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	THE TALENT CONTINUUM, BOOK ONE:

	A DISCOVERY OF TALENTS

	by

	Phoenix McDonald


PROLOGUE

	OLD FRIENDS AND NEW BEGINNINGS

	 

	Malcolm Talent looked up from where he lay on the ground to see the evening sky of Lysomnus above him, rays of sun breaking between the broad green leaves of the trees above. His gift of traveling from Earth to this beautiful world had been passed down to him from his mother, Ruby, and generations of Talents before her. Pushing himself to his feet, he walked along the familiar path that wound through the Grenewud, the expansive forest of this world, to say goodbye to his closest friend. Tears trickled down Malcolm’s face as he remembered that this was likely to be the final time he would see her.

	Malcolm had noticed signs in his son, Deacon, which indicated the boy would soon begin traveling to Lysomnus. When Deacon traveled for the first time, Malcolm would no longer be able to visit this place that felt as much like home as his own planet. The thought of losing the ability pierced Malcolm’s heart with an unbearable pain, but one he had known was to come for some time now. He had done his best to say his goodbyes.

	Now, he walked faster toward Thicce Colpat, the home of the Scrybb and his dearest friend. Malcolm could not bear the thought of wasting a moment of the time he had left.

	 Malcolm had met Berberis in the first days when he first traveled to Lysomnus. He had been found and welcomed by Berberis’s people, the Scrybb, while exploring. The Scrybb, leaf-covered people who closely resembled Earth’s shrubs, were Malcolm’s first family, and their home, Thicce Colpat, his first home as well in Lysomnus as a teenager. Malcolm had met a Scrybb girl about his age. She was shorter than he and covered in beautiful rose-colored leaves. Twigs formed her facial features beneath smaller leaves. Glowing orange eyes lit up her face. She showed him around and helped him to learn all about her people, the stewards of the Grenewud. The Scrybb grew and harvested much of the produce that the people of Lysomnus ate. They were also talented woodsmiths and crafters. Most Scrybb were welcoming and friendly, although some were standoffish and not happy to see him. His mother said it had always been that way—many of the Scrybb did not like humans, it seemed. Malcolm understood that not everyone was going to like him, especially in a world where he was the only human.

	Now, Malcolm reached the end of the path and entered Thicce Colpat. He headed for the school, a squat building constructed of wood over a base of sand-colored stone. Berberis became a Teacher after her Travel year, a period of time when young Scrybb journeyed and learned about their homeworld after a sheltered childhood.

	Malcolm trailed a hand over the rough stone of the wall before he opened the door and stepped inside. He looked up at the elaborately carved ceiling, with designs added by generations of Scrybb crafters. Voices echoed in the hallway through open doors along the hall. Most of the students in the classrooms at the near end were approaching their Travel year, but Malcolm knew he would find Berberis teaching a new class of young Scrybb at the far end of the hall. She would remain their Teacher and change classrooms down the hall until they, too, were ready to leave Thicce Colpat on their Travel year to experience more about their home world.

	Malcolm had timed his visit to arrive in Thicce Colpat when classes would be finishing up for the day. He wanted as much time to spend with Berberis as possible; he had spent time with his friends all around Lysomnus as the end of his time here approached. Each one had been more difficult than the last, and saying goodbye to Berberis, his oldest and dearest friend, would be the hardest.

	 Without warning, young Scrybb dashed out of the classrooms, some eyeing Malcolm curiously as they ran by. The sound of rustling leaves swept around him, along with the scent of fresh greenery. The susurration was soon drowned out by excited chattering as Scrybb children rushed past him.

	Berberis was leaning against the doorway of her classroom with her back to Malcolm, shaking her head and laughing, watching her own diminutive students hurrying away in the opposite direction. The youngest Scrybb always returned immediately to the nursery, where they lived under the watchful eyes of Scrybb tenders.

	“Berberis!” Malcolm called out, hands around his mouth to be heard over the cacophony in the hallway. Berberis’s rosy leaves fluttered as she turned in response.

