hissed at his men for their failure.


    “If you will, my Lord…” said Seth, still hoping to fight with Max.


    “No,” the Dark Lord whispered in a chilling voice.


    Seth retreated wisely, muttering under his breath at Victor.


    “Do you challenge me with a full ring?” asked the Dark Lord.


    “No.”


    “’My Lord’!” Seth shouted, finishing Max’s sentence.


    “I have no lord,” replied Max.


    Seth’s face grew dark, but Max held his stare as he gazed at the fuming man.


    “Such confidence. That will be wiped in an instant,” the Dark Lord hissed.


    The two men slowly rose from the cold floor, retreating from the rage of the Dark Lord.


    Max raised his dual weapons, preparing for an assault. A flick of the wrist was enough force to disarm Max and his weapons slid away from him across the marble tiles.


    “What makes you think you stand more of a chance than anyone before you? Your ancestors tried and failed. Tell me, what chance?” he trailed off, glaring at Max.


    “Because none of them were Maximus Thatcher,” he said, his strength growing as he climbed the few steps to the throne, standing an arm’s length away.


    “I’m not scared of you,” Max whispered.


    “I am a God!” screamed the Dark Lord.


    Max was on his knees in an instant, shrieking as every fibre in his body twitched and burned. Seth’s face lit with pleasure as he watched Max writhing on the ground and rolling from side to side.


    “Have I seen you before?” asked Dartholemue, as he looked harder at Max. Max gritted his teeth and rose to his feet with great effort. Suddenly, throwing his entire weight into his fist, he aimed a full-length punch into the darkness of the hood. It was blocked in mid-air, throwing him backwards on a wave of energy.


    Max rose once more, wiping away the blood that ran from the inside of his mouth. He drew close, hatred building at the pit of his stomach.


    “The only time you would have seen my face is when you looked up at the Gods and asked to join them, only to be denied because of your monstrous acts against them,” he snarled.


    Blood stained the marble floor as, once again, Max found himself curled into a ball.


    “Do not list your name with those of the Gods,” yelled the Dark Lord.


    Max raised his hand in defiance of everything the Dark Lord stood for, awakening the prophecy encrypted in the golden scroll on his back. A burst of blue lightning tore through Dartholemue’s defences, screaming towards him with force that surprised him. It slit the side of his hood as it passed, smashing a hole in the back of his marble chair.


    Shock overtook Seth; not once had he seen anyone break Dartholemue’s defence like that. In his eyes, it seemed to make the Dark Lord vulnerable to any attack. Indeed, It had been many decades since something like this had occurred. The last man to leave the Dark Lord open like this had been the God, Philo, who had pushed him to the brink of death.


    “I haven’t seen an attack like that in many years,” Dartholemue admitted. “If only you could have shown this strength the night the dojo burned down.” He smiled slyly, watching Max’s eyes darken. The words had hit him in the face and he struggled to counter. Finally, though, his fury overtook his senses and he lost control as rage engulfed him.


    Max attacked with another bolt of blue lightning that sent the Sword Master crashing to the ground, leaving him lifeless. His power forced its way up to the surface, burning his scar red hot.


    Victor and Seth observed the treat, waiting for the Dark Lord’s response. Dartholemue watched as Max stood fuming, unable to control his pent-up anger. It was a strange feeling for him, witnessing Max now.


    Victor shot a quick glance at Seth who knelt at the side of the Sword Master, looking up at the Dark Lord in hope. The smallest spark from Max’s clenched fist was enough to make them jump. A burst of blue lightning screamed up to the Dark Lord, colliding with an unknown force that sent the lightning scattering in all directions. Seth covered his eyes, squinting at the bright lights that exploded with little sparks, blinding him momentarily.


    The battle came to an abrupt halt as Max jolted, clearing the throne steps in a single bound, drawing close. A palm thrust to the chest left Maximus short of breath as the Dark Lord doubled his gravity. The sudden new weight of his body crushed him and he tried to regain control.


    The Dark Lord waited no longer, shooting a green liquid that absorbed immediately into Max’s skin. The deadly poison affected his system instantly and green veins bulged out from his neck. His breathing deepened as the poison took effect, flowing through his system within minutes. He felt his strength passing from him and dropped to a knee, blinking wildly as his vision blurred.


    “The deadliest poison in the world. Do you feel the awful effect?” Seth grinned as he stood over him. Max’s vital organs began to shut down, making him twitch on the marble tiles. He grabbed at the sand glass, witnessing his own end as his eyes shut and his mind drifted. He lay still as Seth checked for a pulse. “He’s gone, my lord,” he said.


    “Discard him,” the Dark Lord ordered. Victor picked up his limp body from the cold floor. He felt no remorse as he flung the body over the side of the cliff, watching as it disappeared from sight.


    * * *


    The Ministry had been informed of Max’s situation. Dispatching a special team to locate him, they used every possible means of avoiding the Dark Lord for the safety of the team. The walls of the Minister’s office were lined with inspirational quotes in an effort to imbue the room with a less than gloomy feel. The Minister’s leather chair was pulled up to the huge desk. He clicked a button to reveal a large-screen TV, a painting sliding away as the location of his team was displayed on a world map.


    “As you can see, the forces have scattered and are searching all four corners of the Earth,” said the Minister, turning on his leather chair and looking at the two Head Masters.


    “Out of all the things he could do, he has to do this,” nodded Alexander.


    “He’s a hero,” replied Master Lee.


    “A stupid one at that,” Alex fumed.


    “Both the Ministry and the NPA are doing their best to bring the boy back.” The Minister rose.


    “He sacrificed his life for Jimmy’s, and that’s something that should be commended,” said Alex.


    “There must be something we can do?” Master Lee questioned.


    “The ball’s in Max’s court now. If you’ll excuse me I have other meetings to attend,” said the Minister, shaking hands with both Head Masters.


    They shot a quick glance at the TV screen before departing through the door, their thoughts heavy from the seemingly unending stream of misfortune.
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    Recovery


    Days had passed and Stuart remained at the Ministry, awaiting his next job. The attack at the school had frightened the organisation and fuelled the ongoing investigation into the Dark Lord. The Minister knew his power was nothing like the Dark Lord’s and so he was forced to find other ways to minimise his destruction. The Dark Lord’s motives were unclear, making him more dangerous and unpredictable than ever before. The sunlight drifted in through the large windows, allowing Stuart to study the area around him, but he soon began to feel restless, leaning back on his chair as he counted the endless stream of people passing him by. He admired the Minister’s secretary as she walked across the room. Her features were exotic. Long, dark hair, a tight red and black dress and long, tanned legs that were as slender as the rest of her body. Her light blue eyes glinted behind the smart glasses she wore when working.


    Her footsteps echoed through the room and she suddenly angled her way towards him, making him jump with nerves.


    “You are wanted in the Minister’s office,” she said as her voice echoed through his mind.


    “Understood,” he replied, lethargically getting to his feet.


    “Now,” she demanded as she trailed off. Her tone had immediately increased Stuart’s pace and he desperately tried to catch up.


    “So, how about that weather?” he said, uttering the first thought that came to mind. He cringed as he realised how idiotic that sounded.


    “I have heard that one before,” she said, sarcastically. Stuart screwed his face.


    “Apologies.”


    Her face turned a light hue of rosy red. She was saved by the Minister’s desk fast approaching and rapidly made her way out of the office.


    He had never been in this office alone before; there had been no reason why he would. He had made no mistakes nor received any rewards.


    He was ushered into an empty chair and waited patiently. The sharp scent of mustard filled the air, emanating from a half-eaten sandwich on the desk.


    Cold air filled the room thanks to the ceiling fans, turned up high to battle the summer’s heat.


    Stuart’s attention returned to the Minister, who had been flicking through an ice statue magazine, as he closed the pages and tucked it into a drawer.


    “A pleasure to meet you again, Stuart,” he greeted, as he sifted through some documents.


    “Likewise, Sir,” Stuart replied, nervously shifting on his chair.


    “Here we go.” The Minister pulled out a brown paper folder and handed it to Stuart.


    “Inside you will find information,” he said, giving him a little time to look it over before continuing.


    Stuart opened it to find a picture of a man in his fifties, wearing a very expensive-looking suit, with slick black hair and a face that looked very worldly. He was the kind of person best described by the word “powerful”. Behind the photo were pages and pages of information and more pictures of a huge mansion and an even bigger stadium.


    “His name is Gabriel Edward MacDonald, a very powerful lord. He owns the fighting association and all the stadia around the world. His family are the founders and are very dangerous,” he said, heavily.


    “And this ties into what exactly?” asked Stuart, confused.


    “Maximus,” he urged. Stuart’s mind began to work, trying to fit together the pieces of information and complete the puzzle.


    “What does Gabriel have to do with Maximus?” he questioned, giving up the effort.


    The Minister pulled back the file and he opened it to two pictures. Stuart recognised one of them from the attack on the school.


    “Gabriel may be linked to the Dark Lord’s men. Victor and Seth came from the gladiator arenas that Gabriel started.”


    “Get close with Gabriel and find out the Dark Lord’s location,” he said under his breath. Stuart’s eyes widened. This meant he would have a chance at finding Maximus. Excitement started brewing at the thought.


    “But why me?” replied Stuart.


    “I need a teleporter who is motivated and you’re close to Maximus, aren’t you?” he questioned.


    “Yes, Sir.”


    “Then go out and find him,” said the Minister, injecting drive into the boy.


    The Minister rose from his chair, walking around his desk to take in the full view of Stuart.


    “This is a very dangerous environment you will be entering. Not many people have survived this world. Once you find the information we need, stay there. We need someone on the inside of this organisation.”


    Stuart nodded, listening attentively to the Minister’s words. He was right; he was the best person for the job. He was the only teleporter willing to die for his friend.


    “I will do it,” said Stuart, agreeing to his terms.


    The Minister handed him the necessary information, shaking his hand as he left.


    Stuart pocketed the parchment, leaving the building with a sense of purpose. The idea of the mission both thrilled and frightened him; giving up his job and life for Maximus. He needed to prepare - and quickly, as his mission was fast approaching.


    He travelled by code to a secluded spot. It was a couple of seconds before his vision adjusted to his surroundings, but by that time it was too late. He was on the ground with a knee in his back. His breath sharpened, but he put up little resistance.


    “He’s clean,” yelled one of the bodyguards.


    The bodyguards reacted instantly, their size and strength overpowering him easily. The width of their bodies was twice that of Stuart’s and he was yanked swiftly to his feet.


    Their fashion sense seemed in keeping with their personalities; black suits with expensive shoes and ties. Radios provided communication and guns rested under their coats. Stuart had been to many places, but decided that this was by far the most heavily guarded he had ever seen.


    “Follow me,” said the security leader and led Stuart into an extraordinary garden filled with unique plants. They followed a small gravel trail, leading away from the flower beds and into a mix of trees on either side.


    The guard moved quickly and they soon reached the edge of the tree line. Stuart stopped short as he took in his the first sight of the stadium. It was huge, with large entrances and the thick pillars within easily visible. The size of the building dwarfed the Elementrix Pillar stadium. The sound of screams and yells echoed through the air and could be clearly heard throughout the valley.


    Stuart could have stood there and admired the features for much longer than he was allowed, feeling a shove in the back from the guard behind him.


    “You stop one more time and your head’s going through that tree,” he barked, shoving him once more. He picked up a thick English accent and a sharp ring that dug into his back if he slowed.


    The corridors they entered were lined with richly carved walls that ran their entire length. Stuart peered around the leader to see more guards standing around a man.


    “Don’t make any jokes, don’t offend him and whatever you do, don’t bring up anything to do with his family unless he asks you,” said the guard, giving him a heads-up.


    “Got it,” Stuart nodded.


    The corridor was dimly lit, with most of the light coming from the arena. Stuart didn’t want to admit it but he felt more nervous meeting this man than anyone else before. His heart beat extra hard as the blood flowed faster than usual.


    Both guards moved aside, opening a passage for him. Heavy cologne had been applied, which stung Stuart’s nose as they passed.


    The room he entered was dark and through the gloom he picked up Gabriel’s thick accent.


    “If I were to point this gun at you, Stuart, what would you do?” he said, reaching for his weapon and pointing it him. Stuart automatically wanted to teleport behind him, thus avoiding danger, but the strict code wouldn’t allow him to do so and he shifted nervously, struggling with his fear.


    “It doesn’t work, does it?” he muttered.


    Stuart quickly loosened his ring from his finger and rolled it under the boss. It took no less than a second for him to travel the distance, ten times faster than normal. In the blink of an eye he was behind the boss and was holding a knife to his back.


    It took the guards longer than he would have thought to react, but they finally raised their weapons and pointed them at the boy.


    Gabriel returned his weapon to the inside of his jacket, clapping his hands.


    “Very well done! Lower your weapons,” said the boss, waving his hands at the guards.


    Stuart drew back his knife and watched the guards do the same.


    “An old teleporting ring. Didn’t think they still existed.”


    Stuart picked up the ring, twisting it back on his finger.


    “Desperate times call for desperate thinking,” he replied.


    “You had no knife on entering. Explain?” asked the man, curiously.


    “Something I added to the ring’s design. Twisting the ring to the left produces a weapon upon my reappearing. Twist it to the right and a teleporting worm hole will appear,” he replied, truthfully. Stuart couldn’t lie to Gabriel, not wanting to throw away this opportunity.


    “You must get me one of these,” Gabriel chuckled.


    Stuart reached deep into his bag, withdrawing a second ring. The guards once again raised their weapons to intercept him.


    “Stand down!” yelled Gabriel.


    “A gift,” said Stuart, sliding the ring across the table with a bow.


    “A gift well received. Now if you would…” he replied, indicating that Stuart should follow him.


    The man picked up and lit a cigar, then walked into the light of the stadium. Stuart blindly made his way towards the growing sound of screams and soon got a view of the warriors battling in the middle.


    He grew excited as the yelling echoed around the walls. The warriors were relentless and their swords sparked with each clash.


    Stuart then spotted the lit-up button that one of the warriors dived for, allowing him access to his power. He burnt half the stadium with a sweep of his hand. The warrior ducked and dodged as flames flowed past him. He swore under his breath, waiting for another power button to light up, but when it did, it wasn’t his power button, but a shield. He stepped on the button, taking the shield in his arm and charging forward with ferocious speed.


    The shield heated up quicker than he anticipated, however, and he released it from his arm, throwing it with all his might. The shield clipped the man in the leg, throwing him off balance. The warrior took huge steps and leapt on top of the man, raising his sword so that the tip was facing him.


    The crowd roared louder than ever, cheering for the winning warrior, his picture displayed on the large overhead screen.


    “Exciting,” said Gabriel, taking another big puff of his cigar.


    “Very,” Stuart agreed.


    “Do you know my name?” he puffed again.


    “Yes, Sir,” Stuart replied, as politely as possible.


    “What the Minister has given up, sending you to me,” he said with satisfaction.


    Stuart shifted his gaze from Gabriel and back to the floor when there came the announcement of the next event, watching as the archers took their place. A finely-toned woman took the arena. Gabriel’s eye focused on Stuart as he observed the girl’s features. She was the same age as Stuart and looked like something out of a fairy tale. She had perfect features and large, soft eyes which she focused on her target. Her archery skills amazed Stuart, as she drew back on her bow, releasing a flurry of arrows, each striking the target with extraordinary precision.


    “I am the best,” he continued, returning his gaze to Stuart.


    Gabriel nodded towards his guard, who approached them.


    “Will you accompany me to my mansion?”


    Stuart had no choice. If he missed this opportunity it was back to the Ministry.


    “It would be a pleasure,” he replied.


    “This way,” Gabriel countered, following his head of security. Stuart walked beside him as the other security guards engulfed the two of them, forming a circle around them as they headed back down the tunnel.


    Gabriel did not talk; he rather concentrated on his powerful stride as he drew his shoulders back and followed his guards.


    Mid-way through the tunnel a door opened and the guards stood aside as Gabriel walked through with Stuart right behind him.


    The scene changed immediately, with gleaming rubies lining the floor and rich sculptures running through the corridor and dining hall. It wasn’t hard to believe this man was absurdly wealthy.


    Stuart continued to follow Gabriel as he walked up the ruby-set stairs and into his office. The full details of his office took a good minute to take in before Stuart took a seat in front of the huge desk. Behind the desk hung two swords and a shield, symbolising the creation of the games. They were old and had been used by the first champion of the arena, something Gabriel cherished.


    Other feature of the room that caught Stuart’s eye was a big crocodile skull inserted into the wall, with sharp teeth and a wide jaw that made him cringe involuntarily.


    A weapons case filled with old and worn swords, spears, bows and large daggers covered a wide shelf.


    It was quite easy to spot a small keypad and a hand print device on the wall next to the skull. Stuart quickly looked away, aware of the guards’ scrutiny.


    A large fire was lit, providing the necessary heat to the room. Stuart studied the design of the fireplace, with its small, strange creatures on either side, providing support to the structure as if they carried the weight of the stone fireplace. Their bodies were similar to those of humans, but stripped of all hair and horrifyingly ugly to Stuart. The monsters looked up as if the light of the fireplace provided hope for them. Wavy patterns ran up from the creatures to the mantelpiece, where a large painting rested. It appeared to be Gabriel and his family, his wife and daughter embracing him with love. The daughter had all the looks of her mother and a strong expression in her eye that she had inherited from her father.


    Stuart looked up, recognising her as the archer in the arena. In a way it made sense to him; she was only entered into the events where her body was at no risk, probably thanks to her father’s over-protection. She was brought up with archery, provided with the best instructors who shaped her from a young age.


    He could tell Gabriel’s eyes were on him, watching as he studied the painting. He felt uncomfortable and returned his eyes to the desk.


