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CHAPTER 1
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A Groundless Fall

Jae Mochrie felt the brisk winter air rushing over his body as he plummeted towards the rocky coastline below. He was not afraid at all that he was about to die. He was relieved. Relieved that it would all be over soon; the guilt, the pain, his betrayal to friends and family. At least now they knew the truth. Juliska Blackwell, Banon, Queen and leader of the Svoda, had created the Scratchers. The hunters who had tormented and killed so many. 

Why? A question still to be answered and one he’d never discover the reason for seeing as he’d be dead any second now. 

Was he facing the ground or the sky as he fell?

No way to tell. His eyes pinched tight waiting for the inevitable impact, drawing peace from the fact that his life would end instantly. He would not suffer in death. One hard and fast blow to end it all. 

Any second now.

Surely now.

He waited. And waited.  

Shouldn’t I have hit the ground by now?

Why do I even have time to think about this question?

Perhaps it was true about the rumors he’d heard... that the moment of death had a way of drawing itself out. Seconds passing like long minutes. Except he wasn’t reliving his life, he was just waiting for it to end already!

Or had it already happened?

The impact already over and he didn’t even feel it.

Jae pried open his eyes. Something he’d sworn not to do, in fear that he’d do so only in time to see himself crashing into the rocky coastline. 

“Huh?” he breathed out in shock. There was no ocean or rocky shoal below him, or sky above him, only a swirling mist of white. His body hovered over the swirling mist until the mist started to swirl faster, forming a vortex, which started to pull his body inside of it. 

He cried out it the vortex sucked him in, body whirling uncontrollably deeper into the white mist. He had no idea what was happening, or where this vortex was taking him.  

Was this the entrance to his afterlife? 

Or, his worst fear, it was some trick of Juliska Blackwell’s. That she would not allow him to die. That she’d never let him go. She would force him to live, doing her bidding as the monster he had allowed himself to become. 

​
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Taken by the Blade

––––––––
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Meghan Jacoby stood apprehensively at the entrance of a cave. 

A cave in which her mother lived; a woman believed to be dead until Sebastien had informed her otherwise. And to Meghan’s incredible relief, was not Juliska Blackwell. Another theory proven wrong.

She peered into the cave, so far, unable to step inside. 

Just a short while ago they’d fled the Svoda Island after Jae had taken his own life, but not before making sure everyone discovered the truth: that Juliska had created the Scratchers. The agony over is death was still fresh. It felt wrong, in a way, to be so happy to be off the island and about to meet her mother. 

Meghan had needed a few minutes to gather herself before going inside the cave. 

That few minutes was now turning into almost an hour. 

They were also debating what had happened after they’d fled the island. Imagining the horror that awaited those still there. Had the Svoda overthrown Juliska? Or had she overpowered them? Had they believed what Jae said and shown them when he transformed into a Scratcher and killed Darcy Scraggs? Had enough people understood him? Or was it possible Juliska somehow managed to discredit Jae’s outburst as some sort of treachery? 

It wasn’t something they were going to find out right away.

And it was time to meet her mother. 

Only she wasn’t able to force her feet to make the action yet.

Just what type of woman waited for her? How did she know her real mother wasn’t evil, too? Sebastien had insisted she was not, but Meghan was quickly learning not to trust anyone. She didn’t even know her friend like she thought she did. 

And this woman, her mother, whoever she was, had abandoned her. And Colin. And allowed herself to carry the children of the Immortal Grosvenor. As to what this meant for her future? She had no clue. Other than the same blood ran in her veins. 

Meghan was positive it wasn’t all so simply explained. 

Nothing in this crazy magical world was simple. 

She shook herself back into the moment and took a short step closer.  

Ivan, Sebastien, and Nona stood some distance back, taking cover amongst the shadows of the tree line. They took a glance her way, mentally attempting to push her closer. And yet they understood why she was nervous about it. 

While they waited for Meghan, they were devising a plan. What to do, and where to go next. They had fled the island so quickly, their only thought had been getting off the island alive. They were not sure what the right move would be, other than they felt confident that they needed to help the Svoda on the island. 

The longer they thought about it, the more they feared the Svoda were in terrible danger, especially if Juliska had an army of Scratchers at her command. Neither of the young men wanted to think about what was happening back there right now. 

What was Juliska going to do to everyone? 

Could the Svoda find some way to overpower her? 

Somehow, they felt she would not be taken out of power so easily. This is something Juliska had been planning and implementing for years. She would have a backup plan, no doubt. Probably even a few backup plans.  

But before they could decide anything specific, they needed to see what happened after Meghan met her mother as their actions might change depending on this as well. 

"What is taking her so long?" said Ivan, growing impatient. "Is she just going to stare into that cave all day?" 

"I can hear you, Ivan," Meghan retorted anxiously. Nona hissed softly at him. 

"Sorry, take your time," Ivan told her, regretting his annoyed outburst. They had been through a lot in the last few days and he needed to remember that, regardless of the urgent need to get on with the journey ahead. Whatever that might be. 

They had just watched Jae Mochrie die, after jumping off a cliff. Meghan had found out her father was a Grosvenor and that her brother, whom she had betrayed, was a Projector (and not Catrina Flummer as originally thought). 

And now, she was about to meet her mother. Of course she would be nervous. He tried to imagine how he would be feeling if by some miracle he was suddenly about to see his own mother again. This could not happen, however, seeing as she had died when he was just a toddler. Not long before his father had been killed in the first Scratcher attack. He was disappointed that he’d never had the chance to find the treasure that was close to her heart while on the island. He still hoped to find it one day, and discover what his mother had left him, and what answers this treasure would give him. Although, he wasn’t even sure what the questions were that needed asking or answering. 

They watched Meghan take another step towards the cave. 

“Even once she is inside, this will probably take a while,” reminded Sebastien. “We might as well get comfortable and try to come up with some sort of plan.” 

“Yes,” agreed Nona. 

Ivan nodded in agreement as well. Just as they turned to go deeper into the woods and find a safe, hidden location to talk it out they heard a scream. 

“Meghan,” shouted Nona. 

When they spun to see what had happened, Meghan had fallen to her knees and was cupping the sides of her head with hands like she was in pain. They raced over to her. 

“What’s wrong?” Sebastien sank beside her. Ivan the other side.  

She dropped her hands, using them to steady herself, motioning for them to wait. 

“It’s not me,” she stammered after a moment. Her head filled with strange visions, ones that were not her own. But the visions flitted through her mind so fast she could not catch on to any of them. They were out of control. 

At least the mind they belonged to out of control. 

“It’s Colby,” she whispered. “Something is...” she wasn’t able to finish. 

