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    To all the wayward souls seeking belonging--may you find your true home and family and live with love in your heart and peace in your soul. 
May you be seen, accepted, and cherished in all all the ways you want and need. 
And may you believe to the depths of your bones that you deserve to be loved. And that you do belong in this world. 

      

    


[image: A logo with text on it

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1
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When You are The Lie

Juliska Blackwell swung her body around to meet the confronting menace that was Colin Jacoby—her son. Red and pink hues painted the skyline behind him as the sun disappeared below the horizon. The shimmering blush, a beacon of light that only made the defiance and threat of his presence, even darker. 

She said nothing, matching his penetrative stare. The contempt in her own, a seemingly permanent fixture of her appearance after so many years of practice.  

"Hello, Mother. Miss me?" 

A fluttering of emotion she hadn't experienced since she'd held her child in her arms rolled through her, causing a barely noticeable twitch at the corner of her mouth. The glimmer of truth revealed itself in the eyes that desperately peeled through the evidence so plainly there all along. 

She pushed her body forward but stopped herself. Consumed by the defiant certainty swarming in her son’s eyes. The contempt he so obviously and deservedly held against her; the truth she'd never permitted herself to see. The voluntary blindness she'd buried deep below her own malice and resentment. 

Her son.

Alive.

Her son... 

Alive...

Alive...

Alive...

He’d been alive all this time, and she’d been blind to the truth. 

Blinded on purpose. Such a blatant and obvious thing, she realized now. 

And how? How had she allowed this to happen? How had she been so blinded to this truth? Unable, or unwilling to see this was her child? Her son, once believed dead. Once believed murdered by those she'd sought revenge on all these years. The son she'd have died for. In some ways, had died for. Because she had not lived, not truly, not since he'd been stripped out of her arms. 

Yes, she'd been blind, but the ugly truth was she'd been tricked. This had been done to her. She'd been seduced into the lie and blinded on purpose. By Tanzea Chase. By Jurekai Fazendiin. They'd taken over her soul, now controlled by their purposes for her—fueling her desire to hurt all those who'd hurt her, and her son. Topped by her own inability to accept anything but the lie they'd created. 

When had she become so weak? So easily misled? So disturbingly blind to the truth?

Regardless of the when's, or how's, whether they'd used magic to trick her, or merely words placed in her head at the right moment—she had chosen to believe them. 

Juliska witnessed in her son all she’d ever wanted, all she’d ever been—before the lie. All she’d done since giving in and believing the lie. All she’d loved, and lost... 

And it was lost. All of it. There was no going back. Not now. 

She hadn’t created the lie, but she’d believed the lie. Lived the lie. Brought the lie to life. She was the lie. 

Whether by Fazendiin’s hands, or her own, she was the lie. She was the thing used to further the Grosvenor’s plans. And she’d fallen for all of it. The consequences of her actions a putrid breath enclosing around her, and looming in front of her in the form of her son, a storm about to let loose. 

Her son...

Alive.

The emotions percolated and simmered, bubbling upward, but didn't quite boil and spill over the surface. She didn't remember how to feel them any longer. It was buried so deep, Juliska thought it would stay buried there forever. And perhaps it should. Perhaps there was no living that life again. Her past was gone—a life that no longer existed. There was no possibility of returning to that life. 

Colin was caught up in the lie now too. He'd not chosen to be. He didn’t deserve to be. And his powers—to gaze upon him on this rooftop pavilion, he looked—unstoppable. Determined. Focused, on his hate. His disappointment. As well as a distant longing—a hope, that was never to be. Because she would never be his mother. He'd never look at her like a son should look at their mother. 

Unless—unless—what if? 

"The only choice is to move forward." Her voice came out as a thought trying to bring itself to the surface. Colin wasn't so unlike her, perhaps there was a chance to persuade him to join her. She had no other place to go, so why not bring him—the thought so instantly sickened her. She didn't want this for him. And he was so much more like his father, than her—a good thing—that he be more like his father. 

Colin had no clue what Juliska meant about moving forward. He stared his mother down, his mind raging through too many potential reactions to decipher and focus on a single one. He wanted to scream at her. To hurt her. She was an evil woman—it didn’t matter that she had brought him into this world. She obviously hadn't cared enough to stick around. And—was she the reason he was like this? Out of control, unstable, and at the moment, not caring of either. It didn't even matter that Catrina was a few feet away begging for him to leave with her. She was off his radar, a distant worry.  

He closed the gap between him and his mother by a few tentative steps, tuning out all else around them. It was odd, but in a way, his thoughts had never been so one-minded on one single event. His thoughts were not rampant, but laser focused on his mother. 

Catrina didn’t think for a minute this was a good thing.

It was easy to see where his mind was, and although intent on his target, the inner turmoil was bubbling. Brewing into what kind of chaos, she was certain would only bode poorly for them all. Most of all, Colin, if the magic became more powerful than he was able to handle, and dragged him down into the darkness too far.   

Juliska aimed herself toward her son, her thoughts still rambling out of her. "He’ll have to join me. It’s the only way." 

Colin wanted answers. Wanted his mother to answer for her crimes. Needed her to explain just how she chose to abandon a son she once claimed to love. No. Once did love. He’d felt that love, in the musical memory Catrina had shown him. However, seeing Juliska Blackwell in front of him and picturing that feeling coming out of her, sent a shockwave of rage through him. 

She was not capable of such a feeling. Juliska was evil. He’d always known it. Even when others scoffed at his claims, he'd been sure of it. And she had to be stopped whether she was his mother, or not. 

Catrina shivered in the bitter winter gust sweeping across the fortress. Though the sunset was breaking through over the horizon, not all of the gloom had lifted overhead—even with the magical protection barrier broken, and the constant layer of dark clouds was lifting, the sense of gloom still lingered and festered. Catrina's gaze slid between the young man she loved, and the mother inquisitively enclosing the space between them. She had to interfere before this mother and son reunion pushed Colin's emotions too far and he became erratic and uncontrolled. 

But how? She was one young woman with a magical gift that had gotten them into this mess, and served no purpose in getting them out of it. But if she didn't manage to drag Colin out of this enraged stupor, who would? 

She sucked in and forced a few bold steps, her intent to jump into the middle of the line mother and son were cautiously closing the distance of, only to gasp and freeze when a ghostly form materialized into the tense doom, dividing them, in her place. 