    “You are very observant, aren’t you?” said Gabriel, eyeing him speculatively.


    “I don’t want to miss anything that can help me, if needed,” he replied, cautiously.


    Gabriel leaned back in his chair, satisfied with what the Ministry had sent him.


    “Do you have family?” asked Gabriel.


    “Parents and one brother,” he replied, thinking back to the guard warning him not to bring up anything to do with the subject.


    “The feeling you get to protect them, to fight for them and do anything for them. I want you to have that feeling for me. This will be your family, you will fight for me.” Gabriel looked him intensely in the eye.


    Gabriel opened one of his drawers and revealed an envelope that he slid across the table. Stuart took it and opened it. He pinched out a piece of paper from the envelope and read it.


    It was a mix of letters and numbers eight figures long; at first Stuart didn’t know what to do with it until he realised that it was a code.


    “A little trial. You pass and you’re in. Recover my crate of weapons and use that code to get to the location. There’s another code on the reverse of that paper to get you back. Now, go,” he said laying out the challenge.


    Stuart reversed the paper and recorded the second code. He then looked back to the first and evaporated as he relocated to a dark alleyway.


    Anxiety crept up on him, not only for trusting someone he didn’t know but also for allowing himself to get into this situation in the first place.


    It was dark and quiet as he took his first steps. The rain became insistent and started to get on his nerves as puddles formed throughout the alleyway. He was starting to re-think his idea of Gabriel and their association with every step he took.


    He eased his way to the end of the alley, keeping every sense on high alert. He peered around the corner to see a long street filled with stores. He studied the pedestrians from head to toe. There appeared to be only one type of person walking the streets: the rich and well-dressed, ready to buy whatever interested them. The store managers looked suspicious as they skulked around the customers.


    He walked out of the shadow of the alleyway, judging it safe. He took another look at the shops and the street suddenly seemed much darker than he had first thought. He knew exactly where this place was; he had never been here before and hadn’t thought he would have the chance.


    The black market was not something to take lightly and he looked around cautiously, not trusting a single person. He read through the labels: gems, diamonds, blacksmith, dark objects and escaping tools, which he stopped at curiously.


    “Look at this,” said a man walking by. The man’s double-edged sword swung through the air as he pointed out the shop before disappearing out of range of Stuart’s hearing.


    Stuart grinned as he made his way to the only weapons dealer on the street.


    “’Extraordinary Weapons’,” he muttered as he read the sign before walking through the door.


    Shelves and shelves of weapons lined the racks as he made his way to the counter. He had never seen so many different types of weapons and tools, all labelled for show.


    “May I help you?” said a large man behind the counter. Startled, Stuart half-jumped and turned to face him. He was a big man, more fat than muscle and he waddled around from behind the counter.


    “I am here to pick up a delivery for Mr. Gabriel,” said Stuart sturdily, trying to sound tougher than he actually was.


    “Oh, the new shipment of swords,” replied the fat man, looking down at a case on the floor. Gems had been built into the hilts of all the swords, a different colour illustrating which power the sword held.


    Stuart looked down at the sheet explaining each weapon. Red for fire, blue for ice and a white gem for invisibility. They were the best weapons of their era.


    “Now tell me, my boy, who are you?” said the man, whistling sharply. At the tone eight men came in through a door Stuart had clearly missed. They each grabbed weapons off the rack, swiftly advancing on him.


    “I think you have the wrong idea!” Stuart bellowed as he stumbled back.


    “He wouldn’t send a boy to do a man’s job,” the man glared over the counter.


    For the second time that day, Stuart found himself in a situation he didn’t like. He admitted it was a thrill, but eight fighting men approaching with weapons and intentions to kill was no joke.


    He used a couple of seconds to formulate a mental plan as they approached. First, he would pick up the mace on the left to swing and break the leg of the first approaching man. Second, he would throw it, knocking down the second man as the mace hit him in the chest. He would continue to teleport to the left column of weapons, blocking the sword swung by the hilt, flipping the man into the stack.


    The fourth man would attack from the side, allowing Stuart to jump back as the man’s sword hit the rack, giving him the opportunity to strike the man’s mid-section, kicking his feet from beneath him.


    He would then draw another skinny sword from the closest rack and use both swords to block the two men attacking, flicking their swords to the side and slashing at both their mid-sections with a dual movement.


    That meant that two personnel would remain; one running for the door and the other searching for the right weapon. Teleporting to the outside of the door to kick the escapee to the ground, sticking the sword in the wooden floor next to his head.


    Then teleporting again, grabbing the last man by the back of the head and pushing it down towards the sharp swords sticking up.


    Stuart had all the time in the world going over the sequence in his head. He came back to a reality that was much quicker than in his mind, but he went through the entire plan perfectly as if every detail in his mind was set. Panting, he stood before the counter looking at the large man’s shocked face.


    “He sent a man to do this job,” Stuart replied, mocking the man as he walked over to the case of weapons and grabbed it.


    “Mr. Gabriel sends his thanks,” said Stuart, teleporting with the second code. Then he was in the dining hall of the mansion and the guards once again circled him.


    “It’s just me!” he yelled, watching the men sheath their weapons.


    He walked to Gabriel’s office as the guards secured the case. He opened the door after a knock and sat in the same chair as previously, waiting for Gabriel to finish on the phone.


    “No, of course I didn’t send the boy to take you out,” said Gabriel on the phone, going quiet as he listened to the reply.


    “My apologies. Thank you for your services,” he said, hanging up the phone.


    He looked at the boy in disbelief, certain now that he had the right person for the job.


    “You have caused me some trouble. Eight men you hospitalised, and don’t forget the mad owner,” he said sternly.


    “Sorry,” Stuart replied, lowering his head as if he was in a lot of trouble.


    “Don’t be. They were not my men. I need someone like you, Stuart, someone trustworthy and hardworking. What do you say?” he offered.


    Stuart smiled for the second time today, realising now that his hard work had paid off.


    “Thank you, Sir.”


    Gabriel opened the same drawer as he had before, pulling out a bigger envelope and handing it to Stuart. Stuart ripped it open and tipped the contents all over the desk. A very flash phone, two bundles of money and a third code fell out. He looked at Gabriel with a keen eye.


    “I want you to have that phone on you day and night, so if I need to get a hold of you I can. It will also be in your interest to store the codes I give you so you can use them again. The bundle of money in front of you is for a couple of top of the range suits. Keep the leftovers for pocket money. Don’t forget some watches and an expensive necklace, I want the people who work for me to look top drawer,” said Gabriel, satisfied with his brief.


    “What is the third code for?”


    “You have the codes for the black markets, my mansion and the stadium.”


    Stuart nodded as he began putting the contents on the desk and the three codes back into the envelope.


    “Is there anything else?”


    “One more thing,” said Gabriel, handing him another envelope.


    “What’s this?” Stuart opened the envelope and pulled out a code for the location of a small town. Stuart looked at it with some confusion.


    “It is the location of the Dark Lord’s men, which is why you’re here, isn’t it?” questioned Gabriel.


    Stuart looked up in shock, getting ready for an attack. He was sure his pounding heart could be heard from across the desk.


    “I am,” he quivered.


    “And you’re here from the Ministry to keep tabs, aren’t you.”


    “You’re well informed,” Stuart replied, slowly rising from his chair in readiness for escape.


    “Sit down,” Gabriel ordered and Stuart did so, wondering what was happening. “You work for me now. You tell the Ministry what I tell you to say,” he paused, waiting for a nod.


    Stuart was now clear on his outlines. He couldn’t believe how much he knew.


    “Now your first mission is to find Maximus, take him to this address and return on completion.”


    He agreed, this decision outweighing his original remit from the Ministry. He knew his life was no longer in danger. He twisted the door-knob, breathing in deeply as he walked from the room. He questioned whether Max’s location was real or just another trap.
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    [bookmark: 718076]Chapter 23


    The Island


    Time had continued as Max lay lifeless. A spark flashed through his eyelids, as if trying to kick-start his engine. He drew another breath, a barrier protecting him from any debris from the cliffside above. His skin felt dry, his mouth parched, and his eyelids could only twitch with the passing sun. His powers had been practically torn away from his grasp; his mind scrambled by the overwhelming power of the Dark Lord.


    He inhaled softly, trying to ease the pain from his throat, his chest barely rising with the breath. Consciousness came and went as glimpses of the rocky cliff came into view. Sickness engulfed his body, fighting the need for food and water.


    The poison bubbled beneath the surface of his body, forcing a cough that was as dry as the sand. Max slowly opened his eyes in a squint, barely able to comprehend the picture of two men approaching, too weak to respond. It was finally the end. No regrets, no tears, just the hopeless thought that he had failed to destroy the Dark Lord.


    “Paul,” he whispered, as darkness took him once again.


    He awoke to the soft sensation of a bed, instantly frantic as he came to. His eyes rolled from side to side as he struggled to regain control of his body. It was hard; every muscle asleep from his rest. His body slowly allowed him to his feet but he wobbled, gripping onto the bedpost.


    “Where am I?” he murmured.


    His view of the room was completely blurred and he shuffled around like a blind man, swinging his arms in an effort to find a wall to brace against.


    “Calm yourself,” spoke a soft voice.


    He twisted around to see a small girl, but she must be in his dream, because she was suddenly no longer there.


    He sifted through thoughts of his time with the Dark Lord. His determination had failed him, destroying the simmering hope among every student at the Elementrix that he might save Jimmy.


    He threw himself towards the window, tearing the curtains open. It was dark outside, and he didn’t recognise his surroundings. Panic spread as arms grabbed him from behind, guiding him back to his bed.


    “Get back!” he howled, as he tried to yank his arms free.


    “It’s me!” replied Chris, holding him until he stopped struggling. The girl, who Max now realised was his young sister, returned with a jug of water, pouring two glasses.


    “What happened?” croaked Max.


    “Stuart and I found you at the bottom of the cliff, dying,” explained Chris, going through the sequence.


    “Your body was infected with a rare poison; it took my grandfather days to find a cure.”


    Max sat on the edge of his bed, taking in large gulps of water as he tried to rationalise Chris’s story. He felt drained, with no energy to talk.


    “I’m Lena,” said Chris’s sister, smiling as she refilled his cup.


    “Rest,” said Chris, quietly leaving the room in great relief.


    Max awoke the next morning feeling better than he had the previous day, following Chris from the room in order to be introduced to his grandfather.


    “Welcome, Maximus,” greeted the old man.


    Max could see the blindness in his eyes and was taken aback when he realised who the old man was. They had met before, on the bridge in the city. He was the blind man who had helped him with his power.


    “Bill!” he laughed, gripping the man’s hand. Chris looked on in confusion.


    “How do you know him?” he asked.


    “Long story,” replied Max.


    Max felt again Bill’s deep wisdom and once again compared him to his Uncle Jade. The feeling of being a student with his master came across Max as he stood next to Chris.


    “How has the ring held up?” asked Bill, inspecting Max’s neck.


    “You can’t see it,” replied Max, pulling away.


    “He can see better than both of us,” replied Chris.


    “Explain?”


    “His power is the ability to sense.”


    “And that’s why I know about your hidden power, why I gave you something to shield you from the darkness,” explained Bill.


    Max had come to realise that the invisible ring had saved him more than once, allowing him to build his power within as he grew stronger and stronger, unnoticed by everyone around him.


    “If the Dark Lord knew what you were really hiding he wouldn’t have left a body,” said Bill.


    Everything suggested to Max that it was more than just a coincidence that he was here.


    “How did I get here?”


    “Once I heard the news that you had gone, I searched. It wasn’t until Stuart pointed us in the right direction that I could sense your presence. It was faint, but you were still alive,” said Bill.


    “From there we brought you back to our safe house,” added Chris.


    “What happens now?”


    “We unlock your potential,” said Bill with a smile.


    The sunrise beamed over the horizon, revealing the landscape and Max realised that he was on a remote island surrounded by sea. On one side of the island was a hill that climbed high, leading to a cliff, which dropped off to the sea.


    Max’s gaze rested on a beach. It had been a long time since he had viewed the sea, living as he had in the large, landlocked city.


    The view was breathtaking: trees blooming with pollen drifting past, sea a pure blue with hints of yellow reflections from the sun. Max had never seen grass so green as he stood feeling the breeze blow past.


    “When do we begin?” asked Max.


    “Right now,” replied Bill.


    Chris sighed. He knew exactly what to do. He sprinted off at pace, leaving Max to catch up to him. The beach came closer and closer, but his body began to fatigue. Chris crashed into the small waves, and Max followed him into the freezing water, inhaling sharply as the sea took its grip and leaving him shivering as he crawled quickly back onto the sand.


    “To the buoy!” shouted Chris from the water.


    Max hesitated, but finally turned around to swim the long distance, his weakened body struggling.


    Each day was the same; swim and run, slowly rebuilding his body strength. Bill brought Max up to speed with his fighting, now his instructor as he fought on a par with Chris.


    “Don’t stop.” He spurred Max on pushing him to his limits.


    Finally, a break, which was well needed, and both boys ate on top of the hill.


    “Why aren’t you in school?” asked Max.


    “Grandfather said this was more important,” he replied.


    “Have you heard from Hilary?”


    Chris shot Max a sideways glance as he finished the last bite of his sandwich.


    “She didn’t take it well. Jimmy has been her little bodyguard since his return.”


    Max reached into his pocket, pulling out the other half of the pair of necklaces he had used to get Jimmy back and handing it to Chris, who nodded.


    “Could you give this to her with a message?” he smiled.


    “Sure,” Chris replied, pocketing the necklace.


    Bill could sense the growing strength returning to Maximus, although he still worried about the lack of performance. He had been teaching students for some years now and was enjoying his new student.


    “Men, I’m not impressed. Do the circuit,” Bill ordered, not satisfied with their work.


    “Follow me,” said Chris with a frown.


    They ran to the top of the hill, jumped off the low cliff, then made their way to the buoy before running back to the house.


    “Too slow,” scowled Bill.


    The adrenalin rushed through Max’s body as he followed Chris once again to the edge of the cliff. The water temperature was cold and he shivered as he tried to regain his lost heat. The best part of the circuit was the body surfing back to the beach, when he used the waves to overtake Chris.


    “Another thirty,” Bill growled, as they entered the house.


    The circuit was draining, the sprint finally slowing to a light jog as both boys hung on through sheer determination. Two-and-a-half hours passed in blood, sweat and energy and both boys finished by collapsing in front of the door.


    The sun was replaced by darkness and lights illuminated the porch. Chris’s sister passed hot soup around, trying to lift the boys’ spirits.


    Max knelt breathlessly on the floor, embracing Chris as they laughed the pain away.


    “You owe me,” gritted Chris, patting Max on the back.


    “It’s different to Dozer’s training,” agreed Max.


    Sleep came quickly to their sore bodies, after they struggled to jump into bed. Max’s mind shifted to the school, with Hilary’s face filling his dreams. He woke to the smell of breakfast and the link to her was cut.


    It was a pleasure waking up to Lena’s meals, providing as they did variety from the school food.


    “You know the whole school was on full alert when you left?” said Chris.


    Max turned and sighed. “Jimmy wouldn’t be alive if I hadn’t gone,” he replied, forcing away the flashbacks.


    “What happened?”


    “I got beaten badly,” he admitted.


    “Was he like all the stories?” Chris asked eagerly, awaiting Max’s reply with raised eyebrows.


    “Worse.”


    “How did you survive?”


    Max sat in silence, asking himself that very question, not knowing the answer. He had been on top of most things, but cluelessness crept into him now as he realised he knew nothing about the Dark Lord. He did know that he didn’t compare, mentally, physically or emotionally.


    “I don’t know,” he shrugged.


    Bill finished his breakfast, sending Chris off on his morning chores. He drew his blind, white gaze to Max, studying his life force.


    “Come take a walk, Maximus,” he said, rising and settling into a stroll.


    Max followed him, unsure what to say as they crossed the field.


    “What is it that’s holding you back?” the old man queried, slowing his pace. Max was speechless. He didn’t know himself: was he holding back?


    “Well, open your mouth and speak, boy!” barked Bill.


    “I don’t know what to do,” replied Max, truthfully.


    “Stop worrying about your future and focus on the present; that was the mistake I made when I was young.”


    “It is something deep down. I feel scared for the first time in my life, beaten to almost to the point of no return. I can never face someone like him, even with my power. I am useless, there’s no comparison. The thought of him has twisted my head,” admitted Maximus.


    Bill stilled for a moment, gathering his thoughts. This morning he had finally determined the rope holding Max back.


    “It is what you do when you get knocked down that defines a true man,” said Bill.


    The inspiration was there to guide him, not mislead him, and Bill searched his power.


    “The generations before you have come and gone, sacrificing their lives to put you into the position you now hold. You are the one to defeat this demon,” said Bill, trying to ignite some confidence in the boy.


    “Why me?”


    “It has been one hundred years since anyone has defied the Dark Lord. But here you stand giving hope to everyone who has heard your story.”


    Max dropped his head, losing concentration as he swayed.


    “Chris!” called Bill in alarm. Chris ran to Max’s side, listening as Bill whispered instructions into his ear.


    “Control it,” Bill firmly said as he approached Max. He cut the restrictive ring to a quarter, releasing Max’s power.


    Max could feel it swallow him, allowing him to access seventy five percent of his power. The flow of electricity twitched in every nerve of his body, vibrating as lightning shot from him. Bill stumbled back, holding Chris’s arm, as they both watched powerlessly.


    Max dropped to his knees. He was overwhelmed by the thought of the limitless opportunities that could be reached. His eyes flashed with lightning and he almost choked on the sheer amount of power.