What was wrong with him? He was obviously in a lot of pain, and was scared. Meghan felt sorry for him, although she was not sure why seeing as he’d tried to kill both her and her brother on more than one occasion. Plus, he had actually killed Ivan back in Grimble, which had been followed by Colin’s book, the Magicante, bringing Ivan back to life. 

Whatever was happening to him was not of his own volition. She could sense some dark power taking over inside him. Something strong. Something wild. Something he could not manage. 

Could she help him? Could she reach out to him? 

Most likely, he’d just ignore her as in the past. 

It stopped. 

Disappeared. 

His rampant thoughts no longer invaded her mind. Something had changed. 

She looked up to catch the intently concerned faces of her traveling companions. 

“What the heck just happened?” demanded Ivan. 

“Not entirely sure. It was Colby. His problem, not mine.”

“That kid that keeps showing up everywhere?” clarified Ivan. “The one who killed me back in Grimble?” he stated bitterly. 

“One and the same.”

“Are you okay?” asked Sebastien. “Can you stand?”

“Think so, but Colby is definitely not okay.” 

“I’m confused,” said Ivan.

“What’s new?” returned Meghan. 

“Are you hearing Colby’s thoughts?” inquired Ivan.

“Yes. Just like I can with Colin.”

“Really?” said Ivan. “Colby... huh.” 

“Yeah, huh,” Meghan agreed. 

“What was happening to him?” asked Sebastien, helping her to her feet. She smoothed out her clothes before answering. 

“It was like he suddenly couldn’t control his thoughts; they got all scrambled or something. And there was this intense pain like he had just been stabbed in the heart or something crazy. I don’t know what happened but I’d say he’s having a very bad day.” 

“Frankly, this is something we don’t have time to worry about,” reminded Ivan. “He’s caused us nothing but trouble in the past. I say his problems are his problems.”

“Actually, I agree.” Meghan returned to her post, readying to enter the cave. Determined it was time to meet her mother. 

“We’ll be waiting,” advised Sebastien. 

Meghan glanced back and tossed him a tight smile. 

Nona stayed behind as well, wanting to give Meghan her own time with her mother. As a Catawitch, she had the advantage of hearing Meghan’s thoughts too, and could keep Ivan and Sebastien updated on anything important. 

Meghan stopped again. A too familiar tug tried to break through her mind block. She didn’t have the time for this. “No,” she refused Colby. “You never want to help me so why should I help you?” 

He was going all bonkers again. Shouting at someone. 

“Why did you do this to me?” he was demanding. “I can’t- I can’t...” he stopped speaking, seeming instead to be struggling to breathe. Colby’s thoughts zoomed in too many directions at once for her to latch onto anything specific. 

Meghan stepped back, she could not go inside to meet her mother with this insanity in her head. He was nearly impossible to keep out. And though she had many reasons to despise him, he was in pain. Something difficult to ignore. 

“What now?” called out Ivan. 

“Colby,” Nona answered for him. 

“I can’t get him out of my head.” She made to join them nearer the woods. 

A low rumble echoed up through the ground below their feet. 

“What the heck?” Sebastien bellowed. 

“Meghan, hurry...” Ivan motioned for her to get to them fast. She took off only to stumble when the ground started to shake violently. So much so, they were forced to grab onto tree branches to keep on their feet. And there was no way to get back to Meghan. Even Nona, normally well balanced under rocky conditions struggled to make her way. 

Meghan lifted her body up with her arms, a low hum banging around her head. The shouts of her friends becoming distant, almost like echoes. She made it to her feet, the ground a little more stable. But over their heads, the sky growing darker by the second. Clouds swirling in an ominous vortex aimed right at them. 

A violent crack rent the skyline, a deafening thunder stopping them all in their tracks. 

A figure out of nowhere.

Meghan gasped out, “Colby!” 

He did not answer, and instead, fell to his knees and cupped his head like she had done a few minutes ago. Elisha, his Catawitch, jumped down off his back with a snarl and a swipe at Nona who’d come running at full attack. She met Elisha with a swipe and hiss of her own, each protecting their Masters. 

Colby screamed and started rocking back and forth, mumbling incoherently. 

Elisha hissed and left Nona to return to Colby.   

“Evil father, evil father,” she spat out in a snarling meow. “Might as well have killed you.” 

“Don’t ever say that,” Colby ordered her harshly. She backed away, afraid of him. Something that had never happened before. 

“What’s going on? Why are you here?” broke in Meghan. She motioned for Nona, Sebastien, and Ivan to keep their distance. Colby didn’t respond to her. She reached out and touched his shoulder, jumping when his body jerked. He jumped to his feet, peering down at her with a lethal gaze that stole her ability to breathe. 

She raised her hands promising she wasn’t trying to hurt him. 

“What happened to you?” she choked out. 

His eyes pinched inward, almost like he wasn’t understanding what she was saying. He shook his head, the lethal gaze dissolving into another round of agony. It crept into Meghan’s mind, getting harder and harder to block out. 

“You have to stop, Colby,” she pounded back from her mind, to his. “Control it!” 

“I can’t,” he managed to return. 

Ivan and Sebastien were having an up close and personal conversation Meghan only imagined was trying to figure out how to get her away from the crazy young man apparently losing his mind. 

Elisha called out to him, he didn’t hear her. She attempted to jump into his arms, her unexpected movement sent him into a panic and he blocked her with a spell not realizing it was his Catawitch. The spell which should have only knocked Elisha away from him hit her with a hard impact and sent her slamming into a tree trunk. Her neck snapped and she slid down the tree, lifeless. 

Meghan gasped. She didn’t know a lot about Colby, but the bond between a Catawitch and its Master were unbreakable. 

“Elisha,” Colby shouted. “Oh, Elisha. I’m sorry.” He looked down at his hands like they were not his own hands. Like somehow they’d been exchanged for someone else’s. The ground started to shake again. So violently, that Meghan fell against Colby who grabbed her by the shoulders and pinned his wild gaze into her ocean blues. 

“You’re coming with me.” In her mind, no one else can help me. 

Before she could protest, the ground around them began to melt away. 

She had no choice but to hang or fall into the nothingness creeping closer around them. Sebastien, Ivan, and Nona called out to her but they had no way to reach her. They could not jump over the ever-expanding chasm and were forced to retreat back into the woods. 

She gasped as she and Colby started to sink. Their small patch of earth lowering below the surface. Her friends no longer in sight. Their panicked shouts, distant. Down. Down. Down. Into the dark nothing, like sinking into the depths of oblivion. 
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Hiss Hiss Bang Bang
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Ivan, Sebastien, and Nona watched in horror as the earth surrounding Meghan and Colby dissolved, leaving a deep, dark pit of nothing, and no way to reach them. They shouted but got no response. 

Colby and Meghan began to sink, dropping below the surface of the ground and then boom, the earth, whole again. Everything back to normal in a single blink. Except Colby and Meghan were gone. 