The spirit soaked up the space Catrina was about to claim for herself, so she held back, uncertain how to deal with a ghost. And wondering exactly why there was a ghost here in the first place. 

"Eddy, get out of my way." Juliska’s order warned she had no patience for her late betrothed’s intrusion. 

Eddy? Catrina gave her head a blunt shake—was this the ghost who'd helped Colin before? He'd told her all about him. Why was he here? 

The ghost held his head high and firm. "Sorry, Love. I can’t do that." His use of the word love gave Juliska pause, almost like she was trying to recall the memories of what it meant. And moreover, what it had meant, from him. What it had meant for them. 

Eddy twisted his ghostly form to get a look at Colin, for the first time able to acknowledge him as his father. 

"Hello—Son." The words slipped out as if he’d waited a thousand years to say them, and yet he found it so much harder to reveal than he’d expected. As if the one moment he’d given up his life for, was finally here, and it was almost impossible to believe, even for him. 

Colin stopped on the spot and stared blankly, his hardened stance softening ever so little. What had the ghost just said? He recognized the ghost, and yet, his focus was so overwhelmingly pointed at his mother, he had only partially heard him. 

"You are my son," Eddy spoke gently. "I'm not your uncle. I am your father."

And this was the moment Catrina feared. When that laser focus started to sputter, a thousand demands forcing their way upward in Colin’s mind with the only way to free themselves, a rush of uncontrolled magic—the likes of which no one could predict the outcome of. The storm was brewing, about to break free, and she had no idea how to help him. 

The reality of what he was being told wound its way to the part of Colin's brain that realized, somewhere deep in his soul, that he'd already known this. Wanted this. Hoped for this. Arnon had raised him. Eddy had helped him when he'd first entered the world of magic—and Colin had always felt some pull toward the ghost, much more so than Meghan had. He cared for them both, but there was something else, something Colin had never been able to put into words, until now. Father... 

Not his uncle. Not just a long-lost relative who happened to be in Grimble waiting to finish unfinished business. His father—a ghost he'd trusted and looked up to, like he imagined he always would have if he'd known his father. 

But the reality brewing up in his mind was leading to a singular thought—another damn lie! What was one more to stack up on top of the rest?!  

His father was a liar. 

His mother was a liar—and so much more. 

And what chance did this give him? Was he doomed to follow in their footsteps? 

Did no one tell the truth in this world? Was it built on secrets? How did a world even function with so many secrets piled up? Especially when they were unraveling, one by one. 

This ghost, his father, was a complete stranger to him. This wasn’t the lovable Uncle Eddy who’d helped him and Meghan while in Grimble. This was the ghost of a man who’d once loved Juliska Blackwell. No, he still loved her. It was apparent even in his ghostly stature that he still loved her. 

How? 

How could he still love her after all the evil things she’d done?

His features must have shown his confusion outwardly because Eddy guessed what he was thinking. 

"I can’t stop loving her, any more than I can ever stop loving you, Colin. You need to know that you were brought into this world, out of love. You were not expected, or planned, but you were loved from the first moment I knew of your existence. By me. By your mother. We wanted you. It was not meant to be like this. We should have been together, as a family. Everything got... messed up." That was saying it lightly. 

Eddy found himself at a loss for words, with no easy way to explain everything his son deserved to know. And found that even with all her wrongdoings, he didn’t want Colin to hate his mother. Because though she had chosen to believe the lie Fazendiin presented to her, she’d done so because her love had died the day she thought her son had died. Her heart had burned out, turning hard and cold and bitter. Seeking only revenge on those she believed, had wronged her. 

Colin wanted to understand everything, and he wanted to understand nothing. 

He staggered backward, shaking his head, blinking hard as control thinned to a thread stretching thinner and thinner. 

In a burst of ghostly light, Eddy landed right in front of Colin and sank to his knees. 

"You can control this, Son. If not for me, or your mother, control it for her." He aimed his gaze at Catrina, who peered back at him like the world was about to rupture underneath their feet. But she'd never abandon him even if it did. 

His flustered gaze flew back and landed on his mother. Only, it wasn’t Juliska Blackwell, Queen, and doer of evil he saw there. She was a frail set of bones and clothes sunk down to the stone floor like it might devour her whole. A woman, living and breathing, but suddenly carrying a weight so heavy she was no longer able to remain on her feet, her hands flattened against the stone with barely enough strength to keep herself from falling over. 

There was a sorrowful sigh from Eddy.  

"Finally..." 

Colin didn’t look, he didn't need to. The word echoed out of his father, followed by a breath that if he’d been a normal ghost, meant his unfinished business in the land of the living was completed. And for any normal ghost, it would have meant peace, at last, and moving on. 

But because Eddy had taken his own life to make himself immortal in the only way he’d known how, it simply meant that he was now merely a ghost without a purpose, or a place, to move on to. But it didn’t matter. He’d finally gotten the woman he loved to break open, see, and accept the truth. And his son knew where he’d come from, however messed up a truth it was. 

But the moment passed. Although relieved, and his purpose fulfilled, his son was still in danger. 

Catrina slid over to Colin and grasped his arm like she meant to be the anchor who dragged him back into reality. He’d gone from laser focused on making his mother pay for her crimes, to understanding Eddy was his father, and now stared at his mother like he was seeing her for the first time. 

A stranger. 

A person. 

A woman. 

A mother. 

Not an evil Queen. 

This wasn’t the Juliska Blackwell he despised, sunk to the stone like life had just imploded and betrayed her in every manner possible. 

Colin had the instant urge to get away. To flee. 

Seeing her as anything but evil was not something he was ready to see, or accept. 

The unbridled emotions pushing upward wasn’t something he was prepared for, or capable of handling. The reality of these feelings putting them all in danger because his mind would not keep any measure of control if he stayed and faced this now. 

"Go." 

Colin lifted his gaze to see his father wearing full comprehension in his ghostly eyes. Even the sympathy swimming there was too much. Colin wordlessly obeyed, in a hazy fog of magical movement, he removed himself and Catrina from the rooftop of the stone fortress. For today, leaving his parents behind. 

Eddy would find his son when the time was right, and Colin was ready to face the truth of it all. He’d let his son do it in his own way. And own time. That was all that mattered now, or ever. Protect his son. And he had forever in which to do that. 