    “Calm down,” Bill ordered shakily, overwhelmed.


    The area around him became hot, but he was unaware of the melting grass catching fire.


    “Now!” shouted Bill.


    Chris threw a metal ball at Max, which exploded on impact. The ball sucked Max into a portal, teleporting him away from the island. Max could sense darkness around him, as he continued to lose control. The sparks scattered through the emptiness.


    “To the Network door,” said Bill. Chris took off, jumping the porch as he followed Bill. There was a single door here which they could use to teleport them anywhere they needed without bothering to call Stuart. They arrived and walked through to Max’s position. He was inside a huge mountain, far away from anything he could destroy.


    “Mount Rift,” said Chris. He had been here many times before, walking around the mountain with his grandfather, but had never been inside.


    He had listened to all the tales Bill had told him while they camped here, about how Great Philo created this mountain so he could train undisturbed. Many tales had described this mount as a dormant volcano, erupting with power as Philo trained.


    “When will he finish?” asked Chris, taking in the tropical landscape. The beaches here had golden sand that burnt red hot in the mid-afternoon sun. The water was crystal blue, the coconut trees high and ripe. He had enjoyed this place, but had not been back for many years, due to school commitments.


    “Whenever the sparks stop,” Bill replied, indicating the lightning trickling off the mountain. The electricity continued to boom over the surface and the ground rumbled.
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    [bookmark: 737388]Chapter 24


    Family Reunion


    “Maximus, my boy,” said a distant voice.


    Max stood still, holding his breath as he tried to source the location of the voice. His vision came in waves of light as his electricity sparked. He extended his line of sight, pushing electric particles further. A body became clear and he jumped.


    “Who’s there?” he yelled.


    The body shone with electricity. Max questioned whether this was real or an illusion, utterly taken aback by the sight of another electric user. He spontaneously shot a bolt at the figure, but his attack was useless, the man flicking away his electricity with a wave of his hand.


    “You already know who I am,” said the voice.


    Max stepped back, standing on the hilt of a sword and half tripping. He picked up the weapon, holding it out in front of him as he stared, wide-eyed, at the figure.


    “You’re not real,” he whispered.


    Three lightning bodies stepped out from the original man, each with swords, and they jolted towards Max. He scrambled to the side, trying to avoid the fury of strikes. He didn’t stand a chance and screamed from the pain of the cuts now forming because of his missed blocks.


    These figures were pure electricity. They had no bodies and, as each of his strikes passed right through, he cursed loudly.


    “You need to do better,” said the man watching, “How do you expect to survive the next time you face the Dark Lord?”


    Max couldn’t focus, frantic to rid himself of this danger. He tried his electrical power, but this only added to the size of the creatures.


    “Change your current,” called the man.


    Maximus had no idea what he was talking about, catching his breath as the creatures surrounded him. He caught a glimpse of the man using blue lightning, who indicated for Max to do the same.


    He had never willingly used the blue lightning, only once in his pure rage as he attacked the Dark Lord. The three creatures closed in on Max for the final attack. He held out both hands to his sides and released his energy. The blue, pure energy pushed the creatures back and they disappeared.


    “Well done,” said the man, clapping.


    Max tried to regain his breath, feeling his power draining his life force. The man approached, revealing his face as he drew close.


    “Philo,” Max gasped.


    He looked exactly like the statue back at school, the features that overpowered the posters. What was a God doing here? Now it all made sense. There was no other who could use electricity, especially that kind of display.


    “I don’t understand…” Max bowed his head in respect.


    “It is time you knew who and what you are,” said Philo.


    He looked upon Max for the first time since delivering him to Uncle Jade so many years ago. Max had inherited his mother’s looks, gaining his body shape from his father. He smiled for the first time, drawing Max into full view.


    “You are my son,” he said.


    Max’s mind swirled with emotion as Philo’s words rang in his ears. His parents had always been a mystery, all of his questions leading to dead ends. He was speechless, but reached out to embrace Philo as he wept.


    “Father!” Max cried, trying to control his tears.


    “Sit,” said Philo, crafting a table out of wood. His power was amazing, thought Max, as he watched him forming two chairs from nothing and sitting down with him. Philo had to press on. He didn’t have long on Earth, having to return to the Great Halls as soon as he was done with Maximus.


    “Every electric user who has lived has been my child, half-Gods with a human mother. Every single one has lived in mystery, not knowing their true father.”


    “What makes me different?” Max questioned.


    “Your mother was not human. She was the Goddess who created the Great Halls,” spoke Philo.


    “Vita.” Max remembered the poster in history class. She was so beautiful and he recalled her smile as he sighed.


    “You are the first God in a thousand years.”


    “We haven’t put him to the test yet,” said another figure behind Philo.


    Max’s reactions took over and he threw his sword as hard as he could at the shadow. The sword vibrated past Philo and passed right through the shadow that Max had aimed at. The man turned to smoke, reforming just in time for Max’s follow-up attack. He was surprised at the boy’s speed, unable to counter his first punch. The blue electricity flowed through Max’s fist and he sent the man sprawling into the rock. The mountain rumbled with shock and Chris and Bill shared a concerned look from their vigil on the outside.


    “Creator’s sword,” spat the shadow man, gripping his jaw. “Like father, like son.”


    “May I introduce Cleon.”


    Another God well known for acquiring every power, except the elements. Max silently complimented the artist who had designed the posters; Cleon’s was also spot on. Max shook his head in denial.


    “Now I know this cannot be real,” he muttered, blown away.


    “Listen carefully, boy,” said Cleon, thumping Philo on the back.


    “The Dark Lord is becoming too powerful. He was once my friend, someone who did not live for power,” said Philo.


    “What happened?” Max listened intently to the reply.


    “His thirst for every single power eventually consumed him. We gave up our lives believing that someone would stand up to him, releasing all the powers that every user has now,” said Cleon.


    “So the stories are true?” Max whispered.


    “You are our last hope. If the Dark Lord gains this new power he is searching for he will be able to enter the Great Halls.”


    Philo grabbed his shoulders, making sure he had Max’s complete attention.


    “He must never enter. His greed will poison our system, leaving this world in his hands,” he continued. His words hit Max like gravity, weighing heavily on him as his thoughts shifted to his friends.


    “You will need your full strength,” said Philo, tearing off all restriction to Max’s ring. The full ring was now revealed in black ink which surrounded his lightning bolt scar.


    The Power swirled around his body like it had back at the park, finally freed, and his energy skyrocketed. His spirit shook the mountain once again as the two Gods marvelled at his energy.


    “May glory flow within you, Maximus son of Philo,” said Cleon, fiercely grabbing his neck. Max could feel his scar glow as Cleon gifted him a vessel for his power.


    “This power will become clear in time,” said Cleon, standing back to examine the second ring he had created on Max’s neck. This was the first time the Gods had come together for one cause, the common danger outweighing their pride. Cleon flashed bright as he vanished back to the Great Halls.


    “Your mother has already gifted her power on your back,” said Philo pointing to the golden scroll. He stood as he embraced his boy for the last time.


    “Be strong. We will always be watching,” he said, pointing up.


    Light filled the centre of the mountain as Philo returned, looking down at the boy who would one day also enter the Great Halls.


    Even with all his new power, Max felt empty as the sudden darkness consumed him. He bent and picked up the small metal ball that had been dropped by Philo. He squeezed it as he reflected over the truth, before teleporting back to where it had all begun; the dojo.

  
    


  
      [image: ]

    


    [bookmark: 748096]Chapter 25


    The Long Awaited Return


    Max’s mind was torn. He had finally learned about his true parents, but also about the hardships to come. Only a split second ago he was talking to the two Gods and now here he was, standing in a different location that he remembered very well. The sight, smell and feelings lingered in his thoughts.


    The dojo had been boarded shut, the main gate locked by chains. The rain had controlled of most of the fire, leaving half of the dojo intact. Max inspected the area, noting everything the fire had taken.


    The main training area had been burnt black, leaving the rooms and his uncle’s office untouched. The kitchen and dining area had been removed and burnt wood and furniture littered the floor.


    “I have returned, Uncle,” said Max as he imagined the dojo in its glory days, with polished wooden floors and thick walls.


    He traced his steps to Jade’s office. The room had been cleared out, with documents scattered thoughtlessly throughout. Max studied the room for the first time, allowing his thoughts to take control. He sifted through the paperwork, hoping to find answers to some of his questions.


    He needed to know what to do next and he found that thoughts of rebuilding the dojo grew in his mind as he searched. He shifted his feet in his frustration, picking up the feel of a slight crack in the ground as he moved. He tore back the rug, revealing a hidden door. His heart beat with excitement as he pulled it open, finding himself at the top of a stairwell that led down into complete darkness.


    Light gradually seeped in from the office, penetrating the gloom and showing him a hallway at the base of the stairs. He descended into the hallway, and his attention was drawn to engravings on the walls; detailed symbols of the elements, running down the hallway with historical markings on each side.


    He slowly made his way to the end, stopping in front of two large doors, noting that the electrical symbol was the most dominant of the door carvings.


    He laid his hand to the stone imprint. Sparks flashed as an electrical current ran the length of the doors and they opened with a groan.


    It took a moment for Max’s vision to adjust as he stood shivering in the draft of old air dispersing from the room.


    When he could finally see the details, he grinned. The room was glorious, with a large portrait of Philo welcoming him from one wall. The detail of the walls was intriguing. It seemed to Max as though past generations of electric users had each added a fragment of their lives.


    His eyes were drawn, however, to the centrepiece of the room. An outfit hung on a manikin, its origins obviously from Philo’s time. A white robe with a lush hood and leather body armour, fitted with spaces for knives and swords. It was designed for a warrior, an outfit that would stand out bizarrely in today’s era.


    Max walked around the room, turning to the weapons rack. There was a selection of swords, small knives and smoke bombs lining the shelves. The gear was well looked after, in brand new condition, it seemed to Max, as he inspected them. All the blades were still sharp, the smoke bombs in mint condition.


    He’d had no idea this was beneath the dojo and he simply stared for a moment, holding his breath as each revelation caught his eye.


    The picture of his mother was the hardest object to take in. The portrait of her had been hung next to that of his father. He searched her eyes, waiting for the picture to talk.


    He recalled Philo’s words and tried to picture a life in the Great Halls with them. Would he make them proud? A small scroll caught his attention and he strolled across to where it lay upon the main desk. He picked up the parchment with some anxiety, breaking the seal and reading the words written there:


    “To Maximus or Paul.


    “If I should pass, the dojo and all its contents are to be inherited by you both. You shall share the dojo and continue its running as my heirs. May strength be found in the smallest of places and the light shine bright into the darkness. That concludes my will. May our family stay forever strong.


    Jade Thatcher.”


    Time passed, but Max was unaware of the rotating world changing day to night, the sun disappearing behind the tree line outside. The air grew thick with the night fog, which loomed across the dojo.


    Max felt his body switch from hyper to exhausted as the adrenaline surge trickled away, but he soon felt a second surge when he came across two swords. Swords he knew were now his. He read the inscription:


    “Forged with the strongest materials, these swords have served to vanquish all enemies from every battle field on which they have been used. Known as the Carvers, they have served the mighty Philo. Gifted to the Thatchers in appreciation of great service.”


    Max picked up the swords in amazement. They were the lightest swords he had ever felt. He could feel the power concealed within the blades as he swung them in twin arcs.


    A suit of golden chainmail had rested under the swords and Max carefully picked it up and tried it on. As with the swords, it felt strong but light as he moved around the room. To his delight, the chainmail didn’t slow him down at all. He gently retired the chainmail and swords to their places.


    A second cabinet contained white hooded t-shirts with modern stitching. On top of them was a necklace, which had been passed down the family tree. It had a thin, gold chain upon which hung a yellow diamond. As he held the gem, he felt his energy draining from himself and into the glowing diamond, which sparked with sudden power.


    The identity of Maximus Thatcher had begun to form. He wore the golden chainmail under a white hooded t-shirt, his face hidden in the darkness of the hood, the diamond necklace resting on his chest. He was ready. Walking the streets was thrilling. He was a free man. The streets were busy following the recent great population growth. With the growth came more money, which brought more problems as the crime rate climbed. Petty thugs earned their money the easy way and it became common that small shops were robbed. Cops had been recruited from all around the world to meet the demand of the city.


    In the midst of all this, Max felt the urge to help people, his goal being to rebuild the dojo to its former strength. Now, he walked unnoticed amongst the crowds of people, blending in, using his elusiveness to evade prying eyes.


    It wasn’t long before he picked up on the sounds of an argument. A situation had arisen and forced the shopkeeper to persuade an elderly lady to talk out on the pavement.


    “I don’t have enough to pay,” the old lady said, agitatedly. She was close to tears. Her morning had suddenly brought her bad news.


    Her house was old, always in need of repair, while her generator was broken and she was out of electricity. The flow of power was the only thing holding the house together, with food, light and heat all having to come from the old generator at the back. Her age had forced her to stop working and with very little retirement money left to live on, Max could feel the pain in this lady’s life.


    “I’m sorry ma’am, I can’t help; without money we can’t restore your generator to full capacity.”


    The old lady gave up and moved slowly away with a tear running down her cheek, the shopkeeper watching her go with sorrow on his face. In cases like these he was usually more than happy to help, but his business had taken a turn for the worse and now money was a problem for him, too.


    Max approached the man. He had been walking back to his shop, and when Max lightly grabbed his shoulder, he jumped, startled.


    “Sir, may I grab that lady’s address, please? I may be able to help,” he said.


    “Certainly,” replied the shopkeeper with a relieved smile.


    It wasn’t an easy house to find, with lots of identical houses and streets throughout the area, but Max finally found the right address. He approached the old generator with crossed arms. It was an antique, but something that was in his ability to fix.


    He taped the wire closed, leaving no traces of an open current. Everything looked ready to go, and with a little boost of power the generator sucked in all the electricity it could handle, the indicator now pointing to full.


    “That should do it,” said Max, clapping his hands in satisfaction. He walked away with a smile; his first good deed had been carried out.


    The day was still young and he wanted more from it, pacing the streets until he reached the park, where he sat, waiting. Time passed very slowly. His stomach now growled in protest as he watched the pedestrians walking by.


    A speeding car weaved in and out of traffic and terrified citizens scattered desperately to avoid the crazy driver. Max stood at the sound of sirens lifting the air. They weren’t far behind. He started moving with joy, following their position, cutting through streets and weaving through alleyways to try and cut the distance between them. It was no use; the vehicle was too fast. Disappointed, he continued walking through the alleyway, trying to forget the speeding car, deep in thought.


    “That is not the deal we agreed on,” a voice said.


    Max’s steps slowed with every word, although his heart rate speeded up. He zeroed in on the location of the voice, coming as it was from behind the corner of a brick wall.


    “It is this or you die.”


    “Put the gun away,” the man breathed, his voice trembling with fear.


    “This is not an offer. I am telling you,” said the man holding the gun. He had a thick Russian accent and now let out a coarse laugh. Max turned the corner and lifted his hands.


    “You don’t need to do that,” he said.


    He quickly covered the distance between them until the Russian could see every detail of his face. The Russian swiftly turned the weapon on him, surprise leaping into his eyes.


    “Who are you?” he snapped.


    “Nobody,” Max replied. He stood still, observing every detail of the Russian and his two companions who stood behind him. He had a Desert Eagle pointed right at him and it was almost shiny enough to see his reflection.


    “You must be someone, otherwise we wouldn’t be standing here having this conversation.” The Russian seemed to relax now, pulling out a cigar and laughing with his two companions.


    “Look at the balls on this kid,” he said, as he nodded his head at Max.


    The necklace sparked as Max’s energy brewed, catching the eyes of the crooks.


    “Get that necklace and teach this critter a lesson,” the boss said, turning his attention to the man who still trembled against the wall.


    “So, what is it going to be?” said the Russian, blowing smoke to the side.


    Max watched as both henchmen drew closer. One drew a knife, while the other cracked his knuckles.


    “I am a bit insulted that we have to beat a kid like you.”


    The other man nodded in agreement, approaching Max with a crooked smile. He replied in Russian and both men laughed as he spat beside Max’s feet.


    “Necklace now,” the man said with a heavy accent.


    “Pure cockiness only leads to your downfall. I have experienced this.”


    “Do not talk,” the man replied.


    He swung his knife with no hesitation, his sole purpose being to drive it through Max. Max was not fazed and grabbed the punch, pulling the man close to him. He let out a jolt and the thug hit the deck, the necklace releasing enough electricity to handle the next.


    “This is not something I like doing,” said the boss, unaware of the action behind him. He grabbed the quaking man by the collar. Max squeezed his shoulder and he dropped the gun in surprise. The boss seemed confused as he tried to identify his attacker, assuming Max had already been dealt with. Max kicked the man’s legs from under him, leaving him sitting in the middle of the alleyway, a look of shock on his face.


    “What is the meaning of this?” the Russian shouted, staring up at Maximus.


    “Be gone, and take your thugs with you,” Max ordered, pulling him to his feet.


    The man waddled over to his men, slapping them as they gingerly stood and returned to their car with their pride in smithereens.


    “Thank you!” the man said gratefully, grabbing Max’s hand and shaking it vigorously.


    “No problem. Just stay out of trouble, okay?” he said, turning around to leave.


    “Hey! Before you leave, may I offer you a token of my appreciation?”


    “I’m not a charity.”


    “Of course not, but look, here’s a ticket into this weekend’s expo. It’s not much, but it’s all I have on me,” said the man as he handed over the ticket.


    “Very kind,” replied Maximus, dubiously.


    “Your name?”


    “Maximus,” he replied, shaking his hand.