The others raced forward, spinning and shouting but there was no trace of them. They were gone. Just gone. Nona darted around in circles, wildly. How had she not been able to go with Meghan? She sensed out for her Master, feeling only emptiness where Meghan was concerned, almost like their bond had been broken. Which was not possible!

“Make a fire,” she demanded. “I’ll find her!” 

But when Ivan magicked her a fire and Nona jumped in, she slipped right back out bouncing onto the ground. 

“It won’t work,” a cattish voice called out from behind them. 

They turned, bewildered to see Elisha cleaning herself off. 

“That’s my second life used up,” she mused in a dismayed tone. “Only seven lives left to live.”

“Why won’t it work?” demanded Nona, ignoring the fact that Elisha had died and come back to life. “We are one with our Masters. Nothing can break that bond.”

“A new gift,” Elisha explained bitterly. “Colby’s father changed him. Made him something better and stronger, yet weaker. He cannot control this new gift.”

“That much is obvious,” observed Ivan haughtily. “He killed his own Catawitch, and kidnapped our friend.”

“It is not his fault,” insisted Elisha. “His new powers will become stable in time.” 

“And what exactly are these new powers you’re talking about?” Ivan interrogated. They needed to figure out what they were up against. 

“Stabbed him, his father did. With a blade made of bone.” 

“Colby’s own father, stabbed him?” clarified Sebastien. 

Before Elisha could answer him, Ivan interrupted. 

“The blade was made of bone, what kind of bone?”

Her eyes blazed with devotion as she spoke. “The bones of a dead Projector.” 

“Seriously?” Sebastien exclaimed. 

“Meaning he has the powers of a Projector now?” questioned Ivan, making sure he understood what this meant. 

Elisha nodded. “Master was already strong, but once he learns to control these new powers, he will be...”

“Unstoppable,” finished Sebastien, in grim acceptance. 

“Possibly more powerful than Colin,” added Nona with a tone of shock. 

“And probably much more unstable,” Ivan chimed in. “He didn’t come by these powers naturally. I cannot imagine how he will be able to control them, even with time.”

They grew silent for a moment, lost in the hideousness of what had been done to Colby. Good guy or bad guy, they would not wish this nightmare on anyone. 

Ivan’s stomach turned. What kind of parent would do that to their child? Willingly! And to come by these uncontrollable powers in such an unnatural way; he dreaded to think how this might change a boy who already had a penchant for wreaking havoc.

Sebastien wore a look of equal loathing. What exactly had the world of magic come to? When a father could so easily ruin the life of his own son? Was magic making everyone go crazy? No, not magic. Just the whacked out idea that for some reason, they needed more of it than anyone else did. 

Sometimes, he wondered if magic needed to be wiped out for good. Rather than returned, like Amelia Cobb wanted. Just get rid of it all. No more magic, and no more war because of the desire to have more of it. 

Nona had similar ideas swimming around her mind as well. But her biggest concern lay with reuniting with Meghan. Being away from her felt wrong and empty, like a gash had been seared into her heart when their connection was severed. 

“Elisha,” said Ivan slowly. “Just who is Colby’s father?” 

She hissed, “Like you don’t already know. Why do you think Colby came here?” She plunked down, pouting. She wanted to leave, but where would she go? She eyed her new companions with contempt. Unfortunately, she needed their help to find her Master. 

Ivan let out a deep sigh, thoughts and theories falling into place. 

“Colby’s father is Jurekai Fazendiin, isn’t it?” Just the look on Elisha’s face confirmed his theory. 

Sebastien let out a gagging sound, which Elisha ignored. She wasn’t a fan of Fazendiin’s right now either, but if Colby could manage to control his new gift he would return to his father an insurmountable weapon, ready and willing to carry out any deed Fazendiin wanted done. And she would remain by Colby’s side, without question.

“That’s why Colby came here, to find Meghan?” surmised Sebastien. 

“Actually,” spoke the cattish voice of Elisha, “He came here to see his mother. Meghan just happened to be a stop along the way.” 

“Right, that makes sense. They share the same mother and father,” said Sebastien, the final pieces slipping into place.  

“My head hurts,” said Ivan, shaking it. “So this kid Colby, and Meghan, are actually brother and sister, children of Jurekai Fazendiin. What about Colin? What are they? Triplets?”

“Yeah, um, about that,” mumbled Sebastien. “I sort of hadn’t had the time to mention that Colin is not really Meghan’s twin. I don’t think they’re even related.” 

“What? Really?” said Nona. “But they can hear each other’s thoughts and...” she trailed off. “She will be so devastated.”

“How would she be devastated?” spouted Elisha. “Didn’t she betray Colin?” She slammed her yapper shut realizing she probably shouldn’t bring up that subject. These people had no idea what Colby had done not hours before when he’d killed Jasper Thorndike. “Colby overheard,” she explained. 

Nona hurled a low snarl at Elisha. 

“Colby was dangerous, now he’s... potentially the most powerful person alive. He’s an immortal son of the Grosvenor. And now with Projector’s powers.” Sebastien shook his head, doom written all over his face. 

“And he now has Meghan... his sister.” 

“Somehow, I have a suspicious feeling no family bond will save her.” Sebastien and Ivan stared each other down. They’d gotten into another helpless situation before they’d even recovered from the last one. 

Elisha groaned impatiently. “If you’re all done catching up on the doom and gloom, I think Nona and I have some business to get to.” 

Nona cast a nasty gaze in Elisha’s direction. “Like I’m going to work with you.”

“If you want Meghan back you will.”

Nona snarled. She trusted Elisha about as much as she trusted Jurekai Fazendiin. Unfortunately, she saw no other alternative to finding their respective Masters. 

“I don’t look forward to this either but seeing as we’re family now, you’d better get used to working together.”

Nona gagged, choking out her words. “Family! Family! It takes more than blood to make a family!” 

Elisha took a step toward Nona with her front right paw ready to take a swipe at her face. 

“As fun as this is not,” barked Ivan, intervening. “I think we need to stick together. All of us. You two going off on your own is a bad idea.”

Sebastien nodded in hasty agreement. 

“I will agree,” attested Nona. “Three to one vote,” she threw at Elisha. 

“Fine,” she conceded. “But just beware that in his current condition, he might just kill you all in the process.”

It was clearly meant to frighten them, but sadly, it was also true. 

“It’s a chance we’ll just have to take,” said Sebastien. “We cannot leave Meghan with Colby, not in the state he’s in. It’s too dangerous.” He not only feared for her immediate safety, but worried that somehow Colby would figure out how to use his new powers to change Meghan, to turn her to darkness, dragging her into the depths of the world of the Grosvenor, either as a prisoner or as an ally. He could see the same concern in Ivan’s eyes too. 