His own true immortality, was at last, beginning. The tether to Grimble, the afterlife waiting area ghosts waited in to finish their business, severed for good. And since there was no place for him to move on to, he was free to roam the land of the living, or the land of the in-between, but never the afterlife, and never as a living man. The taking of his own life granting him his forever, in the only manner he’d known how. And he’d have made the same choice, the same sacrifice, a thousand times over to be here with his son. A son he hoped one day would call him, father. And understand all that had happened. And why. That his lies had not been to hurt him. But to save him. 

And Eddy could wait until Colin was ready. After all, they did have forever. 
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CHAPTER 2
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Simplicity in the Chaos

––––––––
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Colin fled to the only place his mind ever thought of as home.  

The one place that had been closest to a home. 

Cobbscott, Maine. Where his younger self—before magic interfered—he'd spent his summers. The campground was deserted with it being the middle of winter. Empty of the warmth and life that summer brought with it. And colder, with the oncoming night. 

Catrina said nothing as he sank to his knees, his stare intent on the ancient oak tree where they’d buried Jasper Thorndike. The hard, frozen ground glistened in recently fallen leaves covered in splotches of lingering snow and ice from a recent storm. His hands didn't even react to the sudden cold contact as they pushed into the icy snow and he balanced himself. 

Catrina swallowed the pain-filled lump in her throat, unsure of what to say or how to offer comfort. How did she help him through this? 

Finding out all he'd just discovered would be difficult on a good day, for anyone. 

But this was not a good day. 

And this was not anyone.

This was a young Projector who'd not learned to control his magic, and was drowning in conflict and despair. 

Catrina sighed in frustration. Words, or physical actions of comfort, had never seemed so useless. And perhaps silence and time was what he needed. A few minutes to focus. To find his control. To process all the thoughts and emotions storming his mind before they had the chance to overwhelm him into instability. 

Colin wished as hard as humanly, or magically, possible, for Jasper Thorndike to live. To come back to life. Because the ideas assaulting his mind scared the crap out of him. But there was no bringing the dead Projector back to life, and Colin wasn’t sure how to handle all this emotion on his own. 

He attempted to speak, but no words would form. 

Only pain and anger and confusion bubbled and boiled. His hands fisted, eyelids crushing against each other. His jaw ground hard in the fight to keep the magic from taking over, but it screamed for release. It stormed and struck at every nerve. Wouldn't it just be better not to think, and give in and let it out? So much easier, his addled brain relented ever so little. The caring, the trying, the struggle—why bother? What was the point? 

His second soul, his book, had no higher speed in which to work up to—it sputtered and threatened to abandon its place on Colin's tattooed ear. The connection had already been severed and he didn't care if it reconnected—more like, wondered why he should care. Why he should bother.  

A concerned and gentle voice called out his name—Catrina—but her voice sounded distant and muffled. He needed to send her away from him. She was the one pure and honest thing in his life—she deserved better than this. She deserved a stable home. Her family. Her friends. Not a life on the run with a guy like him. 

He tried to care enough to make himself climb out of this pit of despair—and thinking of Catrina was helping—but the worry that he might hurt her in the process ruined any progress that line of thinking even started to make.  

If he hurt her...

God, if he hurt her—don't let me hurt her. 

He'd rather die. 

He pushed out a maniacal laugh at that thought—because he couldn't die! Not even if he wanted to, with all his heart. Not if it was best for the entire world, that he did. 

He clutched his chest- the magic, it was like this pulsing energy trying to break free. 

Catrina frantically tried to reach Colin—the part of him that was still him, hidden deep under the chaos brewing inside of him. She gasped when icy particles of snow started to rise off the ground, lifting, swirling, sparkling over their heads. But not in any pleasant, oh, this is pretty sort of way. 

"Colin, you can't let it out." 

The storm brewing inside of him was leaking its way outward—into a real storm picking up speed. The snow and ice and leaves began to swirl faster and more furiously all around them. Catrina gasped, a miniscule sliver of ice slicing her cheek, then her hand.

"Colin, please! Come back to me! I know you're in there, you have to come back to me." She peered through the swarming snow, helplessly. She might be forced to leave him. This storm brewing around them would kill her if she stayed too long. But if she didn't bring him out of this, she was probably dead anyway. Along with many others. 

This is the breakdown they were always trying to avoid.

Live a simple life, she almost joked to herself. 

How the heck did they do that when they lived in the real world?

The real world was chaotic, not calm. 

It was always throwing you for a loop, not just letting you slide through easily. 

Something moved in the distance—into the furious snowy white blowing and blinding her. She covered her eyes, narrowing in on some murky figure pushing its way into the storm.

Catrina's first fear—this was someone dangerous. A hunter come for Colin. He'd let his guard down, and they were not protected by the magical cloak. It was open season and they were the prey—and she had no way to protect Colin. Her magic was no match for his, or whoever this figure was. Her second fear—Colin was stuck in some waking dream state, and like before, his dreams were trying to come to life. And this figure was a figment of some conjuring from the depths of his mind. 

She grabbed Colin's shoulders, begging him to snap out of it. But his stare remained blank and dead-like, unresponsive to her pleas, unseeing of the dark figure whose cloak whipped in the winds Colin's magic created. 

Abruptly, it ended.

The snow released from its torment in a gentle fall back to the ground. But it wasn't Colin who'd done it. The figure was making motions with their hands, treading closer. 

Catrina sucked in to catch her breath. The storm might have subsided, but she held no illusion that this would end well—she rose to her feet and put her palm outward to ward off this approaching figure. If she was lucky, she'd manage to get a spell or two out before she was knocked out, or taken, or—rock hard swallow—killed.   

The cloaked figure thrust his arm outward in a rolling motion and Colin slumped over onto the snowy ground. Catrina jumped back in shock, agony heavy on her tongue at the sight. She didn't imagine Colin could knock himself out, or have some dream vision figure come to life, knock him out. Which meant it was probably a hunter, and they were doomed. Her magic was not up to par, plain and simple.  

"He’ll be okay," a grizzled voice rang out from underneath the cloak. 

"Who—who are you?" Catrina stammered out. "What did you do to him? What do you want from us?" She raised her palm again, ready to strike if it would do any good. Oddly, though, she began to realize the cloaked figure was familiar. This was the same man who’d saved them not long before, from the attack by Tanzea Chase at Freyne Rothrock's now destroyed lighthouse. 

Catrina held her breath, uncertain. Just because he'd saved them before didn't mean he wasn't simply biding his time to snatch them up now. 