    The man grinned at him, turned and headed away down the alley. His bubbly personality left Max with raised eyebrows and a small smile as he glanced down at the ticket.


    “Why not,” said Max, as he left to head back to the dojo.
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    New Technology


    Families were out in huge numbers, the streets crammed, people wandering between the stalls at the expo. Posters hung from every lamp-post, shop and billboard, promoting the new generation of equipment. Vending machines were hired for the day and struggled to cope with the customers’ demands. Light decorations hung from the power lines, glittering excitement into every kid.


    Two full blocks had been roped off for the event, at a set-up cost of over five million dollars. The stalls ranged from kids' adventure games to miniature robot fights, controlled by two people in tech suits, pretending to hit thin air in order for the robots to imitate their motions.


    The weather was hot with no cloud cover. Tight security measures were in place and the police were out in large numbers, patrolling the streets and observing the technology with interest.


    The event was headline news and reporters roved the streets looking for a story. The technological future was advancing at an alarming rate, with new companies forming every year. This convention was a means to showcase that technology, luring investors into funding the inventors’ advancements.


    Max enjoyed the atmosphere as he passed through the ticket line. His reaction was quite similar to those of the children, running around experiencing this setting for the first time.


    He passed a row of new cars, run only on battery power, admiring the sharp body shape of each one. Max had never seen any on the street, but loved their sleek aerodynamic design and fancy interiors. He cringed at the price, topping as it did over a million dollars. These cars were clearly on show for a select few.


    His attention was drawn to the miniature robots and he watched as the robot mimicked the human’s movements. The match was exciting, the final result ending in a knockout.


    “Step right up, don’t be shy to try the bot!” cried the stallholder, his voice booming over the crowd. Max smiled and made a move forward, but then another voice yelled over the loud crowd.


    Max couldn’t pick out the exact words, but their meaning was clear. A man came running towards him with a woman’s bag gripped in his hand, pushing past everyone in a desperate rush.


    Max sighed as he stuck out his arm, clotheslining the small thief and yanking him to the concrete. The thief’s target had been well picked; a mother in the company of her kids, too slow to react.


    As one, the crowd closed around him, blocking his exit, and he sat powerlessly until he was hauled to his feet and taken away by the police. The crowd erupted into a cheer and loudly clapped his actions.


    “Here is our new challenger!” called the stallholder, reeling Max into the game and he stood, smiling, as the assistants suited him up.


    He flexed his muscles to the crowd’s delight and as he manoeuvred the robot, he defeated his first opponent in less than twenty seconds.


    He was still undefeated after five opponents had come and gone, marvelling at how natural the robot felt.


    “We have our first champion of the day!” said the stallholder, adding Max’s face to the leaderboard.


    Max bowed to the crowd, receiving expo points on a card given to him. He slowly made his way down the street and stopped at the last stand with excitement. Nine computer screens showcased the holographic template of a two-piece hover board, a big crowd of spectators waiting in anticipation for the next event. The projections caught Max’s eye as he studied the demos running across the screens.


    The test subjects looked like they were selected from a group of athletes. All wobbled on the device, hovering only a few feet off the ground. He listened carefully as the host begun to talk in detail about the board.


    “This device is powered by a high current of electricity, displacing it at the bottom and the sides of the board to control the direction and height of the hover. The two platforms are connected by the current, making it easy to store it away,” said the man, holding up the two platforms. He started the current with a flick of the switch, throwing it out in front of him and watching as the board formed.


    “The designer, Phil Collins,” said the host to a round of applause, indicating a tall young man.


    “Thank you, Tim. This advancement in technology will contribute to a new, greater world.” The crowd erupted in cheers and whistles as he carried on.


    “I envision one of these boards in every home in this great city,” he yelled as the hologram showed the separate components of the board, breaking it down through each level of the hologram.


    The device was run by small generator and stored electricity to power the board. The new design had been drastically cut in size from the ordinal prototype, as Max could see when the two were compared.


    “Phil, would you like to choose the next volunteer?” asked the host over the loud speaker.


    Phil nodded and smiled as every hand in the crowd shot up, trying to grab his attention.


    “Maximus,” he pointed.


    Max was speechless as the crowd around him clapped glumly in disappointment.


    He reached the stage, confused but then recognised Phil as the man he had saved from certain death in the alleyway and who had given him his entry ticket.


    Phil shook his hand again and Max felt the crowd’s eyes fixed on him.


    “I’m glad you made it,” whispered Phil.


    “Couldn’t let the ticket go to waste,” muttered Max in response.


    Max was impressed by the display, contemplating the usefulness of this hover. He could travel much more easily on the board than with the rock used in the first Assessment.


    His deep thoughts were interrupted by Phil’s voice.


    “Now, may I present a special offer to an individual who recently became my hero,” said Phil, capturing the crowd’s attention. Max drew his hood forward to conceal his face, afraid of being recognised.


    “If Maximus here lasts more than ten seconds on this board, it is his to keep,” said Phil, patting Max on the back.


    The crowd cheered at the announcement, building the tension of Max’s hover attempt with loud chanting. Phil handed Max the board. It was unlike anything he had even seen. It occurred to Max that this opportunity couldn’t be a coincidence and his eyes flicked up towards his father.


    Phil guided Max over to a desk filled with safety gear where a pretty woman behind the desk handed him a magnetic attachment for his shoes. He could easily step off and onto the hover board without falling off, attaching and detaching the shoe as he wished.


    “With a sufficient amount of electricity, could this thing fly?” Max asked.


    “It could, but that would mean a bigger power circuit, which would weigh the board down,” replied Phil.


    “Interesting…”


    “Why do you ask?”


    “I want to jump off that building.” Max pointed up at the three-storey building next to them.


    “That can’t happen. It would be suicide.”


    “I won’t die, I promise, and it will sure boost your ratings,” said Max with a smile.


    Phil gave him a long look, but then began barking orders to his staff, watching as they scurried off to prepare for the stunt.


    “If anything happens to you, though, this company is not responsible,” Phil insisted.


    “Agreed. Now, if you could fill my bag with extra parts for the board, please, that would be great,” Max requested as he played with the board, trying to figure out how to use it.


    A moment later, he stood on the rooftop, the height reminding him of the pillar, and he peered down as if he were scanning the canyon. Hundreds of onlookers replaced the sand, gazing up at the stunt with noisy anticipation. The host announced the event, setting up a safety net across the courtyard.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, this stunt should not be tried at home. This event is under professional supervision and it is highly recommended that you follow the safety guidelines and do not exceed the hovering height outlined in the manuals,” boomed Tim’s voice over the speakers. The voice through the speaker faded, allowing Max to concentrate, closing down all his thoughts and emotions.


    “You’re one crazy kid,” muttered Phil as he looked up towards the building in anticipation.


    Max activated the board, leaned over the edge and jumped off. Phil was shocked, not thinking for a moment that he would actually go through with the stunt.


    The crowd roared, taking Max by surprise. His feet clung to the board with a fantastic grip as he shifted his feet placement on the two separate boards.


    Then Max released his electricity into the board, watching as the current in the board turned blue. Adrenalin pumped through his veins as the wind blew past his body at speed, creating a slight whistle that tickled his ears. What a piece of equipment! he thought, as he felt the energy flow around him.


    The power of the board grew substantially and he blew past the crowd at speed to screams of pleasure and astonishment. The analyst of the prototype questioned the blue electricity as Max passed, arguing about what they were witnessing.


    Max quickly got to grips with the controls, gliding between the buildings as he left the expo. The board felt natural, his power being the key to the flight of the board.


    Eventually, he slowly descended to the soft grass of the dojo. The two pieces of the board dropped apart as Max stopped the flow of electricity, laying it against a tree as he squinted into the shadows at a movement which had caught his eye.


    “So, this is where you have been hiding,” said a familiar voice and a figure stepped out towards him from the gloom.


    “Stuart!” Max replied with pleasure and surprise. “How did you find me?”


    “Well, I was the one who rescued you. It was just a matter of tracking you down after I talked to Chris,” he replied looking over at the dojo.


    “Thank you,” said Max with feeling.


    Stuart followed Max for a tour of the dojo, noting every burn mark he could, filling out a notebook as he passed through the rooms.


    “I know a wood user who can nurture this wood back to the way it was, if you like,” said Stuart, watching Max’s face light up.


    “How much would it cost?”


    “For you: free. Just train me in this dojo and it’s settled.”


    Max nodded as he agreed, providing a loaf of bread and some raw nuts for lunch. Stuart ate and looked at Max with pleasure. He had changed since the last time he had seen him, which was either down to the Dark Lord or to his recovery. The confidence in his eyes was contagious and Stuart was filled with joy, knowing that his friend was happy.


    He took a mouthful of bread, half choking as he caught sight of Max’s scar.


    “What on Earth is that?” he barked abruptly.


    Max spun around with a knife in his hand, expecting the Dark Lord to be standing behind him.


    “Don’t do that!” shouted Max, jamming the knife into the table.


    “Your scar! It has two rings!” gasped Stuart, trying to control his shock.


    “You wouldn’t believe the story,” sighed Max.


    “Try me.”


    The next hour was dedicated to Max’s telling of the story, from rescuing Jimmy to the events of today. Stuart listened in astonishment, as he inspected Max’s scar for the third time.


    “So, what’s next?” Stuart asked.


    “We forge a brotherhood to defy the Dark Lord,” Max replied heavily.


    * * *


    Max played his time alone to his advantage, finding a quiet spot in the middle of the dojo fields. He had spent a whole day cutting the grass, maintaining the field he remembered. It was peaceful and the air was motionless as he meditated; something he hadn’t done in a while. It was the perfect release. There were no students to interrupt him as he filled his lungs with air, clearing his mind as he purified his body.


    His electrical particles responded to his relaxed mind and leaked out of his body, covering the whole field. Sweat rolled down his face and he extended further, pushing his mind. He could feel everything, from a leaf dropping from a tree to the vibration of a bird’s wings. Each animal glowed, touched by the electricity emitted by Max.


    His eyes were closed and he was blind to the world, and yet his senses were greatly heightened, as if he were seeing the world for the first time.


    Time passed slowly as Max increased the number of particles in the field, adjusting to the energy lost from the duration of the exercise. He remained completely still, twitching as his body began to heat, deepening his breath. His breath caught as he felt a faint movement in the air. Each particle sent Max information as they floated in the air, analysing everything they touched. The particles to his left filled his head as Stuart re-entered the area. Max drew his sword and he pounced on Stuart.


    “Blimey!” he yelled in fright as he pushed Max off. Max began laughing as he pulled away, rolling on the ground as a feeling of great satisfaction swept over him.


    “How did you know I was returning from there? It must have been a split second before I appeared,” he complained. “Fight me,” he teased Max as he picked up the dojo sword.


    Max could ‘feel’ the sword as it coasted towards him. Stuart focused as he looked down upon him, trying to channel the skills he had learned from Gabriel.


    He took a deep breath and his first strike was fast. It was blocked by a flick of a wrist and he pressed in, trying to gain advantage over Max.


    Stuart could feel the electrical impulses sent out by Max, leaving him no choice but to fight fire with fire. He teleported while Max hesitated, striking him from behind, but Max’s particles had sensed the vibration in the air, allowing him to counter Stuart as he reappeared. Stuart’s teleporting became quicker, forcing Max to defend from all sides. He could see triple of Stuart as he teleported, striking with persistence.


    Max began to feel overwhelmed, falling behind the attacks as he spun in all directions to block. He reached out for Stuart’s sword and caught it, feeling his second scar take control as a burst of energy flung them apart. He lay in the dirt, panting and searching for an explanation. Stuart stood slowly and crossed the field to Max.


    “What was that?” Stuart questioned, giving Max a helping hand.


    He hadn’t experienced anything like this before, it was something Cleon had done; he knew it.


    “I would love to find out,” he replied, catching his breath.


    “Class dismissed,” ordered Alexander. He waited for all the Elites to retire to their drink bottles before approaching Hilary.


    “Can you please go get Jimmy and head to my office?” he asked, pointing towards the accommodation block.


    She left with a nod, wondering why she was being summoned; she hadn’t spoken a word to him since the incident with Maximus.


    Jimmy swayed into Alex’s office behind her, slouching into the chair next to her. She felt nervous and cursed herself for it. They sat in silence and Jimmy played with his thumbs, apparently uninterested in the conversation that was fast approaching.


    “I have some good news,” said Alexander.


    Jimmy bolted to attention with a snap, now all anticipation.


    “Go on,” Jimmy urged, reading Alex’s mind before he could speak. Jimmy had been too fixated on Maximus lately to read anyone’s thoughts but his own. His shock ran over his face and Hilary jumped.


    “Maximus,” Jimmy whispered. Hilary didn’t know what to think, as she had heard Jimmy very clearly. His whisper was the equivalent of a shout to her eager ears. She could feel her heart beat harder in her chest and for a moment dizziness swirled around her. She began to notice her breathing, each breath digging deeper into her lungs.


    The occupants of the room were oblivious to the slight crack in the door and the figure who crouched there to also hear the news: Ben knelt with his ear pressed against the gap in the door, absorbing the conversation within.


    “Yes, there may be a possibility he is alive; the computers don’t lie,” responded Alex.


    Hilary’s grip tightened on the chair arms as she leaned forward. “Meaning…?” she replied, finding it almost impossible not to burst into tears, her emotions running wild.


    “Meaning, the electricity levels are a match for the first time we found him,” Alex explained.


    She sat back in her seat. This news was huge. She didn’t know what to believe. Deep down, she knew he wasn’t gone; she felt sure she would feel it if Max were really dead.


    She watched Jimmy’s lips move as he replied, but the buzzing in her ears cancelled out his words. She zoned out to the thought of Maximus, leaving her body as her mind roamed to find answers to all her questions.


    “Hilary,” repeated Alex, snapping her out of it.


    “Where?” she replied, suddenly alert.


    “The first place you met him.”


    Taking her back to the park where she first settled on him.


    Ben returned hastily, meeting Jonny at the entrance of the villa. The looming building sent chills through him as the darkness began to consume the sky. The flickering lights hadn’t helped as he’d pushed through the steel gate to meet him.


    “What news?” asked Jonny, embracing him with a handshake as he followed him up the path.


    “It’s true,” Ben replied. The door swung open and he met Victor’s gaze.


    “He will want to read your mind,” said Jonny, referring to the Dark Lord. Ben stood still, looking around for the dark figure. Something felt wrong about this situation; he was really not prepared to deal with the Dark Lord. He had heard the stories… What had Jonny got himself into?


    Now Ben looked at Jonny more closely, he could see that his appearance had begun to change; he looked exhausted, deep bags beneath his eyes.


    “Hurry,” he muttered, pushing Ben forward.


    Ben’s eyes never left the ground. He could feel the power emanating from the throne and held his breath, scared to move. He gasped as the Dark Lord touched his mind. The whispers drove him mad and he tried to fight the dark power.


    Images rushed into the Dark Lord’s head as he scanned Ben. His shock ran deeper than the blue lightning, fighting against the idea of Maximus’s survival. How had he survived the poison? No one had escaped his grip – ever. His fury swept into a rustling whisper that echoed through the room.


    “Find him.”


    “Yes, my Lord,” all replied with a bow to the floor.


    “Do not fail me.”


    Ben left the villa at speed, running out into the garden where he spewed the remains of his lunch. He could barely talk as Jonny bent to pick him up off the ground.


    “Do not falter, my friend. It’s the Dark Lord’s will,” he said lifting Ben to his feet.


    * * *


    Maximus stood on the edge of the building, scanning the city. His white hood darkened his face as he watched the flashing red and blue lights. The police cars beamed like specks of light as they raced through the small streets, approaching their destination at high speed.


    Max leapt from the building, reaching back with both hands to pull the two parts of his board from his backpack and connecting them. His shoes softly touched down on the magnetic surface and the board glided through the air towards the location of the incident.


    At first glance, the situation was taking place at a large apartment block, cordoned off by ten police cars, A crowd emerged from the building, looking nervous and worried. SWAT teams had been deployed, ripping through the entrance with skill.


    The crowd pointed up at the electrical interference in the air as Max flew past, straightening his approach and smashing through an apartment window. All sniper units radioed Max’s position as he entered.


    “Who the hell are you?” a man bellowed.


    Max slowly assessed the situation: two exits, one man, one female and one weapon. His eyes slid to the pistol, which was pointed at the female’s head. The man was nervous, a twitch under his left eye confirming the fact. Max’s astounding entrance had clearly thrown the man and he jittered as he faced Max.


    “Put the gun down,” Max ordered.


    The man hesitated, his gun hand shaking perceptibly, but then straightened and grasped the gun grip harder, sweat forming in his palm.


    “You listen to me! You’re not the one with the gun!” he yelled, pulling on the woman’s hair. She whimpered and tried to pull away, but he yanked even harder and she stilled once more.


    “Let me guess; she cheated on you?” Max said as he watched the woman’s frightened face.


    “Is it that obvious?” he replied, turning to the woman in disgust.


    “She’s not worth it. Plenty of women out there,” said Max.


    The woman glared at him in disbelief. “Whose side are you on?” she spat.


    “I’m trying to help you,” he sighed.


    “Stop talking!” the man shouted, pointing the weapon at Maximus.


    “That’s not a good idea,” said Max. “I will give you two options: One, turn around and give yourself to the police who have now entered the building or two, wake up in jail,” said Max, counting on his fingers.


    The man regained his composure, placing his finger on the trigger. “You and what army?” he laughed.


    “Option two it is,” smiled Max.


    An electric shock dropped the man in an instant, his fingers releasing his weapon as he shook uncontrollably.


    The woman looked around her, stunned, screaming as SWAT broke through the door. Max quickly stepped to the window, releasing his board as he retreated and hovering away from the stunned onlookers.