Nona stood, ready and eager to depart. “I will gladly give all my nine lives to save Meghan.” 

Elisha’s smug smile turned into a dark grin. “And I will gladly keep that in mind.” 
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Fated to Be One of the Three

Colin sucked in a deep breath and let it out exhaustedly. He hadn’t stopped for air in what seemed like days. He’d spent hours explaining everything that had happened to him and Meghan since the last time they’d see Uncle Arnon and Kanda Macawi. Who’d listened patiently, but the side glances, shock, and hints of dismay in their features did not go unnoticed. 

Though a reunion long overdue, it wasn’t going to stay sweet for long. There were serious issues Colin needed to discuss. The biggest being his new secret, that he was a Projector. Would they disown him right after? He supposed he’d find out soon enough. 

“So you don’t recall an Uncle Eddy?’ Colin was asking Arnon. After explaining the ghostly tutor from Grimble who claimed to be his and Meghan’s uncle. 

“An Uncle Eddy,” mumbled Arnon with a shake of his head. “I don’t know such a person, then again...”

“What do you know?” asked Colin after a quiet moment, before things got tense. 

Arnon tossed his gaze around everyone. And here they’d finally get down to it. The truth, all he knew of it, at least. Kanda rose from her chair and touched Catrina’s shoulder gently. 

“Care for a hot drink?”

Catrina got the hint and joined Kanda in her living room next to the toasty fire, to give Colin and Arnon more privacy. 

“You’re so grown up now,” Arnon said tenderly. “Colin, I... I imagined this conversation so many times and now that’s we’re about to have it, I find myself...” he eyed Colin in such a way that made him smile. The memory his uncle’s grin a pleasant one. 

“It would be a lie to say I was dreading this a bit,” Colin told him. “Or that I’ve had moments in the last couple years where I was really angry. But I think in the end, I just want the truth.”

“Which you deserve,” Arnon replied, readying himself. “I have not always been proud of what I’ve done in this life, but saving you and Meghan the way I did... I would never go back on that choice. Ever. I just want you hear that, from me, Colin.”

He nodded and let Arnon continue.

“First thing you need to know, I am no more a blood relative to you than this Uncle Eddy most likely is, or was.”

“I had kind of assumed at this point that might be the case. But really, no Uncle Eddy either?” That was actually disappointing. “I wonder why he’d lie?”

Arnon shrugged as if to say, I can’t judge him. “I am grateful, whoever this Eddy is...” he paused for a minute, like something might be clicking into place. Colin waited. But then he let it go like the calculation didn’t work. “At least this ghost was on your side.” It was impossible not to see the disappointment in Colin’s features. “I suppose it’s always possible he could be family. Family we don’t know of. He did wait in Grimble for you, there’s something to be said for that. Blood ties can often keep us from moving on after death. Suffice it to say that for now, you can’t rule out he might actually be family.” 

“Yeah. So, anyway, who are you?” Colin scrunched his face. “That sounds so bizarre to ask?”

“Arnon Jacoby is my real name. No deception there.”

“Oh, um, this might not make sense I have no idea, but were you at one point friends with a man named Cornell Tibbitt?” 

Arnon plunked back his chair with a start. “Cornell?” he breathed out. 

“I take it that’s a yes.”

Arnon took a moment. “Um, that is a yes. Cornell was... my closest friend. Someone I worked with and trusted with my life. Up until I...”

“Left the Svoda?” assumed Colin. 

“You already know much more than I expected.”

“Not really. What I just told you about sums it up actually. I hate to tell you bad news, but, Corny, I mean Cornell, everyone called him Corny these days, but he died a few months ago.”

“He made it that long? I hadn’t expected he was still alive all this time.” Arnon’s gaze got a little blurry. 

“Everyone thought he was crazy. Had lost his mind. And while he was undoubtedly off his rocker most of the time, he was also kind of brilliant.”

Arnon eyed him, asking what he meant. 

“Underneath all the crazy I think his mind was still there. Just a little bit. Enough to save my butt more than once. He um, spoke to me, right before he died. I don’t know what he meant but he was pointing at his head and saying something about, she doesn’t think I remember.”

Arnon thought about that for a minute, wondering what his friend meant by that. 

“He also mentioned you.”

His uncle’s eyes popped wide. 

“I think he wanted you to know he hadn’t forgotten about you. Somehow, he was aware I knew you.”

“Which does not make a lot of sense,” Arnon admitted. “But the fact that he remembered who I was is nothing short of a miracle. His brain got seriously scrambled one night, and he was never the same after that.” 

“No one was ever sure what happened.”

Arnon looked Colin right in the eye. “Juliska Blackwell happened.”

Colin lost his breath for a few seconds. He hadn’t expected that. And yet it did not surprise him. 

“There wasn’t any evidence to prove it. But I am certain of it.”

“She’s why you left the Svoda?” Colin put together. 

“More or less. It was, still is, a complicated situation.”

“Because you have no proof,” Colin surmised. 

Arnon nodded. “I’d still bet my life on it.”

“Me too.”

A glum tension made the air a little thicker. 

Arnon had gotten the sense that’s how Colin would react, after all he’d told him during their catching up session. 

He cleared his throat. “So, anyway, you and Meghan came to live with me when you were infants. Back before the Svoda went into exile. Cornell was a magic tracker at the time. A darn good one. Possibly the best there ever was. He created a tracking system for us to use to locate lost magic.”

“You mean magical families out there living in the regular world?”

“Yeah. It was rare, but still happened now and then. We’d track them down, offer them a home on the island where they could live more openly. Most always though, even long before it was mine or Cornell’s job, it was usually only infants we came across. And that is how I first found the two of you. It was right after Cornell’s brain had been scrambled and I saw the blip on his tracking system and decided to check it out. Without going into a huge long story that’s of no current importance, there was a seer who had a vision, and insisted that the two of you needed to be protected and hidden from the world of magic.”

“Why?”

“The seer claimed you were special. Fated to be one of the three.” 

“One of the three what?” asked Colin. 

“Three children born of immortal blood who would play a vital role in bringing balance to the magical world.” 

Colin didn’t know what to say. A prophecy, about him? And Meghan? “And wait,” he said out loud, “one of the three... who’s the third?”

“We don’t know.”

“And is this balance good balance?” he inquired, unsure he was being clear as he wasn’t even entirely sure what he meant. 

However, Arnon seemed to get what he meant. 

“There is much debate over what balance means in this prophecy. It is not clear if this is a balance towards good, towards evil, or just a general balance between both.” 

Colin had no clue how he was supposed to bring balance into a magical world gone mad, especially now that he was a Projector. Something he had not yet told his uncle. 