The figure lifted his arms and slid back his hood. 

Catrina stumbled backwards and stared, eyes bugged open so wide she thought they might pop out of their sockets. She was seeing a ghost. Surely, this was an apparition before them. She didn't believe for a minute he was real. Perhaps Colin was imagining all of this, another dream trying to come to life. And if so, it gave her a clear idea where his mind had gone to. And it was a desperate place, if true. 

Words escaped her. Leapt right out of her brain, like, words, what are those? 

Colin stirred, mumbling something incoherent. 

"See, he’s already waking up. I just fried his thoughts for a minute so he didn’t fry all of us, first."

Catrina's only response was to stare at the man, certain she was seeing things. That somehow, they'd been flung into some sort of false reality. Was this Colin's magic at work? Were his dreams coming to life again? Were they living out his deepest desires? Had they died? Maybe that was it, somehow, they'd died, and were now in some hazy, wintery version of an afterlife. That had to be it. Except Colin was immortal and unable to die. 

Colin’s eyes fluttered open and Catrina snapped out of her disbelief and helped him sit up. She swiped the snow off his jacket and out of his disheveled hair, and followed his gaze as it landed on the face of a man he’d just been desperately wishing was still alive. But even his powers were not strong enough for this. He sat up straight and blinked hard a few times. 

"I'm dreaming again, right?" His gaze slid over to Catrina who shrugged. It wasn't the same as when his dreams had tried to live themselves out. And yet, Jasper was dead. His presence here was an impossibility. 

"Hello, Colin. Catrina." Jasper nodded in greeting at them. His smile was thin and held their confusion tightly. "You are not seeing things. You are not dreaming. Or dead. And for that matter, neither am I."

"I don’t understand," Colin muttered coarsely. 

Jasper Thorndike held out his arm to assist him to his feet. "Come with me, and I’ll explain." He glanced around nervously. "It’s not safe to stick around here. Someone might have tracked you, although I'm pretty sure I will have sent them in the wrong direction if that's the case. But I'm not willing to take any chances."

"Yeah. Not safe," Colin mumbled. His brain refused to believe what he was seeing. But Jasper, or this strange figment of his imagination, was right. It wasn't safe to stay here in his current condition. Which was what exactly? He'd just been lost so deep into his own mind that he could not surface back into reality, and now—his eyes fled to find Catrina's and beg forgiveness. He was afraid of what he'd find silently written there—and there was fear, but not of him. Only for him. 

His hand reached up and touched a cut on her cheek. He let his hand drop, revolted by the truth that he'd caused that. And before his mind sank him into another round of despair, the cut healed itself—the drops of blood, as if washed away. Colin had not done that. He lifted his head to Jasper. He must've done it. 

Catrina pulled his face back to her. "It was nothing. Merely a scratch." There had been a few, but she didn't point that out. 

A scratch, or cut down the middle, either was equally terrible when it came to Catrina. Any injury or pain she suffered was equally horrific. He'd been lost so deep... it was written all over her face, the fear that he might go off the deep end—how dangerously close he'd come to sinking down too far. "You should have left me." 

All Catrina heard was, if I'd hurt you I would never forgive myself.

In reply, she kissed his cheek and squeezed his hand.

Colin didn't deserve her loyalty, not when it might have cost Catrina her life. He pulled his hand out of hers and rubbed his hands on his pants as if somehow that would make him clean and whole and worthy again.

Catrina recognized the pulling away for what it was, but she caught Jasper's pursed simper and didn't try to argue. It was not the time. 

Even now, with whatever magic Jasper had used on him, his control was struggling. His second soul was chugging at top speed to keep him steady. The reconnecting was hard work. He sucked in and let it out evenly. 

Catrina. Think of Catrina. I need to get her somewhere safe. 

Somewhere away from me, his thoughts betrayed him mournfully. 

His mind was having difficulty getting behind the idea that he was staring at Jasper. And whatever the dead Projector, or whoever he really was, had done to him when he’d knocked him out, Colin's brain wasn’t firing up correctly, which was probably the point seeing as he’d been about to blow something up. 

And only Jasper, or another Projector, would know this. 

"Jasper?" it came out in a hushed need to believe it was really him. 

Jasper grasped his shoulder and gave him an eye roll. "You finally with me? It's a long story, Kid. Let's get somewhere safer first. You ready?" 

Colin nodded. Catrina held onto him firmly, a shudder of calm coming over her. Jasper was really here. Alive. And Colin hadn't crossed a line there was no coming back from. It was the best possible win for today. 

A blink of time later, they were standing at the edge of the woods in some new place. It was warm. Summery. There was no snow, cold wind or gloomy skies. The landscape beyond the trees was vibrant with life. 

It took a moment, but they realized where he'd brought them—back to the Tunkapog lands. A sense of relief washed over them. It had been one of their favorite places to visit. There was something about being here that was naturally inviting and soothing. Just what the Projector ordered, Colin surmised. 

Catrina gasped and ran to the edge of the field. Colin's gaze followed—people disembarking long wooden boats. Some faces he recognized, most he did not. 

Jasper kept his magical cloak covering them, so they would not be seen. 

Colin joined Catrina only for his features to crumple inward at the sight of a tear streaking down her cheek. 

"My mother." She sniffled. "My father." Involuntary movements had her inching closer—their mere proximity calling out to her silently. She stopped, freezing on the spot, spinning to see Colin. Suddenly stuck between them. She was hidden from her parents, still shielded by the magical cloak. More than anything, she dreaded leaving Colin. Especially right after such an emotional episode. But the sight of her parents after so long apart... 

"You should go to them," Colin affirmed as insistently as his dulled strength permitted. "They need to see you, and know you’re okay. And you—you need to see them too." His words were riddled with confusion, though, over letting her go. A big part of him thought she'd be safer with them. But an even bigger part was scared to death she'd walk away from him, and he'd never see her again. That once they discovered she was not only alive, but still with him—well, his dream would be over. His dream girl, taken from him. 

If they were smart, they'd never let her come back. He really hoped they were not smart—and it sickened him to hope this. She wasn't his possession. He didn't own her. He loved her, and even though separating would be difficult, she needed to reconnect with her family. 

Jasper grasped Colin’s shoulder in a firm grip. 

"It will be okay. I’ll watch out for him while you’re away." His implied meaning, we need some time alone to discuss some things, anyway, but I’ll make sure you're reunited as soon as possible. 