	“Malcolm!” she cried, hurrying down the emptying hallway with her arms extended. “What a wonderful surprise.” Malcolm eyed the vines that constructed her limbs warily; they were covered in small, sharp thorns.

	Malcolm shrugged to himself, unable to resist embracing his dearest friend. He winced a little as she hugged him. He found himself treasuring the pain of the small punctures today. It would probably be the last time he would ever feel them.

	“Is it time, Malcolm?” Berberis asked, her orange eyes meeting his.

	“I believe so,” he said, “and I want to spend these final hours with you. If Deacon travels tonight or before I am able to return again, I want us to take time for a proper goodbye.”

	“We must not spend these hours in sorrow, my friend,” she said, carefully wiping his tears away. Her leaves, covering the thorns beneath, were soft against his skin. “We will go to my rooms and have one of our famous discussions—well, famous to us at least.” She nudged him affectionately with her elbow.

	“And bring some flavorful selections from the dining hall,” Malcolm chuckled. He carefully wrapped a companionable arm around his friend’s waist as they made their way to the large building where a congregate meal was served every evening.

	Carrying a tray laden with roast meat, savory vegetables, bowls of rich stew, and plates of sweet fruit, they made their way to Berberis’s home in the dormitory.

	“Remember when I started Teaching and telling my students all I learned on my Travels, Malcolm?” Berberis said.

	“I do. Cassiope was none too happy with you. I never have understood why the Scrybb insist on keeping the outside world out and the children uninformed until their Travels.”

	Berberis looked away. She popped a piece of meat into her mouth. Malcolm waited patiently, knowing she was stalling for time.

	“Malcolm, you must understand. The Scrybb are a private people, and we have our reasons for keeping to ourselves. You know there are several people here who are not happy because you are allowed to visit and stay here.”

	“Yes, but—”

	“There is a very good reason for that, and for the times I have met you outside of Thicce Colpat and asked you to stay away.”

	“I wish you would tell me more, Berberis. Perhaps I could have helped.”

	She lowered her head, hiding her orange eyes.

	“No one can, not even you. But please, let us move on to happier topics.”

	“Okay,” Malcolm said, not wanting to spoil their time with arguments. “I am very excited for everyone in Lysomnus to meet Deacon, my son.”

	“We will all be happy to meet him and extend him the same hospitality we have shown to his father,” Berberis said, looking back up at Malcolm with a smile. “I know he will love it here, and we will welcome him. How could we not? He is the son of Malcolm Talent!” Her smile wavered for a moment. Malcolm looked away before the sadness in her eyes could add to the pain in his own heart.

	They continued the visit, reminiscing about their many adventures over the past decades, Malcolm’s visits to the other people of Lysomnus, and even some of the disagreements they’d had over the years. Malcolm told Berberis of the visits he’d made to say goodbye to the friends he had made among the other people of Lysomnus. Each one had been more difficult than the last. He had saved this special trip to see Berberis for what he believed would be his final visit to Lysomnus.

	The day he had begun traveling to Lysomnus, he had been suddenly clumsy, easily distracted, and overwhelmed by exhaustion accompanied by a mild sense of euphoria. He was seeing many of those same signs in Deacon. He shared this with Berberis and told her Deacon could begin traveling as soon as the very next night on Earth.

	As the light outside began to dim, a deep ache settled in Malcolm’s chest. Tears welled in Berberis’s eyes. Each was deeply aware of the end of their lifelong friendship—not by choice, but by the limitations of Malcolm’s bloodline.

	Finally, as deepening darkness outside indicated the ending of the day, Malcolm stood up.

	Berberis looked up at him, tears spilling over and trickling down the leaves below her orange eyes. Malcolm tried to blink away the sting of tears in his own eyes, only to feel one escape and run down his face to hang, trembling, from his jaw. He wiped it away.

	“Must you go?” Berberis asked wistfully.