    “Electric Man! Electric Man!” the chant echoed. His face was hidden by his hood, but he wore a smile that stretched across his face.


    He settled onto a power box to watch the man being dragged to the police car.


    “Electric Man. It has a ring to it,” said Alexander, appearing from the shadows.


    “It’s catching on,” said Max with a smile.


    “How did you know I was here? That is why you chose this rooftop isn’t it?”


    “Electric particles in the air. I knew you were here before you did,” Max replied, looking back. Alexander observed the particles flickering around him, angry he hadn’t picked up on them before.


    “You have come a long way,” Alex admitted, taking up a position next to Max.


    “I will not return,” said Max.


    “I could tell that from the first time I met you,” replied the Head Master. “I have many questions and there are many answers I need in order to fully understand you, Maximus,” he continued.


    “You and me both,” said Max, truthfully.


    “You would be safer at the Pillar.”


    “I am done hiding. It’s time for the Dark Lord to answer for his crimes.” Max released his board and disappeared into the mist surrounding the building, leaving Alexander speechlessly watching him go.
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    [bookmark: 796364]Chapter 27


    Jonny’s Strategy


    Victor inspected his sword as he ran his fingers down towards the tip. The silver surface flashed in the sunlight as he angled it here and there.


    “Ben Clay has been imprisoned for criminal acts against the Ministry. It is suspected that he is under the influence of the Dark Lord and will carry out a life sentence in prison,” said Seth, reading from the newspaper.


    Ben had long been a spy under the Dark Lord’s banner, passing on user movements within the Ministry. It was a big risk, possibly angering the Dark Lord. The Ministry had become bold in these past years of silence from the Dark Lord, mistaking his absence for a new generation, but it was simply his invincibility that caused his inactivity: no one was a match for him.


    Seth stood on a rock and looked down upon a city full of life and energy. He tossed the newspaper to Victor.


    “Maximus grows in power,” he said, scanning the treeline. There was more than a hint of anger in his voice and he cursed the boy for their unequal encounters.


    “He has changed everything,” Victor muttered in reply.


    “I will eradicate him from Earth,” interrupted Jonny.


    Victor had noticed the change in Jonny; he felt the darkness swirl around him as the Dark Lord’s sword swung on his back. The sword had been Dartholemue’s personal weapon, used in many battles and executions. It had grown heavy over the centuries, absorbing darkness as time passed. The Dark Lord had given this sword to Jonny with the expectation that he would evolve with the new power.


    “What is your plan?” asked Seth.


    “We trap him.”


    A dark-cloaked figure glided from the forest, joining the group and Seth and Victor bowed low towards the ground.


    “Master.”


    “Bow, you little shit,” spat Victor.


    Jonny drew his sword, feeling the darkness overpower his thoughts. His smile widened as he pointed the sword at the stranger.


    “I bow to no one,” he replied.


    The stranger had earned his name through old tales of war and now Raze lifted his hood slightly to take in Jonny’s features. His razor sharp teeth parted as he inhaled Jonny’s scent. Jonny caught a lightning glimpse of a monster, dark grey skin with pure black eyes before it once again vanished. His appearance twisted his mind, his senses reeling from the monster’s breath.


    “Bow! It is the Dark Lord’s clone!” demanded Seth.


    Jonny instantly bowed, his nose inches away from the ground as he bent as low as possible, avoiding the figure’s gaze.


    “My sword has taken to you nicely,” Raze hissed.


    “My Lord,” Jonny murmured.


    “You have absorbed my darkness with hunger.”


    Victor and Seth stood tall, allowing Raze to assess the situation. The clone had part of Dartholemue’s mind, but was unable to tap into his full power. His scarred body was forged by many battles and he was known for swiftly killing any target assigned to him, like a ray of darkness from the Dark Lord.


    “What are you?” Jonny asked.


    Victor swiftly grabbed Jonny by the neck, holding him firm with one arm. This insolence was disturbing, punishable by death. Jonny had already reacted and was pointing the tip of his dark sword into the middle of Victor’s chest.


    “If the Dark Lord doesn’t kill you, I will,” Victor warned.


    “I’ll cut you down before that day comes,” Jonny replied, as Victor released him.


    “Kill them all,” ordered Raze referring to Maximus and his friends.


    “Yes, my Lord,” they all bowed.


    “Or I will kill you.” Raze turned and retreated behind the treeline.


    It had been a long afternoon of analysing every angle of Sherwood City. Planning every attack Jonny could think of as he ticked off every exit. Ben had grown tired of the mission, feeling the heavy weight that the Dark Lord bestowed upon them.


    “Are you satisfied, now?” asked Ben, as he perched upon a city bench.


    “Yes. We move on to phase one of the mission.”


    Every member of the Dark Lord’s group had been gifted a second power of teleportation. It was a power the Dark Lord had given in order to make his men stronger and it was also a tool to control them. Ben had yet to complete a mission under the Dark Lord, and so had only his original power.


    Jonny grew restless, grabbing Ben by the shirt and teleporting them to their new destination. Ben recognised the location instantly. It was the border of the Elementrix Pillar, their old school.


    The environment had changed dramatically, with loud cars in the vicinity and dry dust piling against his shoes. The sky had darkened and there was little sunlight left, so he carefully placed his feet as he walked.


    They soon came upon the edge of the canyon and the pillar hove into view. He was curious as to whether their absence had been noticed, taking into account how many of the students had already returned home. Jonny nodded down towards the bottom of the pillar, expecting Ben to follow suit.


    “Why not just rock across?” asked Ben, ready to create a platform to be flung across the divide.


    “We use our powers, they will detect us,” replied Jonny, leaping off the side.


    “The old fashioned way,” nodded Ben.


    Both boys made it to the bottom and had climbed up to the halfway point of the pillar before the light faded and the groundsmen turned on the lighting, which eliminated the view of the canyon.


    Jonny reach the top with a gasp, panting as he collapsed on the grass.


    “You must rest,” Ben pleaded. He could see the sword drawing more energy from Jonny and Jonny rested his hand on the hilt, protecting it as if he thought Ben was going to steal it. Jonny drew it and rested the blade against Ben’s neck.


    “It’s mine,” he hissed.


    Ben resisted grabbing the sword, resorting instead to words to make his point.


    “Are you mad? I have dropped everything to help you!” he replied, angrily.


    Jonny’s eyes softened as he realised his error. He withdrew the sword, resting his hand on Ben’s shoulder.


    “I apologise, my friend. I don’t know what just came over me,” said Jonny.


    “I do. It’s that bloody sword,” Ben growled.


    “It can’t be. It is the Dark Lord’s will,” he replied with conviction.


    Ben released a sigh, dropping the argument. The Dark Lord’s will would be the end of them if they didn’t pull through.


    Jonny now pulled away, edging his way to the small clearing. There were fewer guards than Jonny had planned for and they were able to sneak through the school unseen until they approached the small arena. A platform had been created over the railing of the arena, protruding out from the pillar where they hid.


    “What is the plan?” questioned Ben.


    “I need you to knock out Jimmy and capture both of them in a square rock prison.”


    “’Them’?”


    “Hilary.”


    Ben instantly realised what Jonny was planning. He was going to lure Maximus with two of his close friends, capturing him for the Dark Lord. Could this plan really work? What if the Dark Lord told him to kill his best friend? Would he warn me before trying, or would he just do it without question? Ben shifted nervously at the thought as they waited.


    Time passed slowly with minimal conversation and minimal movement. The situation played with Ben’s head as he watched his best friend turn to darkness right in front of him. He quietly raised his head over the railing, trying to pick up any movement.


    “Are they even coming?” complained Ben, stiffening from his awkward position.


    “I have sent word through Clair and she has arranged for them to meet any time now…”


    His sentence died away at the sight of an approaching shadow. Ben observed Jimmy as he peered through the crack, forming a rock ball in his hands and holding it tight.


    “Wait for the girl,” he whispered.


    Hilary had just finished her tutoring class and was excited to see Jimmy. She had been so busy of late that making time for him had been impossible.


    “Good evening,” she bowed slightly, passing a guard.


    “Miss,” he replied, returning to his post.


    Jimmy had picked up on Hilary’s mind before she entered and he found it uplifting to feel her happiness for Max engulf him, making him smile as she approached.


    Jonny had masked both his and Ben’s minds from Jimmy, calling upon the sword’s power to blend them into the environment.


    “Now,” Jonny ordered.


    Ben hurled the rock with such force that Jimmy had no time to react, falling to the ground as Hilary screamed. Five slabs of rock trapped them and Hilary’s screams were abruptly cut off.


    Hilary reached out for Jimmy in the pitch blackness and cradled him, leaning against the rock wall as she cried in fear.


    “The guards!” Ben yelled.


    “Hold the rock,” replied Jonny, facing the guards. The fire user and water user bent their elements towards the intruders, but Jonny waved his hand, countering their attacks with one swoop. The two guards retreated from the deflected heat, flinching from the black flames that shot back at them from Jonny’s bending.


    Jonny’s evil laugh spread across the arena as he looked at his hands. The power itched within his palms as a mix of red, yellow and black consumed the building. The water user cursed, unable to extinguish the roaring flames.


    “Now what?” yelled Ben. His palm was hard up against the rock prison and he shook his head in disapproval as Jonny did the same.


    “We go,” Jonny replied.


    “Are you serious? The journey will kill you. Not even the Dark Lord’s men could teleport an object like this,” Ben argued, shocked.


    “You underestimate me, brother.” And then Jonny made the jump out of the Pillar.

  
    


  
      [image: ]

    


    [bookmark: 810513]Chapter 28


    Immune


    The fresh air surrounded Max with the smell of bark and the wind drew through the forest, rustling the leaves as Max passed. It didn’t take long for the sun to be lost over the horizon made by the trees, sending a slight chill through Maximus.


    The hot springs were enchanting and sent Max into a daydream. It was the relaxation that he missed, that he dreamed of, of finally allowing his body to catch his mind.


    The aches from training slowly eased from his body as his muscles loosened in the heated springs. He fumbled around with a small, slippery stone, finally throwing it with a skip and watching as it smashed upon the rock foundation of the spring.


    The forest was silent, as if time stood still. Stuart was trying hard not to been seen, rustling quietly through the forest, unaware that Maximus already knew he was there. The soft forest floor crunched as his steps crushed the leaves. Stuart clung to a tree and peered around it at Max.


    “You can come join me?” Max questioned.


    Stuart sighed as he revealed his position, stepping out from behind the tree, but his smile grew as he stripped off to his drawers, jumping into the hot pool.


    “You’re good,” Stuart admitted. “Really good.”


    “Not good enough, though. I need a favour.”


    Stuart sat quietly for a moment. He could feel the tingling sensation take control and understood why Max came to the pools so much.


    He contemplated his new job with Gabriel. It was exciting, much more so than sitting around the Ministry. Gabriel had stature, was rich and powerful, and he built Stuart up piece by piece. He had learned a lot over the few months he had been there, not least of all that favours didn’t come for free. Maximus, however, was an exception. Stuart felt alive in his presence, knew that their friendship was real.


    “Elaborate,” he replied, eventually.


    “I need to go to the markets,” said Max.


    “What type of markets? The Users market, the Nons’ market or the black market?”


    “All of them.”


    “May I ask why?” asked Stuart, genuinely interested in his reply.


    “I need to be a hundred percent immune to every poison that is out there in the world.”


    “What on Earth for?”


    “It’s the start of my plan to defy the Dark Lord.”


    It made sense; Max had come perilously close to dying through the Dark Lord’s use of poison. He had to be prepared for the next time; he had to be immune to stand a chance.


    Max’s mild gaze settled on Stuart, who nodded his approval, agreeing to his plan.


    “Anything for a friend,” Stuart replied.


    “For a brotherhood,” he was corrected.


    The term brotherhood was important to Max; he wanted it to be a safe haven from the reach of the Dark Lord and his men, providing protection for all users.


    His thoughts abruptly ended as something small nibbled on his shoulder, making him scrabble to the middle of the hot pool with a shriek.


    “What is that?” screamed Max.


    “A tiny wolf,” replied Stuart, amazed.


    Max quickly scanned the woods for any sign of a pack, watching carefully for any movement as he released his particles further. The scan came up clear, with nothing within fifty kilometres of the area.


    “What are you doing?” Max asked the cub, carefully picking it up.


    The cub’s eyes looked straight into his and he tried to nibble on Max’s hand. The grey fur was light on the body, growing darker as it ran up the head. His teeth were just sharp enough to pierce his skin. He growled as Max held it up for Stuart to see.


    “What you think? The new dojo mascot?” laughed Max.


    “I don’t see why not. I can’t see any sign of his family,” he replied patting the wolf’s head.


    “What shall we name him?” asked Max.


    “Your dojo,” Stuart replied, knowing first-hand how much responsibility a pet was.


    “Hector,” Max said out loud, happy with his decision.


    Stuart smiled, agreeing with the name, and they teleported back to the dojo with their new companion.


    * * *


    Their first destination was the most dangerous by far. The black market was exactly as Stuart remembered, dark and filled with the wealthy. He had become accustomed to the environment over the course of his training. Gabriel had shaped him for this, teaching him how to walk, talk and act as he did.


    Stuart wore a tailor-made suit with expensive jewellery and gold cufflinks to add to his disguise. Stuart had explained his predicament to Max, grateful for his open mind. Max noticed the change in Stuart instantly, watching as his confidence began to grow.


    “Hell. I should have got you a suit,” said Stuart as they entered the street.


    The curious looks they received became annoying. It was clear that this was Max’s first time here and Stuart attempted to look casual about his companion, striding the streets with purpose.


    “Mmm. My armour fits in well here,” chuckled Max.


    “You look like a bloody… a bloody assassin, berthed from a wooden ship!” smirked Stuart.


    Max thoughtfully caressed the knives which lay stashed in his leather armour, as he watched a group of drunken thugs noisily exiting a bar to their left. Their fire bending was below average and he relaxed, following their movements out of his line of sight.


    “You’re too obvious,” complained Stuart.


    “Precautions,” replied Max, releasing his particles.


    “Act like you belong here and they will believe.”


    They approached a dark shop with no sign to advertise its contents, and squinted in at all the dark objects through the window.


    “Tread carefully while inside, you never know who’s listening,” said Stuart, entering the store.


    His first impression had been right; this was no simple store. Dark objects littered the shelves, making him tread carefully as he eased down the middle of the isle.


    “Who are you?” croaked an old woman from the back of the store.


    Stuart was too far away from Max to stop his reply.


    “I discover things,” said Max, awkwardly.


    Stuart shot him a quick glare, hoping he wouldn’t reveal his true identity. The old lady tilted her head as if trying to read his reactions.


    “Who do you represent?”


    “Mr. Gabriel,” Max replied, saying the first thing that came into his head. The lady sneered as if testing him, grabbing a concealed weapon as she approached him.


    “Your code?” she hissed.


    Max looked blankly at her long, loosely draped clothes, trying to pick the right answer.


    “It’s ‘Gladiator’. Now, are you going to serve us or are you just wasting our time?” Stuart spoke as he cut into the space between the two.


    In an instant, the woman changed her appearance to that of a beautiful young woman.


    “A shape shifter,” he admired, as he scanned her now tight and body-hugging dress. Her grey hair had changed to a shimmering blonde and enormous blue eyes now stared at him.


    Red lips smiled at the correct answer to her question. Max’s mind spun with excitement. What was her true face? He had to be careful, he now realised, understanding the risks this market masked.


    “So, gentlemen, what can I help you with? Fire breathing, invisibility or would you prefer a teleportation device?”


    “We’re after a poison, actually.”


    The young woman walked over to the dark corner, where they could see various samples.


    “We have paralysing, bleeding, suffocating or death,” she said over her shoulder, pointing each out to them.


    “We need every one you have,” said Stuart, cutting to the chase.


    “If you’re trying to make yourself immune, then that process would take way too long.” She smiled knowingly.


    Max stiffened, wondering if his plan had been leaked, and took a step backwards, ready to run on Stuart’s signal.


    “What do you suggest?” asked Stuart.


    “The bronze wick. It contains every poison ever known. It’s even rumoured that it comes from the Dark Lord himself.”


    Max and Stuart locked eyes, trying not to reveal their excitement.


    “We’ll take it,” said Max.


    “Two hundred gold pieces,” she replied.


    “What?” exclaimed Stuart.


    “Any object from the Dark Lord is worth your weight in gold,” she explained.


    Maximus cursed under his breath. He possessed a great deal of money, his reward from Master Lee, but it was back in his room at the Pillar.


    Stuart counted a quarter of the price required in his coin bag, shaking his head gloomily at Max. The woman returned the bronze flask back to her safe with an apologetic grin.


    “I will pay your fee,” said Gabriel, revealing himself from his place in the dark corner.


    “Master!” bellowed Stuart, bowing his respect. The thick smoke from Gabriel’s cigar overwhelmed Max as he stood next to him and he sidled carefully away a step.


    “Very kind, Sir. Tell me; what do I now owe you? Nothing in this world is free and you of all people should know that,” said Max, shaking his hand.


    “I have heard a lot about you,” replied Gabriel, squeezing Max’s hand firmly.


    Maximus knew Gabriel must want something from him, or else he wouldn’t be here.


    “Indeed. We both know that,” he replied. “Let me make you an offer. I get you your poison and you give me one fight in the arena,” suggested Gabriel.


    Max glanced over to Stuart, chewing over the offer as his mind shifted to the posters in his room.


    “Deal,” he replied, convinced of his path.


    Gabriel’s smile grew and he tossed the young lady a bag of gold.


    “We shall meet again, great Maximus.”