Catrina leapt back and grabbed Colin’s hands in hers, staring him straight in the eye. "I’m not leaving you for long. I will find you." She was aware he’d have to stay hidden for the time being. And she wasn’t sure exactly what would happen once her family found out she had returned to them again. 

This was not a goodbye. Not a long term one. She would not allow it. 

"I’ll never be too far." A wary promise. He tenderly pushed her hands out of his before he lost his nerve and instead, grabbed her and disappeared. 

Such a selfish need. 

She appeared torn, but gave him a loving nod and left him. Jasper released her from the magical cloak, revealing her to the world.  

Colin couldn’t handle watching the emotional and shocking reunion. The sounds of it, alone, were enough. His head dropped, eyes closing. The mere idea of them being separated for any length of time was causing him anxiety. 

He needed help. So much help. He wondered if it was even more help than what Jasper had to offer. He was a downright walking disaster. A time bomb who didn't even know what would set off his trigger.

The grasp on his shoulder squeezed tight again. 

"C'mon now, Kid. You didn’t end the world today. It's not so bad all things considered." 

Colin cast his mentor a side glance that screamed, really? That's the angle we're taking here? 

Familiar voices snagged his attention—Ivan, he was reuniting with the Mochrie family. Mireya looked—so much more grown up than the last time Colin had seen her. Although her parents did not look as though they'd fared well at all. Her father, Irving, was on a stretcher, and her mother, walking, but in an obvious state of shock. He witnessed Ivan swipe a tear from his own eyes, and hug Mireya again. There was a young man with her—she introduced him as Joseph. Colin didn't recognize him. 

There were so many of them. So many people coming off the boats, and most in need of assistance. It was only after this that he caught the hint of desperation in the air. This had just happened—whatever this was. These people were not supposed to be here. They were supposed to be on the island. It hadn't even dawned on him while he was there confronting his mother, that they were not. Of course, he was nearing a magical meltdown at the time. 

"Why are they all here?"

Jasper sucked in and forced out a sigh. "How about first, let's talk. Then I'll explain all of this."

Colin nodded. Yeah. One problem at a time.  

A scream stopped them. Colin observed Ivan dart away from the Mochries only to hurry over to a young woman—Maria, he recalled. She was on the ground grasping an older man, and crying. 

Jasper let out a snip of a breath. "Her father's still alive. Well isn't that something..." It wasn't all gloom and doom. 

But it wasn't the place for Colin right now either. 

"My sister's here, isn't she?"

"Far as I know." His tone indicated he had a bit more to say on the subject. "Shall we?" Jasper magicked them away from the scene. 

Colin was taken aback when they arrived in one of the tropical rooms—he'd missed this. The warmth. The peace. The quiet. A pleasant place to waste away the hours. 

Jasper thrust something at him. He peered downward with a big old question mark in his features. 

"Swim trunks." Jasper nodded toward the pool. "It's good for getting your head on straight. And it's good exercise too."

"You want me to go—swimming?" 

"It's that, or we sit and talk, and I don't think we're there yet. You swim. Relax. Don't think. Let the water calm your nerves. Then—we'll talk."

So that's how it was to be. No explanation of how the man was still alive, or why he was here, or Catrina's family was here, or the entire population of the Svoda was here—just—go take a swim. 

In the scheme of things, it wasn't an unpleasant thought to disappear and float away in the water for a few hours. 

"I won't be far." It wasn't meant as a threat or a warning. Only to assure he wasn't going anywhere, to let Colin check that off his worry list. He nodded and watched Jasper leave the room. 

Colin remembered this place—remembered wishing he had the choice to live in a place like this, all the time. He got into the swim trunks and stared out across the shimmering surface, his pale reflection mirrored back up at him. Long gone was the boy who wore sweater vests and khakis, and wasted away his days reading fantasy and sci-fi novels. His head tilted to see the black tattoo weaved into his ear—his second soul. This was more fitting of him now. Even if he'd never grown much taller. A few inches over the last few years, that was all. He supposed if Catrina accepted him as he was, he needed to figure out how to do that as well.  

Colin dipped his toes into the water. It brought a dim smile to his lips—the water was perfectly warm and inviting. He sank down in, letting the water wash over him. After a few strokes, he rolled onto his back and floated. 

Nowhere to go.

Nowhere to be.

No thoughts... he let the waterfall carry them away.
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CHAPTER 3
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A Trio of Misfits

––––––––
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Elisha wound around her master’s feet. She’d caught up with Colby and snuck through at the last moment as they’d jumped through the doorway at the bottom of the stone fortress on the Svoda island—when he, Jae, and Katana Jade, escaped the clutches of Jurekai Fazendiin... Colby's father. 

And now, Colby and Jae found themselves back in a familiar world, one they’d never thought they’d have reason to return to, again: Grimble. The afterlife ghost town for the recently, and not so recently, deceased, who were unable to move on because they still had unfinished business in the world of the living. 

Katana let out a huff and planted her hands on her hips. "Just great. I left one drab and dreary island of gloom only to land in another. Is it day or night? How do you even tell in this so obviously fun-forsaken place?" Nightfall should be arriving, but as always, the ghost town was overcast in constant shades of gray no matter the time of day, or night—the landscape painted in various shades of bleak. 

But it was the land of the dead, not the land of the living. Which made sense, however depressing a sight, as ghosts didn't live off the same human needs. And in some ways, perhaps not for Katana, but for Colby and Jae, the colors fit the mood. 

Ghosts floated about, uncaring of the human presence—as long as they stayed out of their way at least. 

"You guys have been here before, so where to?" Katana babbled testily. 

Colby's hand scrubbed through his untidy hair. He deferred to Jae, the look he gave the young man indicating he had no idea, and no energy to get an idea. He was bathed in a sense of, I'd be fine to plunk down anywhere. Even right here. His stance came across vulnerable, almost like the air itself, hitting his skin, was too much to feel. This didn't sit well with Jae; he'd been in that position too many times before. 

Elisha grimaced at how deflated and worn out her Master not only appeared, but sounded—his mind its own version of the doom and gloom around them. It might have fit their mood, but it was not doing anything to help improve it. Although, the downward spiral in Colby's mind would not have changed even if they'd landed atop a rainbow, Elisha purred in muted dismay. 