	“It is inevitable, my dear friend. I have loved you and your world for my entire life, but my time here is at an end. I must give way to my son now, just as my mother did for me. It is Deacon’s turn to explore Lysomnus and learn to love its people.”

	She smiled, spilling more tears out of her eyes. Malcolm watched as they trickled from leaf to leaf until finally falling to the floor.

	“Of course, Malcolm,” Berberis said with a catch in her voice. “Your son will be welcome here. I hope he loves our world and the people in it as much as you have. You have a kind soul. What else could the son of Malcolm Talent be but a kind and gentle person?”

	Malcolm reached out and grabbed Berberis by the hand, unmindful of the thorns which pierced his skin.

	“Please, walk with me to the edge of Thicce Colpat to say goodbye.”

	The walk was too short, and they were embracing at the opening of the path into the Grenewud. Malcolm trudged reluctantly into the darkness beneath the trees. He struggled to keep from looking back, knowing he would lose control of his emotions if he did. At last, he turned, and the sight of Berberis watching him broke him. He buried his face in his hands and wept.

	Malcolm woke up sobbing back in his own bed. He muffled the sound by burying his face in his pillow. Linda slept on peacefully in her bed across the room. The two of them slept separately, as those in his family always had, so wives and husbands would not become aware of their spouse’s disappearance as they traveled to Lysomnus.

	Malcolm noticed immediately that Deacon was not his normally pleasant self the next day. The sixteen-year-old boy was irritable at breakfast, snapping at his mother when she spilled a little juice on his hand while passing him his glass. It took a sharp word from Malcolm before he would apologize. He seemed calmer after school but complained about every perceived hardship from pop quizzes to homework. While grabbing a snack in the kitchen, he broke a plate, swearing and stomping out of the room. Linda was visibly shaken. That evening, Deacon got into a fight with his girlfriend on the telephone. Something felt wrong to Malcolm. The day before he had traveled to Lysomnus, he had been happy, even though he had been clumsy and awkward. The feeling of buoyancy Malcolm had felt before his own travels was missing in Deacon. Malcolm wondered if he was wrong about the timing of his son’s traveling.

	After dinner, Deacon announced he was going to bed earlier than usual. That, at least, was consistent with what Malcolm remembered from his own experience. He remembered being exhausted, almost unable to keep his eyes open.

	Malcolm waited until Linda was asleep before grabbing two items from his nightstand and creeping out of their bedroom. He grabbed a chair from the hallway and sidled into Deacon’s room, turning the chair so he could sit with his arms resting on the back. Moonlight streamed in the window, highlighting Deacon’s dark red hair and large freckles. Malcolm rested his chin on his hands and admired the boy’s striking features. His son was tall, rangy, square-jawed. Deacon was a good-looking boy. What was he missing here at home while distracted in Lysomnus? He realized he hadn’t taken the time to notice his son in quite a while—not since Deacon had been a child.

	Malcolm wondered if this really was the night Deacon would travel to Lysomnus. Many of the signs had been there, so he waited patiently in the dim moonlight. It was important to be here if Deacon did travel to Lysomnus to help him understand everything about traveling. His mother had been there for him, and he remembered just how much he had needed her calm guidance after returning from the sudden visit to a foreign world in his sleep.

	Before long, Malcolm was struggling to stay awake. He rubbed his face when he realized his eyes were drooping shut. Staying alert was arduous work in the quiet hours of the night. At last, he lost the battle, chin still resting on his crossed arms, snoring softly. He didn’t notice when Deacon disappeared, the blankets settling silently into the empty space where the boy’s body had been.

	A few minutes later, Deacon reappeared in his bed. The boy sat up with a loud gasp, bringing Malcolm to his feet. He caught the tipping chair before it could clatter to the floor, then sat on the bed and gripped his son’s shoulder firmly. “It’s okay, Deacon. You’re home with me now.”

	The boy looked up at his father, eyes wide. “Dad? I had the craziest dream! I was in another world, and it was like I was actually there!”