    He departed with a purposeful stride and Max finally noticed the number of bodyguards lingering in the shadows.


    Stuart had spoken of him but his physical presence was more impressive than any of the stories Stuart could come up with. Max felt almost intimidated by the beautifully-attired and confident man.


    He shifted his attention to the bronze flask and extended his hands to the woman. It was perfect, a bronze flask that shone between his cupped hands. He nodded his head in approval and followed Stuart to the door.


    Before he reached it, however, he stopped in his tracks. A glittering necklace had caught his eye and he instantly recognised it as a copy of the one Jimmy had given him. Where and how had Jimmy got such an object? Had he come down here himself? If so, then Max barely knew the boy. There must be much more to Jimmy than he portrayed. Max grabbed the necklace.


    “Off you go, you’re going to miss your friend,” said the young lady, pointing to Stuart, who was already halfway down the street.


    “Thanks,” he said, dashing through the door in pursuit.


    The Nons’ market was a waste of time, finding nothing that wasn’t already in the bronze wick. The environment, however, was much more inviting and they grabbed a meal and took a break.


    “Is Gabriel a dangerous man?” asked Max.


    “Yes, but only to the wrong people.”


    “Have you seen a gladiator fight?”


    Stuart had gone one better than seeing one: he had fought in one recently, training as Gabriel had insisted.


    He had learned survival skills the hard way, getting beaten down more often than not, but never quitting and always returning to his feet.


    “It is much different to traditional fighting. You must be quick witted and fast on your feet. One wrong button and you are a goner,” he explained.


    “Interesting.”


    The deal made with Gabriel had been a win/win situation. Every fibre in Max’s body trembled with excitement. The stadium, to Max, meant leaving every Earthly problem behind, fighting for no one other than yourself.


    “I’m surprised you haven’t been to this next market. It’s where every user goes to get supplies,” said Stuart.


    “I was always too busy at the Pillar, plus I didn’t exactly have money, did I?” chuckled Max.


    Stuart smiled in response and then jumped Maximus to his next location.


    The smell of the market was delicious, the air filled with the scents from myriad cooking stands in every direction. He noticed a hexagon platform showing six street names:
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    He jumped aside as a group of girls brushed past him, quickly entering the second street.


    This was an extraordinary place, filled with users and powers of all sorts.


    He watched a rock user creating small objects with a wave of his hand. One woman made items disappear, and then reappear in front of a group of children, who screamed with pleasure. The atmosphere was energising and exciting. People walked the streets with life in their faces, others smiling and laughing like nothing in this world could ruin their day.


    “By the looks of it, though, we will get no better poison here,” said Stuart as they searched through the stores. They were careful to not mention the bronze wick, scared of the attention that would be garnered by such a dark object.


    Finally, the first street caught their attention, the wares ranging from Egyptian to Australasian animals, showcasing strange cats and bunnies that Max hadn’t seen before. He shuddered and his speed quickened past the hundreds of small cases containing different spider species.


    “We need food for the young pup,” said Max.


    He had never cared for an animal and he smiled as he shifted his mind back to the dojo where the cub pounced around.


    “I will take care of that. You get your armour sorted.”


    Max returned to the hexagon, taking the sixth street and skipping through the crowds of people.


    He picked the most advanced weapons shop, entering to the sound of a buzzer and a young apprentice greeted him.


    “May I help you, Sir?” the young lad greeted as he stopped before him.


    “I need my armour to easily hold the two parts of my hover board, two swords on my back and larger knife pockets on both sides.”


    “I see,” mused the young man, studying the lightweight and strong material Max pulled out of his bag.


    “That is possible; I can make it very assessable so you can put your swords and equipment in just as easily as you can take them out. Will you be wearing anything over this?”


    Max pulled out his white cloak, placing it on the table next to the armour.


    “I can add some leather straps, add an open pocket to clip your board into, broaden the shoulders and back. I’m assuming you’ll be using the board often, so I will also strengthen the legs to help the shock of landing. You will be one hell of a unit,” the young man smiled in anticipation at the task before him.


    “Good,” Max agreed. “What timeframe are we looking at?”


    The young man studied the design. “A week, tops,” he replied. “I’m assuming this is personal, so I will do it outside the store otherwise it’ll cost you thousands. Call it a favour, if you will. I believe that if you provide opportunities for various people, they will be returned,” he smiled and winked.


    The week passed quickly with Max accomplishing a great deal. Hector had grown much bigger, bouncing around with more energy than he would have expected. His new armour and white cloak had arrived and more and more thugs were about to be put behind bars. He was quite impressed by the young man’s work, admiring the craftsmanship.


    He wore the ensemble every day, feeling powerful and flexible. The white cloak draped over the unseen armour, with straps and casing binding the two and making them one. He drew the swords in quick succession and practiced sliding them back in one swift manoeuvre.


    After a day’s training, he was now used to releasing the boards, letting them pop out just in front of him. The secret pockets he used for small knives and smoke bombs that he could use in a hurry. He left his suit hanging on a manikin, allowing him quick access, if needed.


    “There is something happening down town,” said Stuart.


    “Duty calls,” Max replied with a smile, relieving the manikin of his cloak.


    * * *


    The park was the perfect place for an ambush. It was open with lots of room to fight and members of the Dark Lord’s army began to assemble.


    “I will lead him here,” said Raze.


    Jonny shot him a dirty glance as he held his dark sword at the ready.


    “Set the prisoners down over there,” commanded Jonny.


    Ben followed his order from sheer fear and obedience, creating a rock pillar each for Hilary and Jimmy. They hung by their wrists and the rock lifted them off their feet. The dark hold on them left them apparently lifeless, in urgent need of rescue, as Ben finished his work.


    “It begins.” Jonny choked as the dark power swelled within him, only one thought in his head: revenge.
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    [bookmark: 836244]Chapter 29


    The Final Battle


    Raze drifted through the air as he followed Max’s trail. He swooped from rooftop to rooftop, studying the flow of Max’s electricity. He licked his lips, smirking at the new challenge. It had been over two hundred years since anyone worthy had confronted him.


    He watched as Max disarmed two robbers. He wasn’t about to allow Jonny the satisfaction of fighting him; he, himself, wanted to test Max’s abilities more than anything.


    “He does not know of war and death. What a challenge will he be,” mused Raze.


    The other half of his split mind tore through his head then, leaving behind raw thoughts and experiences. Raze embraced it, letting his other side speak.


    “I want him dead. Any chance of a rebellion could prove troublesome to us,” growled Raze’s split personality.


    His condition was a result of war after war, battling for the Dark Lord for hundreds of years. Raze had been a projection of the Dark Lord’s mind and, when split again, formed into another, separate mind set altogether.


    “You are right. We attack,” he replied to his other half. The fury he suddenly felt towards Max was staggering and he covered the distance to Max in a split second, colliding into him.


    The attack had been too quick even for Max’s particles to respond, leaving him defenceless, and he struck the rooftop like a rock. Immediately, though, the roof’s surface softened beneath him, dragging him down like quicksand and Max grappled in vain for a hold. He glimpsed a dark-robed man close to him and groaned in despair.


    “Lord Dartholemue.”


    His heart had seized with fear and he realised that the timing of the attack had been too soon for him: he was not yet strong enough to face such a foe. The heavy weight of futility struck him down and he stopped resisting.


    Raze bared his teeth, quickening the suction, and Max stiffened, almost paralysed.


    “Weak,” Raze muttered.


    Maximus reached deep into his dwindling pool of energy, jolting to the building opposite him. The jolt was quick, jerking Max out of his prison and making Raze adjust his blurred vision as he strode closer to Max.


    “His gaze sickens me,” said Raze.


    “He may present a challenge, after all,” replied his other half.


    Max eyed the hooded man before him, seeking an explanation for his erratic behaviour. His sparks flickered around the dark figure, trying to absorb as much information from him as possible.


    “Who are you?” asked Max. He knew this wasn’t the Dark Lord; his demeanour was completely different. His voice cut like razor blades from a face that was invisible beneath his hood.


    Max’s vision began to blur as Raze rapidly split himself into eight clones, each with an identical sword, who surrounded Max, making his particles run wild. One after the other, they glided over to Max and he knew they would throw all the elements at him.


    The first attack came with fire, and he jumped aside to launch a counter attack. His sword caught the clone off guard and pierced the clone’s heart. Max watched him to fall to the ground and simply dissolve.


    Water, ice, rock, wood and fire hurtled at him, giving him split seconds to react and as little time to recover. The attack bounced off his force field with an almighty explosion and he dodged and parried sword strikes as the clones pressed their attack.


    Max maintained a three-hundred-and-sixty degree defence, hanging on for his life. He managed to grab a clone’s wrist and kicked another in the head as he swung around, creating space.


    He targeted the water user, waiting for him to use his power before socking him with electricity.


    Six clones remained, circling his position, waiting for a mistake from him in order to pounce. Because of the large number of clones, each had a relatively small amount of energy, however, which allowed even an exhausted Max to slowly overpower each one. One by one, the vanquished clones returned to the main body.


    Both of Max’s scars had burned bright on touching each element, creating small spikes in the second black scar that he had received from Cleon, although Max was still unclear as to what new power he had given him. He raised his sword high and Raze hissed.


    “His neck,” spat Raze, observing his scars. He had had no idea until now what he was dealing with but now his eyes widened with excitement as he finally understood.


    “I have waited a long time for this. I have slaughtered whole villages, demolished entire armies, waiting for you,” he cooed, beckoning Max forward.


    Max jolted with immense speed, dodging Raze’s sword and racing behind him. Raze couldn’t react, Max’s movements a blur, and he felt a sudden cut across his back. His screech echoed between the buildings and he was forced to retreat to recover from the attack.


    “I am not afraid!” screamed Maximus, ready for another strike.


    “Clearly,” Raze replied, calmly. His cut had already begun to heal, leaving only a thin, pink line, and he laughed. Max charged an electric ball in both hands, firing them at Raze without hesitation.


    A lava wall formed in Raze’s defence, absorbing the impact of the balls as they exploded. Lava spread across the rooftop as Raze leapt into the sky.


    “Got you,” muttered Max, raising his hand, but found his hand caught by Raze. He gasped as he realised that the manoeuvre was a decoy and the clone disappeared in mid-air.


    Raze held his other hand by his ribs, releasing a shock wave that launched Max into a side of a building. The windows shattered on impact as the apartment shook with electricity.


    When he inhaled, Max’s ribs throbbed with pain from the impact. He coughed, then winced. Then his determination burgeoned within him and he rose, wiping the blood from his head as he shook off the attack.


    Raze’s satisfied expression turned sour and he glared at Maximus, hovering close to the building. No one had ever lasted this long. The only person to defy Dartholemue had been the great Philo. His felt his thoughts being invaded by the true Dark Lord, the anger roaring within him as he sank to his knees in pain.


    “It’s Philo’s son,” Raze whispered, as his mind linked with the Dark Lord’s for a moment.


    The gravity around him became heavy and he felt the Dark Lord’s power swirl.


    “Kill him,” sighed the Dark Lord. His voice spread across the city and the citizens raised bewildered eyes to the sky. Maximus felt the voice inject into his brain, bringing back memories of the mansion. He panicked, suddenly questioning his powers, and shifted his weight slightly, resisting the urge to run.


    “I will squash you and your friends with one swipe of my hand,” Raze threatened, as he slowly stepped closer to Max. An image ran through Max’s head and he vividly witnessed the pillar collapsing and every friend he had falling…


    “You will burn before I ever let that happen!” he howled.


    Cleon’s scar burned red hot and Max could feel different powers tingle through his palms as he attacked.


    Fire exploded beside Raze, the shock flinging him off the building and hurling him to the ground.


    Maximus leapt off the rooftop to the courtyard below, standing in front of Raze as he doggedly climbed to his feet. A flurry of ice, water, rock and fire beams shot out from the ground towards Max, but he blocked each with the same elements.


    “A copy user,” said Raze.


    “He is learning the attacks from us and retaining them,” answered his other half.


    Raze overcame his shock and continuing to attack as the courtyard fell apart around them. His strategy changed from elements to a new strain of attacks. His physical ability had never faltered, controlling warlords and twisting armies to his bidding. Max stiffened once again, then flailed helplessly as Raze lifted him into the air.


    “You may have the element powers from your father, but you are still no match for me,” said Raze.


    Once more, Max felt his scar burn, adding another spike in his second ring. He resisted the effect of Raze’s power and lifted his own hand, forcing his opponent to also rise into the air.


    “How are you doing this?” he spat, hovering and glaring at Max.


    “My second power came from Cleon,” he replied.


    It had been Raze who had made him realise the purpose of both rings. The inner ring had been marked by Philo and held the power of elements, while the second had been gifted by Cleon, there to absorb any attack, a new spike added for each new ability gained. Between them, both Gods had truly equipped him with the tools to defy the Dark Lord.


    Max mimicked Raze’s shock wave attack, heaving them apart, and they tumbled down into the courtyard. Cleon’s name had clearly shocked Raze and further infuriated the Dark Lord.


    Dartholemue refrained from teleporting to Max himself, suddenly worried by the unfolding events. This new power had changed everything. A day the Dark Lord had feared was coming had now arrived, announcing a new era of defiance.


    “Sound the horn!” yelled Jonny.


    Ben blew a huge breath into the horn he carried, the sound echoing throughout the city.


    Raze and Max stop fighting, their attention grabbed by the signal that rang out, and Raze took the opportunity to lead Max to them, the end game outweighing the odds of this battle. He took off.


    Max hastily followed, assembling his board in mid-air and leaping off the building. His board easily kept pace with Raze’s speed as he dodged through buildings and around cars towards the park.


    Jonny’s gang came into view, watching as Max jolted after Raze. He tackled him across the park and they both tumbled to a halt.


    Sparks erupted out of Max as he suddenly sensed his friends’ presence. He scanned the field and his eyes touched on Hilary and Jimmy, immobilised by the rock. He could feel the excitement of the imminent battle trickle through his body, with added adrenalin from his recent power heightening.


    It was only when Jonny shifted that Max took notice of the group. His sword had been resting on his shoulders and he gripped the handle harder. A small metal chain with a spike on the end hung from the handle, swinging occasionally in the slight draft of the wind.


    Max was shocked by Jonny’s appearance. His eyes were red-rimmed and bloodshot, submerged in dark shadows, indicating little or no sleep over the past month. His hands were a network of cuts and bruises, as if he had been punished over and over. His expression was pure hatred and lust, wanting nothing else in the world but to eliminate the man who had stolen his girl from him.


    Max understood, however, that most of Jonny’s loathing and darkness came not from within his soul, but rather from the large, black sword that he had stuck in the ground before him. He gripped it with both hands, one resting on top of the other, as he glared at Max.


    Ben stood diagonally behind Jonny, shadowed by his power. Somehow, Max found he could read Ben’s face, half-warning him as he gazed towards the dark sword. He could see that he still second-guessed himself, too stubborn to ask for help and too obedient to help a sick friend suffering from the dark power. Max’s heart felt as though it had sunk two inches as he stared at Hilary’s lifeless body dangling from the rock.


    “You go too far, Jonny,” he shouted, approaching Hilary.


    Her eyes flickered open and fixed on his as she began to come to. She howled and ripped at her arms, trying to free herself from the rock chains. It was useless; the rock structure was too heavily fortified, her water bending abilities completely ineffective against it. This was not the situation she wanted to be in for her reunion with Max.


    “Help,” she whispered, going limp once more, pleading with her eyes.


    Ben tightened his grip on her, bruising her ribs as he squeezed. Her haunting screams echoed through the park, spurring Max’s rage. He raised his hand. A ball of electricity formed in his palm, sparking crazily as he struggled to keep control.


    “You have brought this on yourself,” barked Jonny. Max shifted his feet, concentrating hard on controlling his anger.


    “Kill him!” shrieked Raze, inserting himself into the group.


    “He is mine,” growled Jonny, still holding Max’s eyes.


    “I see how my sword has changed you.” Raze bared his teeth. “Just don’t forget your place.”


    Jonny had changed profoundly in the short time since Max he had last seen him. Not just his appearance, but his attitude, mind-set, even his speech were those of a different person. Ben was a fool for not intervening before it was too late. Instead, he had let his close friend suffer through this delusional plan.


    “You are ill. Let me help you,” offered Max, trying to deflect Jonny’s psychotic intentions.


    Jonny’s speed was explosive, or perhaps he had teleported to get so close to Max so quickly, forcing Max’s hand with the electric ball towards the sky. His steely grip was apparently effortless and he grinned wildly at Max.


    “I have never felt so good in my life,” he replied. He pulled Max closer, bending his wrist painfully.


    “Let me test my power on you,” purred Jonny.


    “Release them now,” demanded Maximus through grit teeth.


    “You make demands as if you had a power that exceeds mine,” Jonny laughed.


    A strong vibration of Max’s power suddenly stirred but Jonny, in his blind rage failed to see the scars burning with power as the gravity shifted, growing immediately heavier.


    Max snapped his wrist away from Jonny in an instant, jolting the ball of energy into his stomach and Jonny flew backwards past Raze. Max’s energy level continued to grow and, with a roar, he began to shatter the rock prison holding his friends.


    Jonny staggered to his feet, allowing the power of the sword to repair his damaged tissues. His counter attack came swiftly, focusing on Max’s blind spot.


    The black flames caught Max off guard and he thudded into the dirt. His vision blurred, but he could hear Hilary screaming and Jonny’s evil laugh, although he could not detect the direction from which they came. Dazed, he struggled to rise. He saw Jonny approach Hilary, grabbing her by the hair and she screamed once again.


    “No…” Maximus mustered his strength. He called upon the black flames that Jonny had used, but was disappointed with the result. For some reason, he couldn’t imitate the black flames. He guessed that the black sword was the reason.