Colby's silent need for someone else to decide was all the push Jae needed. The guy had just saved him from killing his sister. And his family. And had gotten all the Svoda held prisoner, to safety. Regardless of his past, or what he might do in the future, today, he deserved Jae's untold gratitude and respect—he'd gladly take the reins. 

Jae motioned for them to follow. Katana fell in behind him. He glanced back to catch Elisha encouraging Colby to follow. He did, although his movements were heavy, like it took great effort merely to walk. Jae purposely took it slow for the guy. For reasons only his subconscious might be able to sort out, he had this tremendous urge to hug the guy—which boggled his mind because hugs, not exactly his thing. He supposed it was the yet unexpressed gratitude he had for the guy. At least, that's what Jae decided to chalk it up to, since he was currently a mixture of an almost giddy relief—seeing as he was, momentarily, free of Juliska Blackwell, and hadn't been forced to kill anyone—and yet at the same time, filled with uncertainty and fear of the unknown. What came next? For any of them? 

The last time he'd ended up on his own like this, things had not gone so well. This was different though. He was with—they weren't friends. He didn't know what the heck to call them. Fellow escapees, perhaps? Refugees, of sorts. Victims of—ugh, this was leading nowhere. They were a trio of misfits and a Catawitch. None of them able to fall in line with the roles they'd been handed. 

Jae aimed them through the ghost town and beyond the outskirts until— "Wagons," bellowed Katana as they came into view. There was a semicircle of them. 

"This is where my people stayed when we visited here," explained Jae. Before I destroyed my life, he left off. "I wasn’t sure, but I hoped they were still here." 

He opened a door of the one in the center, cautiously peeking into the depths before climbing inside. The others followed. As expected, no magic at work here any longer. The wagons that had once served as entry points into a replica of their island, no longer took them anywhere. Simply a regular old decked out caravan. 

"It’ll do," decided Colby. 

"We can each have our own wagon if we want to," Jae pointed out. The trio stared at each other for a minute, unsure if that was a good, or bad, idea. 

"We can decide later," offered Katana. "Or, I’ll decide later, if you boys can't bring yourselves to stop brooding so much it drives me crazy, first." 

Colby scowled. Jae pried open his lips to argue, but she made a hand motion to shut it, and not argue. The young men surrendered fast; they were not in the mood to argue anyway. Instead, they each plunked down. Katana at a small round table. Jae on a bench that lined the wall. Colby, on the bed at the backside of the wagon, his arms gripping the edge as he slid back barely enough that he wouldn't fall off. 

Always ready to spring for it, thought Jae. Even though exhaustion and confusion pooled out of the young man, he still trusted no one. And there was no blame in that, from Jae's perspective. 

He let the Book of Doorway's slide down onto the bench, next to him with a long sigh. Grimble wasn't exactly what he'd pictured when they'd jumped through the doorway, but in a way, it was nice to land in a familiar place. 

Elisha curved around Colby’s legs before taking up a guard post near the front door, on his behalf. All the time, fretting over the ledge, her master’s very soul, appeared to be balancing on. He was a revolving door of feeling everything, and nothing, all at the same time. She'd never seen him like this. Not ever. And she didn't like it. 

And worse, she had nowhere to throw her blame other than his father. Which she'd never done before as she'd understood Colby's potential for greatness, just as his father had groomed him for. She'd always supported Colby, no matter what. It was her job to do this. And her honor to do this. She would not forsake him now. Or ever. But the future had never been this uncertain. Her Master—lost in a sea of doubt and turmoil with no clear path ahead. Regardless, she'd stick with him, anywhere he went. Whatever he decided. 

A gentle warmth caressed her mind. Colby was unable to express his gratitude in words, but she felt the presence of it in her mind. And this put her more at ease. Him too, if only a little. He let go of the edge of the bed and slid until his back hit the wagon wall. He let his head fall back, a bit of him wishing he had the ability to somehow, become the wall. Disappear into the wood. Hide. The covers were growing more inviting by the minute. But how pathetic would that look? To throw a tantrum like a four-year-old and hide under the covers. It's what he wanted to do. Scream. Shout. Pound on the wall, on the floor. But those things would require energy and movement—two things he was severely not in the mood for. 

Katana was free to call it brooding if she wanted to. He didn't care. He wanted to wallow, so therefore, he would wallow. But in silence, not like a child having a breakdown. 

Things got quiet. The unsettling sort of disquiet that got their nerves all worked up, and yet was needed for them to process what they'd done. They'd fled. Not that they'd had any other choice at the time. 

Colby was a mess and needed time to think, although from the fidgeting, scowls, and sighs, that wasn't getting him anywhere fast. Jae had to leave, or Juliska would have forced him to track down his family, or others, and kill them. 

And Katana, the young men were not exactly sure where she stood on things other than she didn't come across as being like her father, or other Stripers. She wasn't so cutthroat as they often were. 

Different from the rest or not, neither of the young men was naïve enough to accept her at face value, simply because of her claims, or because she'd made the bold move to tag along. It took a lot more than that to earn their trust. They'd learned that lesson the hard way, more than once—don't trust anyone. Only yourself. But they'd let her prove herself and earn their trust. Katana had not needed to flee with them. She could have chosen to stay behind and not been any worse for wear—maybe. Maybe not. They couldn't begin to claim they knew much of her life at all. Which just brought about the whole not trusting thing again. 

There was a fleeting glance between the young men; their thoughts obviously similar on this subject. But for now, they were stuck with each other. 

After a good solid hour staring at walls, ceilings, the floor, into the air, at nothing in particular, the quiet became too uncomfortable. 

Jae started by clearing his throat. "We, um, didn't exactly make any plans for this, other than escaping. Which we did. So, um, now what?" He shook his head and added in a hushed whisper, "I don't even want to think about what's happening back home." 

Colby had saved a lot of people, but that only meant his father's retribution would that much crueler. 

Katana shuffled further back from the table. "My father's livid." She didn't extrapolate. There wasn't much more to say. "I've never outright defied him before." The young men noted a measure of pleasure in this fact, which unsettled them some. Bringing them right back into the not trusting her lane. She was a stubborn teenage girl plainly thrilled to piss off her dad. She saw this look hanging in their gazes. "And what does this make you two? Because your reasons are soooo much more noble." She rolled her eyes. 

"They were noble," scoffed Jae. "We were trying not to hurt anyone else."

Colby flinched when Jae said, we, like he was included in that statement. Did he really mean that? Was it true? He guessed on some level, it was. 