“Now don’t panic when I say this next bit, it might sound alarming,” began Arnon, “but I promised to tell you everything.” Colin nodded to continue. “The prophecy went on to say that only one of these three children would succeed.” 

Colin wrinkled his face, unsure he understood. 

“Much debate has also occurred over what this means but the general consensus believes this to mean that you will each bring a different view of what the magical world should be and that...” he paused, swallowing hard. “And that there may be a battle between you.” His eyes glistened in sadness as he spoke these words. “We could be wrong. And visions can change. Be interpreted in many different ways.” 

“Either way you look at it though, it is,” overwhelming, he finished silently. He closed his eyes for a moment, allowing the Magicante keep control over the emotional flux. So far, although a lot to take in, Colin was remaining calm and in the moment. 

And when he looked back at these last few months, and all that had happened between him and Meghan, is this what was happening? Was their broken relationship fated to happen whether he wanted it to or not? Was he destined to fight the one person he’d always relied on. And she, him? 

“Colby,” he blurted out in a whisper.  

“Sorry?” said Arnon, having not quite heard him. 

“I think I know who the third is.” 

A look of shock spread across Arnon’s face. 

“There’s this boy named Colby. I told you about him, that boy that keeps showing up and causing trouble. Trying to steal my book. He is a great fighter. Seems to know a lot about magic, plus, Meghan can hear his thoughts. I can’t, only her. But if I had to, I’d bet my life he’s the third.” 

“I suppose,” said Arnon, with an air of sadness mixed with surprise, “that if it is truly fated, of course this boy would come into your lives.” 

“So if this prophecy is correct, we all somehow end up battling each other over some kind of control over the magical world?”

“Perhaps. I wish I could say for certain. Maybe if I continue telling my story, something will make a little more sense of it all.”

Colin nodded for him to continue. 

“After this prophecy was made, we found you and Meghan side by side in a crib. There was a third infant in the crib, but that infant showed no signs of being magical. This begs the question now whether we should have taken that third infant, just in case. You see, infants don’t normally have, let alone, use, magic. It doesn’t normally show itself until a child is five, six, sometimes seven years old. But each of you had strong magic within you already, even as infants. This alone seemed to prove the theory that you were born of immortal blood.”

Arnon took a sip from a cup of cooled tea.

“There’s only one group of immortals that I’ve been told about,” said Colin. He kept secret that this was not entirely true, seeing as Projectors could also potentially live forever. 

“The Grosvenor,” revealed Arnon, confirming what he believed Colin was about to say.

He nodded in agreement. 

“This is whom I speak of. The Grosvenor were created to be immortal, but can be destroyed -not easily- but any offspring born from them would be born with natural, true immortality. There is no known way that a child born into the world under these circumstances could be killed, ever. So you can see just how special you really are.” 

“So I can’t be killed?” asked Colin slowly. 

“No.” 

Colin sat back quickly, not realizing how forward he had been leaning. He didn’t know if this was a relief or should cause further concern. Who wouldn’t want to be immortal? On the other hand, what if he couldn’t handle his Projector’s powers? What then? How would he be stopped if no one could kill him? Jasper had died, Colin had assumed he could as well. 

Perhaps he was truly fated to battle Meghan and Colby. Perhaps they would work together to try to stop him, and fail! Perhaps he really would destroy the world. He didn’t want to die. But he also didn’t want to tear the world apart. But if no one could kill him, how would he be stopped, if it came to that? 

The chain of thoughts sped up, he tried to calm himself and keep to the task of talking with his uncle. 

“If we showed magical abilities as infants, why is it we didn’t have any magical abilities until we were almost thirteen?” 

“This is because we devised a spell that would temporarily bind your powers until you were old enough to handle them. We decided that...” Colin cut him off.

“Um, sorry, who is this “we” you keep talking about? You had help in all this?”

“Sorry, I should have explained that better. The we is actually a group of people made up from the Tunkapog, Kanda’s people, and fellow Svoda, or you would know them today as the banished Svoda.” 

“Oh. Okay. So back to the power binding spell.”

“We had a hard time deciding what to do with you two. We wanted to protect you, keep you safe, but to do that we had to bind your powers. It took a few drops of your blood and very powerful magic. We decided this was best seeing as one, you were going to be raised in the non-magical world, and two, infants using magic... those would be some hard messes to clean up.”

“Or hide,” finished Colin. 

“And on my part, I wanted you to grow up with a normal a life as I could provide for you. At least until the day came when destiny found you. And when that happened, the spell we cast when you were infants would break. Magic would awaken inside you.” 

“That happened when we came to Cobbscott a couple of summers ago, didn’t it?”

“Yes, and in a terrible fashion for Meghan I’m afraid.”

“Why was that?”

“Normally, magic grows and expands along with you. We assumed that the sudden return of magic would not do any real harm, we expected a few unexplained accidents, but unfortunately, with Meghan, we had no idea she was descended from a Firemancer’s bloodline. This particular magic came on strong and fast. I’m afraid it was excruciatingly painful for her. I’ve had no bigger regret in all of this, than not knowing that one thing.” 

Colin had known Meghan was deathly ill and had suffered greatly, but this was the first time he knew just how much she had suffered during that time. 

He sighed. The time had come, the moment he had dreaded more than any since this conversation had begun.

“Uncle Arnon, as unbelievable and overwhelming as all this is, and trust me, even though I’m not showing it, I really am shocked, it’s just that...” he didn’t know how to say the words. Even many hours later, after Jasper’s death, and after reuniting with his uncle, the calm numbness was still keeping him from freaking out. Too badly, at least. The Magicante’s connection was strong and Colin was beginning to sense how to let it work and not fight against it. 

“Whatever it is, Colin, I cannot judge you. Will not judge you. You are living a destined life. I raised you the best I could until that day came. But now, even though I will always think of you like a son, I have to let you go. I have to let you live out your destiny.” Arnon gave a clipped laugh. 

“Sounds like you’ve rehearsed that a few times.”

“A few. And though I mean every word, it’s nowhere near as easy to do as just saying the words. I am always here for you, but the reality is, you’re not really mine even though I think of you as such. And there’s not necessarily a lot I can do to help you. But if I can, I’m ready.”

“Well, um,” Colin lost his nerve.

“Go ahead,” Arnon encouraged him. 

Colin was going to have to tell him, but it was not easy to get the words out. His shoulders lifted visibly, his breath deep and reaffirming and he went dead serious and found the courage to say what he needed to.

“This thing I have to tell you might change how you see me,” he warned first. Might make you run away. Might make you regret everything you just said. His unspoken features added. 

“Colin, after everything you’ve been through, there is nothing, I repeat nothing that could ever make that happen.”

“I wouldn’t bet my life on that.” His tone frightened his uncle. 