    His timing had to be immaculate; Hilary was in trouble and she needed his help. He stood still, desperately shuffling through his powers, but a terrifying blankness overwhelmed him.


    Suddenly, Chris and Stuart were there; Stuart teleported them to the right location bang on time. Chris leaped towards Jonny and Hilary, sliced through Hilary’s hair with an ice blade and whisked her away from him and her stone prison.


    The shock attack left Jonny stunned as he watched them retreat behind Maximus. Hilary threw herself into Max’s arms, embracing him desperately, and Jonny felt sick. Suddenly, his rage knew no bounds and the sword added its effect. The dark lines under his eyes tightened and he leaped towards Maximus, attacking to eliminate, swinging the sword violently from side to side.


    “Watch out!” screamed Chris, attempting to advance, but Max was back in control, pushing Hilary towards Chris as he confronted Jonny.


    The sword was fast approaching and Max opened his palm and caught it. The power of the strike whirled past Max and the ground split apart from the impact. Chris had just enough time to grab Hilary before they were thrown aside by the powerful blast.


    Raze watched with interest, standing next to Ben, who looked on in fear. There was a stunned moment’s pause from Jonny. He couldn’t believe Max had caught the sword. Dodging it he could understand, but here he stood, holding it with a firm grip. Jonny tugged on the sword trying to set it free.


    “You accept this power from the sword by sacrificing who you are. Take a look at yourself, Jonny. What good can come from this?” Max pleaded.


    “The Dark Lord deems me worthy, and you have no hold over me. I have the power and I will use it,” ground Jonny between clenched teeth.


    The two stared at each other with boundless hatred, each battling for power over the other.


    Max’s blood began to drip, running down the length of the sword, and Jonny smirked.


    “The sword already has a hold on you,” said Jonny.


    He was right. Max tried to let go of the sword, feeling the sword stick to his palm as the blood trickled down. He had no choice but to react. He forced magma from the ground and it rolled fast towards Jonny, threatening to consume him.


    The sword spilled darkness into Jonny as he felt the pure blood from Max, which coated the edge. The dark flames met the magma and Jonny retreated to safety. Max scattered his particles far and wide, assessing the danger level. He clutched his palm, trying to stop the bleeding as it formed small puddles on the dirt.


    Max lost visual on Jonny, searching every particle for any hint of a vibration. In a split second, the black sword whistled through the air faster than Max could imagine was possible, drawing more blood as a gash appeared on his forearm.


    “How does it feel to be powerless?” Jonny smiled, relishing the moment that he had waited forever since Max had first appeared at Elementrix Pillar.


    “I will not crumble to the monster that commands you like a puppet. You are a student of the Pillar, not a murderer. See reason,” insisted Max.


    “Reason? You stole my girl, tried to shatter my pride and you stand before me now thinking you are better than me. No, I will not see reason. I will witness your downfall, and this sword will gain me favour.” He gazed at the black sword.


    By now, Raze had grown tired of the personal battle and launched his own attack on Max, rushing past Jonny to reach him. Max deflected it, sending a powerful thunderbolt towards Jonny as he roared and joined the battle.


    The huge odds against him threatened to overwhelm Max as they both attacked with terrifying speed. An invisible force knocked Raze off his feet as lightning battled Jonny’s black flames. How could the Dark Lord use so many of his powers without thinking about it first? Max could barely remember all the powers he had received.


    Vibrations he felt in the air allowed Maximus to duck from the sword that came whizzing up behind him, dodging the burning inferno that followed in its wake. Drawing his second sword, he sprang towards Raze with heavy swings, hoping for an opportunity to finish him off, just as Raze and Jonny flew at him.


    The three came to a halt in something of a stand-off, a dense silence falling as they glared at each other.


    “You are mine,” said Raze, then, kicking up dirt into Max’s face. Max flinched as he stepped back from the battle.


    He closed his eyes and felt the two stealthily approaching, their footfalls sounding like drums beating with every step. He waited for the right moment, listening to their footsteps as they came closer. At exactly the right moment, he released his power, throwing both arms out wide as a force of energy exploded, forming a sphere that expanded, hurling both enemies away.


    “You have grown,” murmured Raze as he shifted in the dirt, easing to his feet.


    “You don’t know the first thing about me,” sneered Maximus.


    “I was the one who watched you get your power for the first time,” spat Raze. “I was the one who burned the dojo to the ground. You should be thanking me.”


    Max’s heart seemed to still in his body. Images struck him one after the other, the burning dojo flashing through his mind. He could feel the heat touch his face; the rain in the field wetting his clothes. The memories felt so real and he had to drag his mind back to reality.


    It frightened him, the fury he felt when facing the man who had killed his family. He had held his feelings close for far too long and could now feel the darkness creep out from the edge of his mind.


    Time slowed as he screamed, releasing both of his swords. He caught Jonny’s dark sword with his bare hands, holding it even tighter than before.


    His attention swung to Raze, ignoring Jonny as he tugged madly in an effort to release his sword.


    “What did you say?” Max yelled.


    “I wiped out your entire family line, and now it’s your turn,” smirked Raze.


    Raze summoned his remaining energy into one last attack, forcing out an invisible wave so strong that it shook the park, but Max remained still, unaffected, as a single tear ran down his face.


    Chris tugged at Hilary and they slid past Jimmy and Stuart, the others quickly following suit. Stuart ran at Ben and they fell to the ground in a locked struggle.


    Jonny remained planted at the end of the sword, watching as a lightning bolt streamed out of Max’s hand. The bolt struggled, slowly inching its way through the continuous force that kept emitting from Raze.


    Max’s rage slowly increased the range of the bolt, but Raze pushed harder. The sword drew on Max’s new darkness and the bolt of lightning immediately turned black, shattering Raze’s force, the lightning hitting him in the chest.


    Raze lay lifeless, black sparks continuing to zap around him, and Jonny looked on, speechless. He gazed at Max with new eyes, witnessing the darkness seeping out of him.


    He flinched as the scar on Max’s neck glowed full, with the second scar rotating slowly. Jonny was lost for words, struggling to breathe as the gravity grew heavier around them. Blue and black sparks erupted around both of them, the sparks battling for dominance, the good fighting the evil. Jonny’s anger slowly subsided as Max’s grew, threating to take him over completely.


    “You killed my only family,” he told himself. His breathing deepened as more and more power flowed through his body. Heightened sensations raced through his body, feeding the urge to let go.


    “Maximus!” Hilary screamed as Chris held her back. Stuart and Ben had stopped fighting, witnesses to the slaughter in Max’s wake. Ben could see the struggle on Jonny’s face. It was the first time that he had seen him vulnerable, pleading with his eyes for help. He had no choice but to intervene and shoved himself away from Stuart, plunging into a sprint. He raised his fist to connect with Max’s face, kicking up a cloud of dust with every step. His heart began to pound, not from the speed of his running, rather from the amount of electricity thickening the air.


    Ben’s mind had been too fixated on Max’s face and he was too slow to react to the attack already formed in Max’s hand. The electric ball smacked into the centre of Ben’s chest and he choked on the exhaled air as he hit the ground, hard.


    He had once been badly winded by his big brother, playing with large boulders as they tested their courage. The boulder had been flung so hard at Ben that it hit him right in the stomach, cracking his rock armour and leaving him breathless.


    Now, Ben looked up at Max as he writhed on the ground, struggling to inhale just one breath, his pain clearly visible. Stuart didn’t hesitate, running up and dragging Ben as far away from Max as he could.


    “Why?” Ben gasped. “Even after I attacked you?”


    “It’s not for your sake,” growled Stuart, watching Max with concern.


    “I only want to save Jonny. It’s not his fault. The Dark Lord has twisted his mind,” said Ben, trying to justify all of his actions to date.


    Stuart had taken pity on both of them, but was still cursing Raze as he looked for signs of life.


    Chris could now hear the echo of approaching sirens. Police vehicles with armed soldiers lined the edge of the park, prepared to stop the chaos with force, called by a dozen bystanders, who had fled from the lightning.


    “Ben, I need your help,” shouted Chris, yanking him to his feet.


    The plan was simple: barricade the park with ice and rock walls, thus preventing any contact with the Nons. Both men dashed away to either sides of the park to begin their work as the remainder turned their attention to Max.


    The power Max released was terrifying. Electrical waves surged out of the park and the city began to lose power. Rows of windows shattered, hurling out sharp shards of glass to litter the streets.


    The force struck the police before Chris could construct his wall and they braced on the ground as the park grew thick with power.


    Max was becoming disoriented by the darkness of the sword as it turned friend into foe and light into darkness. No one in this city was safe. Hilary screamed a plea as Jonny buckled from the power.


    “You were never a match for me,” whispered Max, his eyes wild, as his power threatened to crush Jonny.


    Jonny looked up at Max with abject fear, as if he would rather be looking at the Dark Lord instead of him. It wasn’t until a dark shadow appeared, grabbing hold of the black sword, that he began to hope.
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    [bookmark: 868722]Chapter 30


    Unknown Guardian


    Tears began to pool in Hilary’s eyes.


    “Chris,” she whispered as she took in as much detail as the light would allow. Chris and Max shifted nervously. It had been instantaneous. The dark power of the sword had sent waves of energy through Chris, allowing him to view the dangerous power that swirled underneath its black blade. He sensed Max’s power latched onto its source, shadowing Jonny’s, as all three struggled for control.


    Chris’s thoughts strayed, feeling his heavy duty weighing on him. He had to rid Maximus of the sword; it now became his number one priority. The darkness had attached itself too deeply.


    Jonny panicked, gripping the cold surface of the hilt in his hands as he teleported. All three disappeared out of the park, leaving Hilary crying out as she stumbled forward, suddenly alone.


    The scenery changed in an instant as they left the sunny park and arrived in the darkness of a field. The darkness took a few seconds of getting used to, but Chris recognised the grounds immediately. The Elementrix Pillar came into full view as sparks lit the surrounding area.


    “Jonny, you idiot,” spat Chris as he pushed him out of the way.


    Rock spikes propelled from the canyon, twisting towards them, but Max easily controlled them and both boys rolled out of the way, unharmed.


    The black sword swished through the grass as Max dragged it behind him, pacing purposefully towards the school. His smile made Chris cringe. It was as though he was enjoying the torment he was inflicting.


    “We need to draw him away from the school,” he pleaded to Jonny. The lightning’s frequency had increased, filling the sky with blue and black rods that turned night into day. The school came alive, with lights and with screams that echoed through the buildings.


    Time seemed to slow for Chris, Max fading from his sight as shock took him, and he stood helplessly, waiting for Max to strike.


    Then Max jolted from the darkness. Jonny streamed a jet of red and yellow fire that blocked his path. Max swung the dark sword through the fire, evaporating it as he turned to Chris. His speed was deadly, leaving mere seconds for Jonny to teleport. Max’s sword swung through Jonny’s dust as both boys relocated some distance from Max.


    “What is the meaning of this?” Alexander bellowed at the students who gathered fearfully in the hallway. A boy pointed with a trembling finger and Alex’s attention was drawn to the fight outside the window.


    The Head Master gaped at Max’s uncontrolled state, immediately summoning the NPA guards to his location.


    “The stadium,” said Jonny, pointing over the canyon.


    “Now,” muttered Chris. The weird sensation of teleportation tingled through them as Jonny grabbed Max’s sword. The stadium beamed into view as all three left the school grounds.


    Alexander stood speechless, watching as the lightning vanished with their departure, engulfing him in darkness.


    Seconds passed and then the lightning reappeared over the new stadium, whipping him into action as he strode with renewed purpose. It was clear to him that something had taken hold of Max, but he struggled to imagine what evil could have hijacked Max’s innate goodness. Was the Dark Lord involved? How did Maximus gain such power? Who was trying to stop him? His many questions had to wait as he rushed to Dozer’s side.


    “Get hold of the Ministry immediately, and get these students back to bed,” he barked as he rushed into Dozer’s office.


    Chris had managed to disarm Maximus as they landed in the stadium. The added pressure of saving the school slowly started to trickle away as the black sword was thrown to the dirt.


    “Listen, you need to snap out of it!” Chris shouted into Max’s face, but he got no response. Max simply stared at him with an alien hatred in his eyes.


    It was hard for Chris to deal with this. His good friend trapped by a dark power, a struggle he was clearly losing.


    His attacks on Max had been harmless, not meant to hurt him, as he struggled to gain the upper hand over the evil within Max. That was clearly not the case with Maximus when he charged an electric energy ball and fired it at Chris without hesitation. Chris leaped out of the way with a cry as it crashed into the stone foundation behind him.


    The stone cracked in a circle formation, causing maximum damage to the back of the structure and pieces of the wall began to scatter down from everywhere.


    Hot blood trickled down the side of Chris’s body and he realised he hadn’t fully escaped the devastating power. His breaths became short and sharp as shock took hold of him. Max slowly inched his way closer and closer, sensing Chris’s weakness. Jonny stood frozen, waiting for Chris to defend himself as Max approached.


    Closer and closer Max strode, feeling the success of winning already flowing through his veins. His over-confidence was his downfall, however. As he stepped into range, Chris launched his final attack.


    Five ice slabs formed from above, falling around Max to create a solid ice prison. He had used the remains of his energy to make the slabs as thick as possible, in the hope of preventing his escape.


    Jonny gasped in relief, admiring Chris for his determination. At the school, he had thought little of him, and even in the Assessments he had turned a blind eye. He had been so caught up with Maximus that nothing else mattered. His guard slowly began to lower and he sat back, exhausted.


    Following the removal of the black sword he could feel his outlook change. Why he had resorted to the sword, he didn’t know, and he cursed his competiveness as he slowly lay down in the dust.


    Chris rubbed the cold surface, looking into the clear ice block. Max stayed perfectly still, but his neck glowed. For a short moment, Chris believed he had accomplished his goal, but as he watched, small sparks began to bounce from wall to wall. Fire followed and the prison began to melt.


    Jonny shot to his feet and extended the block of ice into the sky with a pillar of rock. It stood 10 feet high and he arched his neck to peer at the top.


    It had been a decoy. Max exploded out from the bottom of the small pillar and jolted towards Chris. His blue spark punch connected with Chris’s face and he crashed heavily to the ground. Jonny held his breath for a moment, as if hoping Maximus wouldn’t notice him.


    “This is unreal…” Jonny half-sighed.


    Max turned his black stare on him. The push power he had received from Raze drew the dark sword into his hands. Magma trailed his steps and his eyes shone white.


    “I will not let you surrender into darkness,” shouted Chris, spitting the blood from his mouth.


    His sheer determination was admirable, but was shattered instantly as the black sword pierced his chest, passing through and out of his back, blood dripping off the blade. Jonny couldn’t register the reality of the moment. It had been faster than his teleportation and he was only able to watch in horror as Chris dropped to his knees.


    “No!” cried Jonny, feeling responsible for Chris. After all, it was he who had begun this whole battle.


    The lightning step Max had used to travel so quickly was in full effect. Appearing before Jonny with no warning, Max grabbed him by the neck, lifting him off his feet. He could feel Max’s grip tighten as the air fled his lungs. This was it, then? He hadn’t expected to die at such a young age. But then his mind shifted from defence to survival and he teleported them both from the stadium.


    Darkness once again consumed them. It was a chance Jonny utilised to free himself and he kicked himself away, lighting the area with his fire. Jonny didn’t recognise the place and he panted harshly as he eyed Max.


    Max’s conscience began to seep through to him as the inside of the mountain called to him. It was here he had received his power from the Gods. It was here he had met his father for the first time. His mind began to fight back and Max grabbed his head, yelling with pain.


    The scroll on his back steamed blue mist, as every torch in the mountain lit. Jonny was overwhelmed by the vast space and tottered back a couple of steps as the blue mist drifted over the ground.


    “Take control!” he yelled to Max.


    At that moment, a blue, misty figure grabbed hold of Jonny’s shoulder, making him jump and spin around in fear. It was Philo, and his touch was detoxing Jonny, the colour returning gradually to his face as he felt the presence of the Dark Lord wither away. He hadn’t felt this great in a long time and felt the heavy burden of evil disappear as Philo whispered instructions into his ear.


    His last words to Jonny were: “Keep my boy safe.”


    Jonny followed his orders immediately, teleporting Maximus to the park where it all started.


    The two appeared in the middle of the park and Ben, Stuart, Jimmy and Hilary spun to face them as the lightning grew thicker and thicker.


    Max had reached the climax of his power as all the powers he had obtained cycled through and around him and Jonny had to retreat in hast.


    Hilary grabbed onto her stomach, feeling the burning desire to save him. Her breaths grew shorter as she realised that she held Max’s yellow necklace in her hands. He had dropped it while losing control.


    She stepped slowly towards him, warding off Jimmy’s warnings.


    There was no one here with the power to stop him other than her. It was her love that would have to get through to him and, if she failed, than he would be lost forever. She drew close enough to touch him, wary of the many powers surrounding her. Her fear slowly began to subside; it was his subconscious in there, after all, and that could not harm her.


    Her eyes glistened as she made eye contact with Max. The necklace was drawn to Max’s skin as if by a magnet and she prayed it would bring him back.


    His power began to fade and the necklace grew bright with it.


    Finally, Max’s eyes had returned to their normal soft brown and he looked up, clearly disoriented. Tears ran down her face as she embraced him, hugging him tightly as he drew his arms around her.


    “I thought I’d lost you,” sobbed Hilary.


    The dark clouds softened and released a light drizzle down upon the city. The lightning and thunder had stopped and the rest of the crew drew back in relief.


    “Never again,” sighed Chris, grabbing a handshake from Jimmy.