"And you think I want to hurt people?" Katana huffed. "Look, I could have stayed. But there wasn't anything there for me other than a pissed off father. I don't know how to get you to trust me. Maybe I don't even care if you do, or don't. I had to get away, okay. I'm not my father. I've got stripes on my skin, but they don't... fit." She shrugged. This was the best description she had to offer. She stretched up out of her chair, eyes landing on Jae.  

"You had to leave because of that monster inside of you that Juliska Blackwell controls. A monster you volunteered to become. And you," she shot at Colby, who returned her assault with a dark glare. "You're just a daddy's boy. A spoiled, given the world, daddy's boy. Talk about a guy out to defy his father..."

Colby refused her attempts to get a rise out of him. He wasn't in the mood. And she was wrong about him, about his relationship with his father. So very, very wrong. 

What he was, was losing his mind. His world as he'd known it, blown up and no longer in existence. His father had raised him to be smart. Raised him with a desire to learn and discover. To test himself. To prove himself. His world had felt immense and endless. The reality showing itself, however—his world had been small, and only what his father wanted him to see. Until these last few years, and his father could not so easily shelter him from the rest of the world. 

So while Katana acted like a spoiled child who simply needed to test her boundaries and defy her father, and Jae fell into a vast pit of despair wondering who Juliska or Fazendiin would take their wrath out upon, Colby was... on trial for treason. 

His father had probably instantly disowned him for such treachery as this. He’d not be welcomed home with forgiveness and open arms. If he decided to return, there would be punishment, no doubt. A possibility that made his squirm uncomfortably—as he didn't want to think about that outcome. 

Without realizing it, his brow was pumping out the sweat and he had to swipe it off. His hands wringing together, anxiously. Not just at the idea of being punished, but in the truth he was beginning to understand—other parents didn't punish their children like his father punished him. 

But other children were not raised to be Kings.

Others, were not immortal.

Others didn't have enemies, who wanted them dead.

His father had to do those things... to prepare him. He had to... 

And it didn't matter in the end because Colby's actions were his own, and he'd deal with the repercussions. He'd freed the Svoda and they were safe—as possible anyway, for today. It wouldn't last long. He’d only bid them some extra time. 

Still, there was this satisfaction behind the act. Punishment coming or not.  

As he thought about it, though, satisfaction wasn't the best word. It wasn't smug, or defiant. It was simply the right thing to do. Freeing those people, it was the only right choice. Making it so Jae didn’t have to kill his family. His sister... it was the only right choice. 

And none of it had to do with his father, or what he'd been taught, and it was this truth that had wound its way to the surface. A truth he'd tried to push down deep because he'd already given his father his loyalty. And yet when he'd done it, somewhere in the recesses of his mind he'd doubted his choice. Wasn't sure why he'd made it. Other than... this was his father. 

His father had promised him the world. Like, literally. However, when Colby had seen the conditions on the island, something snapped. Some light that never existed before ignited into being. And when Jae had stood on that rooftop and begged him to make it go away... there was suddenly no denying this request. No way to stop himself. Jae's pleading like a dagger that split him open. And for reasons he had absolutely no explanation for, he'd not have done it without that push. He'd have faltered. Given into his father's wishes. 

In the end, he'd done it for himself, but not because he'd been brave enough to. Jae had gotten through to him, propelled him into that zone of bravery to defy his father. Not even his sister had done that before. Not that he'd ever really given Meghan a chance to. 

But this... thing, this emotion, this reason, he'd let Jae lead him to that place... this was something he had no comparison for. No name for. And any satisfaction Colby allowed himself got mangled into a mass of vexation that led him right back to nothing making any sense. Possibly, ever again. 
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CHAPTER 4
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A Blade in the Web

Colby shifted on the bed, a sharp edge pinching into his side. He ruffled around and removed the bone dagger from a pocket, the sight of it hitching his breath inward. 

Jae winced at the far too fresh memory of stabbing him, and without asking, or thinking to ask, bounded upward, crawled onto the bed, and leaned into Colby to examine the stab wound. Jae peeled his collar back over his shoulder and let out an awed push of breath. 

"It's fine," Colby told him. "Immortal, remember?"

Not a Projector, any longer, but still the son of an immortal. Jae couldn't resist running his hand across the healing wound, which had already sealed itself shut. 

"I was going to use magic, but—" he lifted an eyebrow, impressed. "I guess Elisha could've helped you too. Sorry for, um, you know, stabbing you." He let go, plunking down next to Colby rather than move back to the bench. He wasn't sure what drew him to do it, but he swore Colby let out a long sigh that made Jae shudder at the unspoken meaning of it—Colby was glad he'd stayed. 

They had that in common—not wanting to ask for help. Never wanting to need help. Or comfort. Or support. Depending on or trusting others never ended well, for either of them. 

"Way more comfy up here." Jae blew it off like it was no big. But there was this tug, to stick close to the guy. And he seemed to want that too, so Jae had no problem obliging. "How are you feeling anyway? Getting stabbed would suck enough, but I can't imagine having all that magic sucked out of you could've been too pleasant."

Colby shook his head. "Weird. Just... weird. Out of my own head a bit. Like I got into a fight with the wrong end of a dagger." He rolled a wary eye at Jae that held no blame. 

He pushed out a clipped laugh in reply, breaking the shared gaze when the depth of Colby's silent thank you, for having the guts to do it, startled him. 

Katana frowned. Pouted a little. She might as well not even be in the room. 

She laughed lightly, getting the attention back on herself. "Yeah. I'm guessing having all that magic jacked into your system, and then yanked back out again, might cause anyone to feel like they'd met with the bad end of a knife."

"Something like that," Colby slid out. 

It was so much more than that though. 

Not only the unnatural magic he'd been given by his father, or the act of using the dagger to remove it. The physical pain was nothing to speak of really. It was all the crap in his head that was spinning a web that wrapped around his sanity, screwing it all up in a mix of emotions that made no sense. 

He ran his fingers along the sharp bone of the dagger's blade and gave a shudder. 

"You probably need to get some rest after all that," suggested Jae. Elisha meowed out a raucous agreement. It was odd to agree with Jae, but he was only concerned about her Master's state of mind. 

Colby blew him off, just as rest or sleep would blow him off for tonight. His mind was in no condition to cooperate. 