	“You did go to that world, son. It wasn’t a dream. Let me explain everything to you.” Malcolm looked into his son’s wide blue eyes and took a deep breath.

	“All the members of our bloodline—the Talents—have a special ability. We call it traveling. We leave Earth at night, in our sleep, to visit another world called Lysomnus.”

	“Lysomnus? What do you mean, another world?”

	“Are you saying I actually traveled to another world?” Deacon said incredulously. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Come on, Dad. You’re telling me I went to another world in my sleep? That sounds like bullcrap! Now I’m supposed to believe it was real? Why wouldn’t you tell me about this?”

	“Deacon,” Malcolm said, trying to be patient. “If I sat you down yesterday and told you to prepare to travel to another world in your sleep tonight, would you have believed a word I said? Or would you have thought I was crazy? But if I’m making it up, how did I know what happened?”

	Deacon pulled his knees up under the blankets and laughed against his crossed arms.

	“But the answer is yes, Deacon. Your body was gone from Earth and appeared on Lysomnus. Did you meet anyone while you were there? Talk to any of the people who live there?”

	Deacon grimaced.

	“There were some strange animals there. They made noises. Maybe they were trying to talk.”

	Malcolm frowned. “Animals? I don’t know of any animals that talk in Lysomnus. Describe them to me.”

	Well,” Deacon said, biting his arm lightly with a frown, “they were tall and muscular, but they looked a little like those silly little brown animals that pop up and look around on nature shows. Groundhogs? I dunno, or kangaroos, but they didn’t hop. They just made funny noises, and they kept waving their arms all over the place.”

	Malcolm tented a hand on his forehead, frustrated. He took a deep breath, trying to stay calm.

	“I don’t know why you look upset, Dad,” Deacon said. “They were just dumb animals. When I tried walking down the road, they poked me with sticks and started getting excited. I ran the other way to get away from them. I could feel the pokes and smell the dust. It was so real.”

	Malcolm’s face was burning, flushed with anger.

	“Deacon, those were not animals. They are people called the Cativera, and they communicate using sign language.”

	“Who thinks giant groundhog squirrels are going to try to talk to them? And in a dream, no less? Although, I don’t know how you can call them people. They’re giant, hairy animals that carry sticks and can’t even talk.”

	“Deacon, just because you don’t understand them doesn’t mean you have the right to decide they aren’t people. You will be traveling to Lysomnus most nights frequently from now on, and part of your responsibility is to get to know the people there and treat them with dignity and respect.” He held out one of the objects he’d carried in from his bedroom to his son. “You need to put this on.”

	“This is beautiful. It must be worth a fortune!” Deacon held up the bracelet of heavy silver links, and it clinked softly, gleaming in the moonlight.

	“It’s called a Stikke.”

	“Stee-kuh?” Deacon said.

	Malcolm spelled it for him. “It’s a special Talisman that keeps you from traveling every night.”

	Deacon clasped the Stikke onto his wrist. “It fits!”

	“It always fits any member of our family who wears it.”

	“Why would I want to keep myself from traveling, Dad?”

	“It’s to keep you from traveling in case you need to stay here on Earth.” Next, Malcolm pulled a small crystal cube from the pocket of the t-shirt he was wearing. A small flame, bright blue at the base and fading to yellow at the tip, flickered inside. “This is the Halfriez. You can heal wounds and injuries with it.”

	“Wow!” Deacon exclaimed, taking the cube from his father. “It’s cold!”

	“One more thing, son. Everyone in our family eventually develops some kind of power.”

	Deacon looked really excited for the first time. “Power? What kind of power? How strong?”

	Malcolm shrugged. “There’s no way to know. Some members of our family have developed stronger powers; others have less. They’re useful abilities, not things to be used against anyone in Lysomnus, Deacon. And when your power manifests, you have to practice getting better with it. You don’t just master it the first time it shows up. Your abilities won’t work here on Earth, only on Lysomnus.”