    Ben had Jonny gripped firmly in his arms, in order to prevent any further attacks, but now looked at him with new eyes, noticing that a change had occurred within him.


    “I’m sorry, my friend,” Jonny murmured.


    Ben accepted his apology, patting him on the back as he looked over towards Max.


    “What happened?” he questioned.


    “He won,” replied Jonny, following Ben’s gaze.


    Ben was taken aback by his words. Not once had Jonny ever admitted defeat. What had he witnessed that drained away the darkness in him?


    “I couldn’t control it,” Max tried to explain, whispering in Hilary’s ear.


    “It’s all right, it’s over now,” she sighed, stroking his wet hair as she drew a large, releasing breath. Her overwhelming sadness had deserted her and he embraced her once again, joy now filling her heart. She had waited too long for this moment and she finally drew close to him, gently kissing him on the lips. Tingles erupted throughout her body. She had fallen hard for Maximus, she knew, as he released her and stared deep into her eyes. She melted and was caught in his web, huge grins forming on both their faces.


    “Thank you,” he managed.


    Suddenly, she drew back, punching him on the arm.


    “That’s for not telling me you were alive!” she explained, then punched him again. “And that’s for taking your time saving me!” She smiled, blushing as he began to laugh.


    “Okay, okay! I won’t let you out of my sight from now on,” he replied, hugging her tightly.


    “Where is Chris?” asked Hilary suddenly.


    “With the Head Master,” replied Jonny quickly. He had managed to catch a glimpse of him, barely moving, before teleporting to the stadium.


    Jimmy and Stuart approached with huge smiles of their own. Ben gave Max a respectful nod, a gesture well received. Jimmy then gave Max a bear hug, almost toppling him, the group bursting into laughter.


    Max cringed at the thought that he had lost control. His power had been gifted to him from the Gods, making it his responsibility if anything ever happened.


    The laugher continued until a loud sound echoed through the ground and the group fell silent. Max slowly turned around, feeling a very familiar sensation crawling up his back.


    Everyone crumpled to their knees as the gravity was doubled and they knew they were in the presence of the Dark Lord. Hilary screamed, understanding the full horror before her and Max cursed under his breath; he knew he wasn’t yet ready to face this foe. He looked up in desperation.


    The pure dark cloak draped over his body perfectly, revealing nothing. He stood emotionless, with darkness covering his face, his hood forever protecting his identity.


    For what seemed like hours, no one moved or spoke, helpless beneath the sense of dread that had overcome them.


    What was Max to do? He had tried to face such a power and failed, ending up simply hanging on for his life. He looked slowly around at the features of his close friends as they stood uncertainly, huddled together. He tried to give them an assured look of confidence and turned to face his enemy, not afraid to put his life on the line for his friends.


    The black sword rattled itself from the ground, drawn to the Dark Lord, and he caught it mid-air. He had witnessed most of the battle through Raze’s eyes and looked down upon his body with sorrow. Raze vanished with a wave of the Dark Lord’s hand and he turned the darkness of his hood towards Maximus as he spoke.


    “You fool of a boy,” the Dark Lord whispered. Jimmy tried to move but faltered as he peered into the hood. Coldness engulfed him and he shivered uncontrollably.


    “You think you are powerful using my sword?” His whisper was directed towards Maximus, but echoed through the group. “You will perish for your insolence,” he continued as the gravity tripled, forcing Max to his knees.


    “Leave him!” cried Hilary unconsciously, unaware of her defiance.


    The Dark Lord drew himself up and summoned up a boulder with a flick of his wrist. She braced in response, too slow to try and dodge it.


    “I won’t let you!” yelled Maximus, raising his hand in challenge.


    The boulder slowed to a stop, Max’s pushing power saving Hilary. Max’s eyes widened as a green mist began to leak from the boulder.


    “Stuart!” Max called.


    He knew instantly that this was Dartholemue’s poison and his mind flicked to the market as he scrambled towards Jimmy and Hilary.


    The mist oozed across the field like a storm cloud, covering a wide area in seconds. Jonny had teleported Ben out of the park, leaving Jimmy to leap into Max’s circle of force field with which he had surrounded Hilary.


    The mist engulfed Max as the boulder broke down into needles, dispersing with a loud bang. Stuart and Max stumbled in the mist as needles covered and pierced their bodies.


    The Dark Lord looked on, able to see as clearly through the mist as if it wasn’t there. The deaths of both boys would be truly satisfying, eliminating the threat before their hope grew too great. Chris bent down and began pulling out the needles one by one, still blinded by the mist. Max laughed as he slowly pushed all the needles from his body with one power, feeling no effects of the Dark Lord’s poison.


    “Your poison is useless,” yelled Max. His vision was blurred and he blinked hard to clear the mist. The thought of the Dark Lord surrounding him was frightening. Sudden whispers made him jump and he flung his head in every direction, trying to ascertain the source.


    “You are impressive,” said the Dark Lord, drifting through the mist. He had seen Max’s scar develop, looking through Raze’s eyes at their battle. Max had learned to emulate all of Raze’s abilities while fighting him.


    His shadow extended across the ground, leaching itself onto Max. Maximus froze as the shadow took control, unable to move from its power, regardless of how he struggled.


    “You cannot live,” whispered the Dark Lord. “I won’t allow it.”


    “I am not afraid,” replied Max, trying to convince himself that this was true.


    “You prance with your scar as if you have attained a level that is a match for mine. You are not a God until you have experienced anything close to that which I have. To have altered the outcome of a war with your bare hands, to instil fear in everyone you face. You are not your father,” he spoke softly.


    He was right; Max wasn’t his father. However, the Gods had given him his power for a reason. The only thing that was clear in his mind right now was that he had to stand up against this monster; no one else could or would. People needed hope, hope that had been forgotten, lost through the Dark Lord.


    “You’re right,” replied Max, pushing out and gradually resisting the shadow to pull up to his full height.


    “I have crushed hope for generations. What makes you think you can change that?” questioned Dartholemue. His nail idly scratched the surface of the force field as he tested its power. Both inside looked up to the hooded figure, obviously deeply scared.


    Max could sense his presence linger around his friends. Stuart had taken a knee, listening for any hint of danger, ready to teleport.


    “I will become strong enough to defeat you, but times are changing and even the darkest of corners eventually sees the light,” replied Max. He reached deep into his power and pushed it out as hard as he could. The pure force shook the city and blew away the mist, revealing Dartholemue. His shadow had returned and his scar rotated with power.


    The Dark Lord left himself open and Max hooked him while jolting. Over the course of their fight, Max had not used any of the Dark Lord’s powers, revealing his weakness. He could not copy any of Dartholemue’s powers; the Dark Lord’s tactical mind frame had come from many battles. This boy looked so much like his father, reminding Dartholemue of his battle with Philo.


    Blue lightning sparked around the barrier, touching the tips of his fingers as he outstretched them. He felt the pain run down his arm and yanked away his hand with annoyance. It had been a long time since the Dark Lord had felt pain, but he shoved aside the feeling as he looked around him.


    He had been so busy concentrating on Max that he had missed the arrival of half of the NPA and the Ministry. Alexander, Dozer, Master Lee, the head of the NPA and the Minister stood behind Max, speechlessly gazing at the Dark Lord.


    “It is him,” whispered the Minister in shock. It had been a very long time since he had encountered the Dark Lord face-to-face. His presence upon the field was draining, physically and emotionally, and everyone held his or her breath.


    “Until we meet again, Maximus, son of the great Philo,” said the Dark Lord as he vanished with a twirl of rising dust.


    The park occupants were scared and quiet and no one moved a muscle for a moment. Each person reflected on his or her life as the immediate danger evaporated along with the twirling dust.


    Relief crashed over Maximus as he realised that, yet again, he had escaped the grip of death, allowing him the opportunity to remain with his friends. His true power had been revealed, the stress of keeping it a secret vanishing with the Dark Lord.


    He lowered his barrier and crashed to the ground in exhaustion. A huge weight seemed to be lifted from his shoulders and he drew in big breaths. Chris stood behind the Head Master and came limping over to the group as they gathered together around Max.


    “Don’t ever put me in danger again,” said Hilary, as she pulled Max to his feet, wrapping him in her arms. A small smile twitched his lips as she grinned and drew him close. Her lips filled him with the familiar tingling sensation, warming his body.


    “Break it up, you two. You’re making me sick,” griped Dozer as he approached the group.


    “So, you really are the one,” marvelled Alexander, observing Max’s full scars.


    The security teams had dispersed and had covered all sections of the park and they now returned, reporting that the area was safe. Raze and the black sword were nowhere to be seen; the Dark Lord obviously covering his tracks.


    The Minister himself took the opportunity to comfort all involved, spending some time talking to Maximus. After a while, Max diverted the Minister’s attention towards the Head Master and dropped out of the conversation.


    The rock walls had remained strong, excluding all Nons from the park. Agents had begun fixing the park, returning all the damaged areas to normal, searching thoroughly for any clues as to the whereabouts of the Dark Lord.


    “Stuart, you did well,” called out Max, making Stuart turn towards him.


    “Maximus,” he replied with a smile.


    “I guess the hunt for the world’s strongest poison worked out, then,” said Max. They had both been injecting small amounts of the Dark Lord’s poison, eventually becoming immune against the green mist.


    “Better than we expected, actually. I thought we were goners,” replied Stuart with a smirk.


    “I think it’s about time we built a brotherhood, something to last longer than the Dark Lord,” said Max, receiving a nod in agreement. They both knew that today’s events were going to change everything, declaring to the Dark Lord that he was no longer the only God walking this earth. That the son of Philo was now known by all in the park. He could see them all now, looking sideways at his scars.


    The possibilities grew in his mind as he pictured the many paths that lay ahead of them all but, most urgently, he wondered what was the path to take to the Dark Lord. He looked down towards Hilary and met her eyes, feeling her smile warm him and provide much needed comfort.


    She stepped towards him and gripped his arm. “I want you to promise me something,” she asked.


    “And what is that?” he replied with a grin.


    “From now on, we stick together,” she said, firmly holding his eyes.


    “We are so much stronger together than apart,” he replied, gazing at his friends as the day’s events began to fade.
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    Weeks passed and the Dark Lord constantly drifted through Max’s mind as he checked the perimeter for his presence. He had just started to relax, working hard to bring the dojo back to its old self, polishing the new wood forming the structure of the dojo.


    He had located a chest of gold coins in the chambers where he hung his uniform and had used this, together with the bag of gold from Master Lee, to hire wood users to carve elegant new wood throughout the building, which Max inspected with a critical frown, desiring only the very best.


    Hilary had her own personal teleporting device and teleported from the Pillar to his dojo on a regular basis. Chris and Rachel would pop in from time to time and Jimmy and Stuart were there every weekend.


    Now, with the dojo fully operational with the help of his team, he had plenty of time to visit the hot pools in the forest and the meadow, sitting on the rock overlooking the city. The rock that he and Paul used to sit on, watching the city until the lights burned bright. This morning, even this early, the heat took his breath away as he scanned the city.


    He had taken on the role of hero for this city, fighting for what was right, and he looked towards his hover board with a small smile. This was his haven, his home, and no was going to kick him out of it.


    He watched as the early morning lights glowed bright, the city thriving with activity and felt a positive glow, as if he had found his calling. He glanced down at the wolf cub, watching as it pounced around.


    He had come far in the short time that he had spent here. He had lost everything that had been close to him, gained a Godly power, attended a power school and become the hero for the city that he loved.


    The memories of Paul and his Uncle Jade were warming. What would his life have been like if they had not died? He would never have imagined two separate worlds, so different but yet so close to one another.


    So much was lost on the night of the dojo fire, and yet so much was gained. It was the night in Max’s life that began the chain of events leading to who he was today, a life in which his destiny was to defy a God. He had not asked nor wished for such a thing; it was entrusted to him by his heritage.


    So many questions swamped the inside of his mind. When would he see his father again? What was his future? And another important question that lingered unanswered; who was his mother?


    He shifted in his deep thoughts. He was happy that his friends came to his side in his need. They had shown the courage he knew they had; all his friends who supported him in the end. He wanted to keep his friends safe, never wanting to see Jimmy in such peril again. The breeze wafted through his loose clothing, his armour and weapons lying beside the rock. It was a moment of pure inspiration when Max realised the truth; he had to get stronger, get more in tune with his power. Losing control was unacceptable. If he had an endless amount of power it was his responsibility to harness it.


    There was no longer a need to hide his full scars and he could allow them to bear witness to both the Dark Lord and the Ministry. If ever there was a most dangerous time to be, it was now. Not only would the Dark Lord come seeking the boy, he would do so because he was afraid of being overthrown.


    Max also feared the Ministry, knowing they would attempt to exploit him for his powers. Max knew that it would not be the Ministry that would defeat the Dark Lord; it would be him.


    He shifted slightly at the thought of him; he had power that far exceeded Max’s own. The memory of being powerless surfaced, increasing Max’s determination not to ever feel that way again.


    He had plans to form, personnel and equipment to muster, training to be continued. He had learned one valuable lesson from the Dark Lord and that was that he needed followers; he needed to form a brotherhood. A legion of warriors who would not falter, who protected each other, no matter the cost. It was a creed of heroes to enforce that which the Ministry would not; to protect the Nons and users from the wrath of the Dark Lord.


    His concentration wavered like a small pebble hitting the water’s surface. Hector raised his head, alerted as he jumped around searching for the disturbance.


    A small grin spread across Max’s face as the particles fed him pure information about his surroundings.


    “I have changed a lot since our last meeting,” said Maximus, leaving his statement to spread through the warm air.


    “Yes, you have. It kind of defeats the whole purpose of my power, don’t you think?” said the invisible man.


    Hector howled and growled at the reply, trying to find the source of the voice.


    “I think it does. Now, if you would be so kind and reveal yourself,” asked Max, showing him the courtesy of not using his power. Carter obliged with a sigh, coming to terms with how ineffective his power really was, revealing himself as the boy Max had last met at the herb shop. He turned his body to face Maximus but then yelped and kicked out as Hector pounced on him and tore at his trouser legs.


    “Hector!” shouted Max, and the animal retreated behind his legs.


    “That’s better,” he said, sarcastically.


    It was true what Max said. He had changed dramatically in a very short time. From the boy who could barely see him at the herb shop, to the man before him, who could sense he was there even without a visual. It wasn’t just this power he had gained, but also the muscular body and the confidence that oozed from him.


    He had matured very quickly, as his worldly smirk confirmed. Carter now had no chance of sneaking up on him; there was no way around the particles, his invisibility now completely ineffective against Max, a thought which made him extremely uncomfortable.


    “Now. What do you want this time?” questioned Max.


    Carter approached Max with a smile, oozing a friendly vibe as he shook his hand.


    “I’m here on a mission,” he replied. Max followed the boy’s gaze towards the small hill. He squinted his eyes against the sun and picked out the four shadows that were silhouetted against the skyline.


    In only a few seconds, they had covered the distance between them and stood before Max, allowing him to see them in detail.


    The foursome comprised two known comrades; Bill and Chris stood next to each other, together with a girl and a boy he didn’t recognise. They all stood still silently, thinking of the prophecy, and then Bill approached.


    “Ah, Maximus. Such a treat.” He spoke softly and everyone listened quietly to his words.


    “So, you passed the challenge inside the mountain. Well done, lad. You have exceeded all my expectations.” Bill smiled, observing Max with his blind eyes. He could see the shadow of the Gods lingering in his soul, following the swirling power within, and momentarily lost his chain of thought.


    “Thank you,” replied Max, meeting Chris’s gaze.


    “However, you must keep advancing if you want a chance to defeat the Dark Lord. You have escaped him twice, but such luck will not last forever.”


    “What do you want me to do?” Max was confused.


    “Listen, and listen closely. You must be the one to defeat the Dark Lord. Get inside his head, watch and feel how he works, what are his technique and styles. You have jumped many stages to get to where you are, but you must go on if you are to defeat him. Conjure the strength I know you have and fight with every inch of your body to survive.”


    Bill looked back towards one of the unknown figures and nodded. Max’s attention shot to the female as she begun rubbing her hands. He couldn’t form a complete picture of her face as his eyes were focusing on her hands, which were now glowing. She advanced towards Max and he unconsciously adopted a defensive posture, ready to push them all away, if needed.


    “Do not move,” insisted Bill, seemingly confident in the female figure as she continued her approach.


    “What is she doing?” questioned Max, refraining from retreating, but with a struggle.


    A small string of light formed in his palm, stretching the distance towards the girl and scattering before them.


    “Just remember - don’t die!” shouted Bill over the roaring noise that grew around them.


    The string of light twined around him like a tentacle, its coldness making Max start. Such a strange feeling. The string latched over his body, reaching up to his eyes, where it grabbed a hold of his senses, making his vision turn to black as he travelled in time to a new age and a totally new location.


    “You are not deserving of the black sword,” whispered the Dark Lord.


    Raze had been brought back from the dead by Dartholemue’s power and now he begged for his new-found life, something he had not done since they had first met.


    The Dark Lord looked down upon him and Raze searched for the power that lurked deep inside him. The Lord’s hall was quite familiar and he felt the cold marble under his two palms as he crawled for forgiveness.


    “I will not let this happen again,” he pleaded.


    “No, you won’t,” Dartholemue replied with a small hiss. The reply sent despair through Raze and he realised that his fate had been decided. All the armies he had destroyed, and it had been a boy who had derailed his route to the Great Halls.


    “Take care of him,” the Dark Lord ordered.


    A hand grasped the black handle of the hovering black sword, dragging the tip down the marble stairs as the figure descended upon Raze.


    “Yes, my Lord,” replied Paul carrying out the order without a blink.
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