"I was so close," he murmured. His eyes pinched inward at the memory of fighting the magic. It wanted free, it wanted him free. To use him as a vessel to do whatever it might. If Jae had chickened out and not stabbed him and taken the magic out of him... well, he'd saved a lot of people, Colby figured. Because he'd been on the verge of letting the explosion happen. An actual explosion—to be followed by what kind of catastrophe, he only guessed would have been monstrous.  

"That’s one heck of a dagger," whistled Katana.

"What are you going to do with it?" dared Jae, gently. 

Colby set it down on the bed between him and Jae and stared at it. "I don’t know. I—I—it should probably be destroyed." He shrugged. "I’m not sure."

"But the power is safe inside that thing, right?" Katana bleated. 

"Yeah. It can’t do any harm inside the dagger. It needs a living host to do any real damage."

Jae gave a short punch of a laugh. Not because he was amused, but at the audacity Colby's father had in having no problem infecting his own son with such unstable magic. And part of him, pathetically so, was unable to stop the jealousy—if only his own curse was so easy to remove. 

Colby saw the familiar look in Jae's gaze staring down at the dagger. 

"I'd return the favor if I thought it would work."

Jae responded with a sheepish grin. His path wasn't going to be so easy. Then again, getting the magic out didn't make Colby's life all rainbows and happily ever after, either. He was far from okay. 

Katana passed her gaze between the two, but they didn't notice. She clucked, smirked, and tapped her finger on the table. "So, um, your father really stabbed you with that thing? I’d heard the rumor, but, obviously..." she let the sentence dangle. Colby didn’t bother to answer. He was kind of done talking about it. "Good thing you are who you are," she continued pressing. 

Both young men's eyes raised in question to that. 

"I just mean, not any normal magical being could handle that much power forced on them." She regarded Jae. "If it were you stabbed with that dagger, I'm guessing it would not have gone so well."

"It didn't go well with me," Colby pointed out in grim reminder. But she wasn't wrong, he surmised. That much power was unnatural. 

Being born with it, like Jasper Thorndike, or Colin Jacoby, even though still dangerous and potentially unstable, their bodies were made for it—or born into it and thus adjusted over time as the power developed. And from what The Magicante had taught him, with a lot of training, the power was manageable. Jasper had done so—right up until I killed him he thought morosely. He shifted tensely. Let's just add another stack of guilt on the pile... 

When it came to the magic, Colby had been lucky, if that's what you could call it. He had the Immortality Stone to back him up. And he'd gotten help from The Magicante, too. Without those things, the magic would have overwhelmed him much sooner, and released itself in much scarier ways. 

Was that what his father had wanted? 

Or had his father believed he was capable of handling and adapting to it?  

"I would not have fared near as well," Jae expressed.  

"You've got the beast inside of you," Katana reminded matter-of-factly. "That might count for something."

"Actually, I'm guessing that would only prove worse. That much magic, an uncontrollable monster..." not an image he wanted to linger. And another staunch reminder that Colby had been under extreme pressure and duress, and had managed to overcome it. Kind of earned him a little more respect in Jae's perspective. 

Katana shook her head with a final eye roll at the dagger. "And I thought my father was messed up." 

Jae cut out a laugh. He'd once thought his father was the worst, but now, he'd give up a lot of things to have life back to the way it was before he'd messed things up. But his father and family were alive, no thanks to him. He didn't have any reasonable clue how to thank Colby for that, but found himself staring at the guy. 

It was gratitude Colby didn't want, didn't believe he deserved. But the way Jae made him feel about it with his silent appreciation, Colby almost believed for a moment that it was possible that he did—and there was that roll of emotion eating away at his brain again. 

How was it a look, one simple look, had the capability to express a hundred unsaid things? A shared understanding that needed no words. 

"Tense much," rumbled Katana. "I've seen some brooders in my day, but you both win top prize." 

They ignored her goading this time. 

Colby retreated into his own thoughts. 

He wished he could question his father, and get a straight, honest answer. What exactly was his end game in this scenario? He seemed to know so much, had he known the magic would prove too much too? Did he care, at all, what happened to him? Or to anyone? 

Colby let the answer to that question admit itself. 

He'd already been thinking this before he'd even gotten onto the island and witnessed what was happening there, the conditions of those people—Jae's people. People in the magical community. He didn't comprehend what made them so different, or unworthy, of respect. Why did his father hate them so much? Or think so little of them, he did not care what happened to them. Why did it have to be all, or none? Why wasn't there an option of, can't we all work together and get along? 

The only conclusion Colby kept returning to, is that it was wrong, and he refused to go along with it just because he was supposed to. But if he was brutally honest about it all—the future scared the crap out of him. He was falling deeper and deeper into a choice he did not regret, but made him question, everything. And this weight on his chest—it was getting heavier. And yet something else just as weighted, and hidden in the depths, was trying to push its way up. Something ugly. Something he wasn't ready for.  

Things had slid back into that disquiet again. 

Katana's gaze flitted between the young men. Is this seriously all they were going to do? Jae—whose gaze was frozen in commiseration, directed at Colby—and Colby, who was gripping the blankets on the bed by his sides like if he didn't, he might fall. 

They seriously needed to relax!

The guy was a cannon waiting for someone to pull the trigger. 

Did they have no sense of fun? Or freedom. Or the wherewithal to say, screw everyone else! 

She jumped out of her seat to break the tension. "Don’t suppose there’s anything to eat?" They ogled her like she was speaking some foreign language. "I’m a stress eater," she admitted with an eye roll, although with no apology in her tone. 

"Food. Yeah." Jae shook himself out of the intensity and slid off the bed. He sifted through the cupboards until he’d gathered everything left behind. It wasn’t much, but it would do for today. And they set in, cooking up some canned meat, and pancakes. There was even an unopened bottle of syrup. 

##
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Outside, a ghostly shape hovered up near the tree tops peering down at a Catawitch standing guard near an open door to wagons that had been abandoned a while ago. He floated downward and spied on the youngsters inside, coming to life, cooking up some food. And he recognized them, but could not imagine on his dead life, what they were doing here of all places. 

But Eddy had not returned here for them. 

He had come to say some goodbyes, to wait for his son to be ready for him. Sad really, that after all the years he'd spent here, waiting for the day to be free of this place, somehow over that time it had become a home of sorts. He was ready to leave it, but there wasn't any reason to keep him from returning from time to time. The simple knowledge that he was free to move about the land of the living was freeing enough. 

And although dead, a ghost of himself forever, he
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