	Deacon still looked excited. “What’s your power, Dad?”

	Malcolm tried to relax, remembering how excited he had been when first learning about the world of Lysomnus from his mother.

	“I have the ability to make plants grow very quickly.”

	Deacon looked disappointed.

	“Don’t think lightly of my skill, son. I helped the Scrybb immensely and even the Cativera, who grow and harvest grain. We developed new varieties of plants together and increased production to provide food for many people across all of Lysomnus.”

	“The Scrybb?” Deacon looked confused.

	“Oh, you’ll meet them soon enough,” Malcolm said. “Some of my favorite Lysomnians are Scrybb.”

	“As you travel around Lysomnus, you will meet many different people of all types. Please keep an open mind and be friendly and kind. The people of Lysomnus are intelligent, wonderful, and gracious.”

	“Different,” Deacon said. “You mean—different like those groundhog things?”

	“Deacon,” Malcolm said firmly. “Stop calling the Cativera groundhogs. The people of Lysomnus don’t look anything like Earth creatures. They are complex and incredible, each one of them. They deserve your respect and admiration. Do not waste this gift with a biased mind. I have been waiting to share Lysomnus with you, to be able to see it through your eyes. Don’t let that vision be an ugly one.” He sighed. “You’ve been given an incredible gift, son. You will be visiting an entirely different world, getting to know and befriend new and interesting people, and tasting new and incredible food. I’ve spent an enormous portion of my life there.”

	Deacon blinked. “Does Mom know about any of this?”

	Malcolm shook his head. “No, and you can never tell her. No one who isn’t a genetic Talent is allowed to know. That’s why your mother and I sleep in separate beds and why you and your wife will have to do the same. She can never know your body is gone at night.”

	He reached out and touched the Stikke gently with one fingertip. “I couldn’t travel much when you were born, or your mother would have known, getting up with you during the wee hours.” He chuckled, reaching and grasping his son’s hand. “Please, Deacon, take the time to get to know the people of Lysomnus. I know you will come to love them as I have. With each bruwe you visit, you will find more to love about this new world.”

	“Broo-way?” Deacon repeated. “What is a broo-way?”

	“Bruwe,” Malcolm said. “It’s the Lysomnian word for village. The Cativeran bruwe is Grasian. You were probably close to it if you saw them.”

	“I think I might have heard them make a sound like that,” Deacon said. “But mostly, they just waved their arms around. How was I supposed to know?”

	“I suggest you visit them and take the time to learn their sign language so you can communicate with them since you’re going to be spending many years traveling to Lysomnus,” Malcolm said.

	Deacon’s eyes shifted. “I’ll definitely take the time to get around and meet more people. Why don’t you just show me around? Introduce me to all the people you know there?”

	Malcolm shook his head, anguish deepening the lines in his face. “It doesn’t work like that, Deacon. Once the younger Talent begins to travel, the older Talent loses the ability. That’s one reason I couldn’t go with you when you traveled tonight. I had to wait for you to travel and come back. It was the same for your Grandma Ruby when I first traveled.” Malcolm released Deacon’s hand and patted his son on the shoulder. “I’m glad you’ll be traveling now. We’ll be able to compare our experiences, and you can get to meet the same people I know. Please take the time to enjoy yourself and be kind to the people.

	“We have a lot to talk about tonight. I want to fill you in on all the things you need to watch out for—there are dangers there—as well as ways to behave so you don’t offend people. We’ll talk tonight as much as we can, and we can continue to compare experiences as you travel to help you learn everything you need to know.

	“Deacon, appreciate your time in Lysomnus—it goes by a lot faster than you think. Before you know it, you’ll be talking to your own child about their first Travels.”

	Deacon snorted. “That’s a long way off.”

	Malcolm grabbed his chair and pulled it next to Deacon’s bed. It would be a long night. “Time goes by faster than you expect, Deacon. Treasure every moment because before you know it, you’ll be having this same discussion at your own child’s bedside, and your time in Lysomnus will only be memories.”