Arnon leaned back, a chilling shiver climbing his spine. 

“Have you heard about the Projector?” asked Colin. 

“The Projector? Yes, I have. I do believe there is quite the uproar over that young child right now. I fear the child’s fate is sealed, if not by one hand then surely another. There is no happy ending for that child. A sickening reality.” 

“There’s a lot of that going around,” Colin muttered, already losing his nerve. 

He had to stop the fidgeting of his hands and remind himself to stay calm and let the Magicante do its job. 

“Uncle Arnon, what if I told you it was me? That I am that child whose fate is sealed?”

“Why on earth would you think this? You are the child of an immortal and that blood surges through your veins makes you powerful... I have no doubt more powerful than almost anyone, but a Projector, the odds...”

Colin had to get up and pace off his nerves. 

“At this moment,” he began, stopping to eye his uncle, “I am cloaking this house. No one can get in, or out, unless I allow it. I arrived here with my dead mentor’s body. Jasper Thorndike. The last living Projector and the man who sold me the Magicante back during the Blue Moon Festival two summer’s ago.” 

Arnon stared, unable to formulate words. 

“It is me. I am the Projector. It’s a lot, I know. I’m barely used to the idea myself. But what I’m honestly most freaked out about right now is that everyone, including Jasper, warned me I might fail. I might be dangerous. I might not be able to control my powers. And you’ve just told me I am immortal and cannot die... I can’t be killed... not that I want to die,” Colin got quiet. “But I don’t want to be responsible for the destruction of the world, either.” 

Arnon said nothing. The words and their meaning taking some time to sink in. 

Colin took his seat again unable to look his uncle in the eye. He didn’t want to witness the disappointment or fear he was sure had to be there. 

“I, um... I honestly have no words,” Arnon admitted after a tortuously long minute. “I would offer some sort of encouragement or comforting advice but...”

“There is none.” 

Arnon sucked in and was suddenly on his knee forcing Colin to look at him. “That’s not true. You just caught me off guard with that one. There is always hope. Always. And I stand by what I said before. Nothing you ever tell me can make me think any less of you. And I swear, I will help in any way I can.”

“Jasper said that too, and now’s he’s dead. And made Catrina swear she’d end my life if it became necessary.” Arnon winced at those words, retaking his seat. “I really don’t want to die,” Colin said again. “But what if in the end that’s the only choice? The noble thing to do for the good of everyone else. And it’s not even a choice I can make because...”

“Colin.” He lifted his head to see Catrina standing in the doorway, looking sullen. His uncle fared no less, fighting the tears threatening hard to stream freely. Kanda was just inside the room, and smiled kindly. 

“This always was a small house,” she said. Her meaning, they’d heard everything in the end. Catrina joined him, taking the seat next to him. She reached out and entwined her hand in his, the effect instantly calming, which he needed. 

“So, um, there’s one other pressing issue about it all,” Colin continued to explain.

“Which is?” asked Kanda.

“How much time I have? Before I potentially become that unstoppable force of uncontrolled magic. When I first heard about Projectors, it was mentioned that seventeen was the magic number, the age in which a Projector reaches full maturity, I guess, full power. But during my time with Jasper, he said sixteen.” He shrugged, unsure what else to say other than the obvious. “Sixteen is a heck of a lot closer than seventeen.” 

“Colin,” Kanda spoke softly. “I think it is important for you to not give up on yourself. I can’t say with any certainty which age is correct. However, peoples’ memories are fickle. History tends to remember the bad, not the good. And as I hope you heard from your mentor, Jasper, Projectors are not automatically doomed to hurt or kill everything around them. Yes, there is the potential for that. There’s no point in smoothing over this fact. However, I’ve known you nearly your entire life and the young man I see before me now, may have grown and changed, but you’re still the Colin Jacoby I always thought you’d become. Strong. Brave, and wise far beyond your years.”

Arnon smiled. “You always know how to say what I’m thinking and cannot voice myself. And she is right, Colin. Life is about choices. We don’t always make the right ones. You might not always make the right ones. I’m sure Jasper made a few bad choices in his life, but he did live.”

“Yeah, in hiding, and alone for hundreds of years,” reminded Colin. 

“People won’t understand, generally speaking,” warned Kanda. “They fear what they do not understand, or in this case, what they do not remember, which is that Projectors were once greatly trusted, revered even, like kings.”

“But they also had other Projectors around to help them. I don’t. So what do I do? And what if it’s really sixteen, not seventeen? And what if the day comes when I lose it. Go insane. Berserk. Need to be stopped? And I can’t be?” 

“You live in the moment,” said Catrina sweetly. “Like Jasper told you. Don’t think about the future. Don’t get stuck in the what ifs. Forget all that has happened, all that you cannot undo. Live in the now.” 

Colin smiled weakly and shook his head. 

“I really like her,” mouthed Kanda. 

Colin blushed because, so did he. And was starting to wonder how he’d ever survive a day without her. He intended not to. 

Kanda started maneuvering around the kitchen. “I’m going to start dinner. I think a good solid meal is just what the doctor ordered.”

Colin’s mouth watered at the mere idea of eating some of Kanda’s delicious home cooked food. 

“Can I help?” asked Catrina eagerly. She and Kanda set in while Colin and Arnon finished their conversation. 

“I don’t quite know where to go from here.” 

“Well, food sounds pretty awesome,” said Colin. 

Arnon reached out and ruffled his hair. “You’re a remarkable young man and you need to remember that, Colin.”

His face burned flush. For a moment, he felt like he had gone back in time. Back to before he had known that magic existed. To when he was just Colin Jacoby, target for bullies. Always needing someone, usually Meghan, to come to his rescue. 

“So,” started Arnon. “We haven’t fully caught up yet, but where is your sister? Where’s Meghan? Why isn’t she with you?”

Hard reality slid back in a flash. The Colin Jacoby those bullies remembered no longer existed. Moreover, for the first time in months, the topic of his sister didn’t send him into an instant fit of rage. It had morphed into it all being his fault, in getting so angry at Meghan that Jasper was dead. 

But he’d come to some sort of peace with this and remained calm.  

Even so, Catrina made point to stop what she was doing and give him a look he understood completely. “I’m fine,” he told her. She nodded and returned to helping Kanda. 

Colin proceeded to explain the rest of what had happened. How he discovered Catrina and that she was a Song Spinner, and how certain Svoda had helped them escape when Juliska Blackwell had found them out. And lastly, how it had been his own sister who had turned him in because she had mistakenly believed Catrina was the Projector and a danger to Colin, and everyone. 

“When I left, she was living with Juliska Blackwell. Training with her, at her side all the time. You know Juliska is a Firemancer, right?”

“Yes, I am aware of that.”

“Well, you know Meghan and how she thrives on attention. I think Juliska thrives equally in giving that attention at just the right times. Meghan soaked it up, loved every minute of it. In her defense though, with the whole betrayal thing, I know she was just scared. I was really angry with her, pretty much right up to now,” he added, slightly ashamed. His sister had always looked out for him. Somehow, accepting this fact made him miss her, terribly. He didn’t know if he could ever fully forgive her, but he wondered if she was okay. Wondered what she was doing just then. 

Colin toyed with opening his mind connection to her and reaching out, but decided against it. He had no idea where she was or what she was doing and for all he knew she could still be sitting by Juliska’s side, still blind to the truth. Yeah, not ready to completely forgive her, just yet. 

Kanda called out that dinner was prepared a little while later. They ate in silence, Colin licking up every bit of delicious food. He had missed Kanda’s cooking immensely. 

After it was finished and the mess cleaned up, Kanda and Arnon tossed each other knowing looks, which both Colin and Catrina caught. 

“What?” asked Colin, as it was clear they had something else on their minds. “If you’re trying to tell me that you guys are a couple, I sort of figured that out already.”

Arnon laughed. “I do suppose that is kind of obvious. This is not about that though. You see, you’ve come back to us at a rather odd moment. Or perhaps, auspicious.”

“When you first arrived, Colin,” said Kanda, “and saw me putting things away outside, that was not for winter. You see, we are leaving Cobbscott.”

“Leaving? Why?”

“Kanda must return to her people,” Arnon said. “And I am going with her.” 

“Return to who?” asked Colin, confused. 

“Colin, my place isn’t really here. Or not just here. You see, I serve my people, the Tunkapog, as a liaison of sorts between the magical communities. That’s actually how I first met Arnon, many years ago. But my time here is ending, at least for now, regrettably so, because we are nearing a time of war. Something we have not entered into for generations. The Tunkapog have always preferred to remain in the middle when it comes to magical disagreements,” she explained.

“I guess I never really thought about it before, where you came from. I guess I just always thought it was here,” said Colin. 

Kanda smiled, speaking fondly. “This will always be my home, if I am granted a way to return.”

“So where is this place?”

“Would you like to see it?” she inquired. 

Colin glanced at Catrina, sending her a look that asked do you think it’s safe to do so?

“Colin,” said Arnon. “You can come and go from this place as you see fit. You are not or will not be a prisoner of any sort. It is simply the home of the Tunkapog and where Kanda and I need to be right now. Personally, I would love for the two of you to join us, and I think you might actually learn some things while you’re there.” He gazed up at Kanda as if to say, how much should we tell him?

“There is no more point in hiding more truths,” she declared. 

Arnon nodded. “Colin, your timing in returning to us might just be fate. I’m starting to hate that word,” he added with a frown. “Regardless, this war that’s about to begin, well, you and Meghan are sort of part of it.” 

Colin didn’t know how much more he could handle in one day. One day? How about one lifetime? He’d just lost Jasper Thorndike, been reunited with his uncle and Kanda, revealed to them that he was the Projector everyone was hunting, found out he could not die even if he wanted to, and discovered how he had come to live with Arnon Jacoby. 

He still had many questions. He wasn’t ready to leave his uncle. Not yet. And now to top it all off, there was a battle brewing that he and Meghan were somehow a part of.

So many answers, but so many more questions. He felt like they had barely scratched the surface of everything he wanted to talk about. And the unanswered questions, neither Arnon or Kanda had those answers. 

He was alone. One of a kind. He didn’t belong anywhere. A deadly freak in the eyes of nearly everyone, possibly including Meghan. Anger, fear, and confusion overwhelmed him. His mind started to feel cluttered, burdened with too much thought. 

Could he really do all of this without Jasper’s help? 

He could not stop the steady stream of doubt clamoring its way through his brain. 

It came on hard and fast. Starting with a low rumble that shook the house. 

Catrina gasped and shouted his name. 

But it was too late, all the calm he’d been keeping vanished. The numb space he’d buried himself in after Jasper’s death, dissolved into nothing but a host of emotions no one would be able to handle all at once. 

The shaking got stronger, things falling off walls and shelves. 

Thoughts swarmed in Colin’s mind, clumping together, becoming incoherent. Without realizing it, he started to rock back and forth. 

“Colin,” Catrina called out calmly. 

He had let his guard down. The book sputtered, unable to keep up with his thoughts. Deep inside his very core, he felt something welling up. Expanding. Needing to burst free. In the matter of a second he knew it was too late; he could not stop what was about to happen. 

At the same moment that this thing inside him freed itself, he ordered a barrier around Catrina, Arnon and Kanda. They were each confined inside an impenetrable bubble-like cocoon. 

At the same time each was surrounded by this cocoon, a wave of magical energy erupted out of Colin, shattering everything it touched. It started with a glass vase, shards flying into the air, followed by the furniture and then the windows of Kanda’s home. It flattened her walls, sending wood and belongings shooting outward, smashing into trees. 

Inside of their protective cocoons, Arnon and Kanda watched, helpless, speechless. Catrina called out to Colin, but he struggled to hear her over the chaos strangling his mind. 

“One thought,” she shouted. “Grab one thought. Be in the moment.”

He closed his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” he told himself. He grabbed hold of that thought and threw away all else. “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” he said again and again. “I want everything to be as it was.” He repeated this thought until quite suddenly Magicante caught up with him and he no longer felt like his inner core was about to burst open. 

He opened his eyes. He was back in Kanda’s kitchen, as if nothing had happened. As if the explosion had never happened. Even the glass vase was intact, on the counter. The cocoons dissolved and Catrina ran forward. 

“I’m sorry,” Colin spouted. “I should have been more careful. I could feel it building. I just didn’t realize it wouldn’t stop.”

“We’re all okay,” Catrina told him. 

Colin took a daring gaze into his uncle’s eyes. There it was; what he had expected to see all along. Fear. Doubt. Distrust. Then all of that vanished. 

“Wow,” Arnon breathed out. 

Kanda did a few bewildered turns around her kitchen, which a moment ago had been blown apart. Everything was exactly as it had been. Not a single thing was out of place. 

“I know the theory behind what just happened, but to see it in action is... I’m sorry, I don’t mean this in a bad way, but that was astonishing to witness.” 

“That’s what I meant, it just came out as wow,” added Arnon, in a bewildered warble. 

“Still think I’m not a freak with a non-fulfill-able death wish? That all of this is just somehow going to miraculously work out?” Colin asked, a part of him almost feeling vindicated. Like he had needed to show this to his uncle, to prove what he was, and what he was capable of doing. His words had come out laden in more bitterness than he had meant, partly because he was angry with himself and partly because there was nothing left to hide. 