CHAPTER ONE

	MARCUS

	 

	Marcus Talent turned from his computer and reached for his cell phone to text his best friend. The screen stayed dark. He must have laid the phone on the desk last night instead of on the charging pad. He hadn’t even checked when he got up to get an early start on his homework so his weekend would be free. Now Marcus frowned. How was he supposed to text Leopold?

	He unplugged the pad and plugged the phone in directly, hoping to get enough of a charge faster. They were supposed to hang out today, with a cookout at Marcus’s house that evening.

	 It took Marcus longer to get ready for the day than most sixteen-year-old boys. His dresser was next to his bed to make it easier for him to get dressed. He’d climbed out of bed that morning and unplugged the bebionic prosthetic arm that lay on the top of the dresser. After a fresh t-shirt, he’d put his prosthetic on and jumped right onto the computer to finish his homework. Now he moved carefully back to the bed, opening drawers and pulling out clothes.

	This bebionic arm was just one of several prosthetics he had used since he lost his right arm just above the elbow in a car accident when he was nine years old. His right arm ended in a residual stump just below his t-shirt sleeve. He stood with a grimace and stepped away from his desk.

	It only took a minute to put on his current myoelectric prosthesis. He might have forgotten to charge his phone, but at least he’d remembered to charge the prosthetic. It sensed his muscle movements and, with a few clicks of the controls on the prosthesis, it would perform most of the functions his right hand could achieve.

	Marcus sat carefully on his desk chair to put on the rest of his clothes. He pulled a stiff blue cloth that resembled a hammock from a drawer with long canvas straps attached. One at a time, he pulled his socks over the end of the hammock and lowered it until he could rest his foot in it. With a smooth motion, he pulled the sock onto his foot. He put his other sock on. With a grimace, he lowered his jeans until he could lift his feet high enough to get them into the legs.

	 After he pulled them up, he groaned in pain and pushed his left hand against his lower back. In the years since the accident, six surgeries had restored some of his ability to sit, reach, and walk, but he was still limited. He often found the pain and loss of mobility from the surgeries to be more limiting than the loss of his arm. It was necessary for him to use a cane to walk, and for longer trips, he sometimes still used a wheelchair. Marcus had taken pain medication in the past, but his doctor and parents weren’t comfortable with that. Instead, he’d learned to adjust to living with pain and used tools to offer accessibility when needed.

	He used a long shoehorn to slide his feet into tennis shoes with the laces already tied. He pulled his phone off the charger, slid it into a pocket, and grabbed his cane. He almost tripped over the cane while hurrying down the hall to the kitchen. He wondered how late he was for the breakfast he could already smell. Marcus’s mom was a nurse and occasionally worked weekends and still insisted on making breakfast for him on the days she worked. She hadn’t called him, so at least he wasn’t too late.

	“There you are!” Marcus’s mom, Kate, said when he entered the kitchen. “By the way, I forgot to grab bacon at the store yesterday, so I was only able to make pancakes.” 

	He looked at his phone. The battery had gained a sliver of charge, so he sent Leopold a quick text. You still coming over, bro?

	“You know you don’t have to do that. I can make my own breakfast.”

	“I know, Marcus. I do it because I enjoy it—and while I still can.” She set his plate on the table, then reached up and grasped his face in her hands. “Look how tall you are. You’re growing up too fast.”

	Marcus put his hand over hers. He had passed her in height over the last year, and it still felt strange to be taller than her. They shared the same hazel eyes, delicate bone structure, and light brown skin. He was glad he had her black hair, too, instead of his dad’s dark red color, although he shared the man’s same tumble of wild curls.

	It hurt Marcus’s heart to see the burn scars on his mom’s face and neck, a memento from the same car accident that had disabled him. She gave his face an affectionate shake and pulled him down to kiss him on the cheek before letting him go.