“I stand by everything I’ve said Colin,” Arnon replied without hesitation. “You didn’t ask for this. And as astonishing as it is to see, you controlled it. You didn’t let it win.”

Colin let out a long sigh. He tried to imagine Jasper and his hundreds of years of living as a Projector. How had he accomplished it? Was he just lucky? Did he have some uncanny ability to remain calm in any circumstance? No matter what?

He suddenly felt very old. And very tired. 

And although his uncle sounded confident in what he said, there was still a hint of fear in his eyes. Colin wondered how badly he had frightened them all, and whether they felt safe being around him. Catrina was still at his side. Her smile warmed him. Gave him hope. 

Kanda was about to leave and return to her real home, taking his uncle with her. He wondered now if they were questioning the decision to allow him to come.
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​CHAPTER 5
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You Always Think You Have More Time

––––––––
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A brutal truth was revealing itself to all that stood near the cliff’s edge. 

Irving Mochrie fell to his knees after seeing his son Jae, jump to his death, after claiming it was Juliska Blackwell who created and controlled the Scratchers. And that his son was one of them. How’d he not known this was happening? How could he have missed such a pivotal thing in his son’s life? 

Did this respected and trusted leader of the Svoda really fool them all? Did Jae Mochrie get turned into a monster? And then killed himself because of this? 

The gathered group started small, but grew larger with each passing minute as more and more Svoda arrived. Whispers and murmurs spread like wildfire, no one believing what they were being told. Or even what they’d seen, for those who’d witnessed it. Saying things like, “There is no way,” and “This must be a mistake, she would never do this to us,” or “I don’t believe this for one minute, she’s our leader. She protects us.” Denial spread through the group, catching up with the wildfire tale of what those present had witnessed. 

Juliska leered over them in eerie silence, like a great calm before a storm. 

Why didn’t she deny these horrific claims? 

Why did she stand in silence?

Out of those gathered on the cliff, a small few had already known the truth: that she did create the Scratchers. That she did control them. They had not expected, however, for it to be Jae Mochrie sacrificing himself, to be the manner in which this was discovered. His courageous act had taken them instantly down a one-way road. 

Juliska could attempt denial, but the seeds had been planted even if she did. 

Billie Sadorus nodded curtly at the Jackal sisters, Kalila and Kalida, owners of the Jackal Lantern, and then towards the Flummer family, Noah and his mother Sidra, who had helped Colin and Catrina escape many months before. They stood in front of Noah’s wife and young child, shielding them.

Maura grasped Billie’s hand, silently letting her know she was by her side and then let go, poised to fight if it became necessary. They were just a few, but ready to fight against Juliska Blackwell nonetheless. 

They had hoped to increase their numbers before this moment came, to give themselves a better chance at success. Now that the traveling Svoda groups had returned, they had hoped to recruit others to their cause.

Billie frantically searched for the one other person she knew was privy to their cause, the person responsible for her knowing the truth. She caught his eye but found she could barely see as tears stung at her cheeks, blurring her vision. His gaze warned, now. We don’t wait. We do it now. She trembled for just a moment in the meaning of that. Garner returned her unspoken words, mouthing, “Be strong, for me.” Billie wiped her eyes and looked away, steeling herself for what was to come. They had both known it would come to this someday. But somehow, you always think you have another day, before someday arrives. 

“The price of truth and freedom,” Garner had told her, years before. “For what better cause could I forfeit my life? When the time comes, be strong. Sacrifice, will be the easy road. It’s you that will have to forge onward. To continue the fight. And live.” 

The time for goodbyes passed. Sorrow would have to wait. This was the time to fight! She daringly looked his direction one last time, showing him her resolve. She bowed her head toward Ravana, Garner’s wife, who stood firmly by his side. Billie resolved to make sure their sacrifice would not be in vain. 

Garner turned and faced his wife, whispering something. After a moment of embrace, they walked out of the crowd, toward Juliska Blackwell. 

The Svoda Queen remained silent in the furious aura surrounding her. 

Perhaps hoping the Svoda would not believe what they had seen, or were being told. Perhaps just biding her time to strike at the right moment. Regardless, after today, no one would doubt the truth of her true nature. 

Garner and Ravana took strong steps, splitting apart as they got closer to their target, who did not suspect them of anything other than coming to her aid. 

Ravana continued forward, Garner stopped. 

His eyes never left Juliska’s as he spoke. 

“What is sacrificed today will show all Svoda the truth. No doubts will remain. You are at your end!” 

Juliska came back to life. 

Her nostrils flared and her eyes bulged with rage. 

She had been tricked by her most loyal subjects. 

Smoke erupted from her skin. 

“You dare attack your creator?” she admitted freely. 

Dark inky veins pulsated into fiery lines across her face, neck and arms. She raised those arms into the air, making a motion with her hands to draw in the clouds, darkening the sky and throwing a dreary blanket over the entire island. 

Billie motioned for her small army to hold back; they would advance once Garner and Ravana attacked Juliska. Their only chance of success was to catch Juliska off guard. 

Billie had only witnessed her brother transform once, it was nearly impossible to watch. She shoved the memory back into the recesses of her mind; she needed to remain focused. She could not allow her brother’s inevitable demise to overwhelm her. They had just this one chance to take Juliska Blackwell out of power. 

Juliska’s deadly gaze dropped, ignoring Ravana and slicing into Garner. 

Horrified gasps erupted from the Svoda as they watched Ravana’s body begin to shift and transform before them. 

Garner turned away from Juliska and did the same, contorting into the hideous form of his inner beast. His teeth became long and jagged, his head elongated, dark gray skin replacing his own human skin. His fingernails grew sharply out of his fingertips, his knees bent forward, dropping his height just a few inches as the nails on his toes grew out and bent, clicking against the rock on which he stood. Translucent, web-like wings freed themselves from his back, heaving upwards into the air. As if he needed to drive the point home, he took a short lunge toward the Svoda. He had no intent to harm them, only to frighten. He turned on the spot back to Juliska. She headed toward him, fearlessly, her hand outstretched. 

Ravana, now behind Juliska, leapt upward, her wings flapping against the air with a snap. She dove for Juliska, her wings ready to enclose around her Master and creator. 

She didn’t make it. Up over the backside of the cliff two Scratchers flew up, landing on Ravana, pinning her to the ground. 

Juliska ignored the cries behind her. 

Ravana’s body let out a shudder and went limp. She was dead. 

Garner let out a single whimper in his wife’s demise, which in his Scratcher form came out as a miserable howl. He lifted off the ground, swung his head to find Billie and let out a ferocious snarl. 

It was time. When Juliska and Garner fought, they would attack. 

Juliska’s body rose into the air, meeting Garner’s height. Hatred heated her vengeful glare as it lingered downward over the Svoda, basking in their pitiful innocence being stripped away
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