	“I really appreciate it, you know,” he said. “No one makes pancakes like you, Mom.”

	She scoffed as she turned away, but the hint of a smile quirked the corner of her mouth.

	His cell phone vibrated. On my way. Marcus plugged the phone into the charger on the counter.

	A rumble vibrated the entire house as Marcus sat down to eat. “What’s that?”

	“New neighbors, I think,” His mom straightened her scrub top as she came back into the kitchen. “Now where did I put my purse? Oh, there it is.” She grabbed it off the table and patted Marcus on the shoulder as she walked past him. “I’m only working an eight-hour shift today, so I should be home in plenty of time for the cookout tonight.”

	“Bye, Mom,” he called after her.

	After he had finished eating, Marcus put his plate in the sink and made his way out the door to check out the new neighbors. Taking a seat in a chair on the porch, he propped his cane against the wall. Several people carried furniture from a long truck into the house. His own driveway was empty; his father usually left early for work. Deacon Talent worked most weekends and wasn’t home often.

	A pretty girl with long, wavy black hair came out of the house and glanced in his direction. She considered him with dark, angular eyes and then smiled. Marcus smiled back. He felt a faint sense of alarm when she started walking in his direction.

	“Hi,” she said. “I’m Sadie. Your new neighbor, as you can see,” she laughed self-consciously, gesturing toward the commotion next door.

	“Hello,” he replied, embarrassed as he heard the shakiness in his voice. He found it difficult to talk to new people, particularly kids his own age. Their discomfort around his disabilites made him nervous. “I’m Marcus. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

	“Thanks,” she said, her face lighting up with a smile. Marcus felt his heart speed up a little. He worried she would hear it thumping, even though he knew that was preposterous.

	A woman who looked similar to the girl called her name, hands on her hips. “We need your help here.”

	“Oh, I gotta go,” she said, a flush climbing her face as she looked over her shoulder. “Be right there, Mom!” she called.

	“Sure,” Marcus replied. “Hey, we’re having a cookout tonight. Why don’t you and your family come over and join us? Kind of a ‘get to know the neighbors’ kind of thing?”

	“Um, sure, that sounds great,” Sadie said. “I’ll mention it to my mom and dad.” She turned and trotted back toward the truck.

	Marcus rubbed his left hand up the side of his face, then rested his forehead in a shaky palm. He was surprised by his own boldness, inviting Sadie and her family over. He was normally introverted. Leopold was the only person he typically hung out with. Other kids hadn’t always been very nice to him.

	As if thinking about his friend had conjured him out of thin air, Leopold rode into Marcus’s driveway and parked his bike in front of the porch while glancing at the activity next door. “Hey, bro,” he said, a broad grin dimpling his cheeks as Marcus smiled. Leopold was the polar opposite of Marcus. He was shorter and stockier with bright blue eyes and messy blond hair.

	“New neighbors?” he asked, climbing the stairs. He stood in front of Marcus and shadow-boxed the air, hopping from foot to foot. Marcus leaned to one side, trying to see around Leopold.

	“Yeah, they’re just moving in today.” Marcus continued to watch the family walking back and forth from house to truck. It looked as if all the furniture was in the house; everyone was now moving boxes. Sadie walked down the ramp at the rear of the truck carrying a cardboard box with KITCHEN scrawled across it in black marker. A younger boy followed behind her.

	“Ah, the plot thickens,” Leopold said, seeing the look on Marcus’s face as he watched the pretty, dark-haired girl make her way up the driveway.

	“Oh, shut up,” Marcus said, looking at Leopold for the first time.

	Leopold grinned, dropping into the chair next to Marcus on the porch. “Have you met her yet?”

	“Yes,” Marcus replied, his face heating up as he struggled not to smile. “Her name is Sadie. I invited her and her family to come by for the cookout tonight.”

	Leopold smirked. “Oh, Sadie!” He teased lightly.

	“It’s not like that.” The warmth of his flush deepened and spread. “I was just trying to be nice. I’m sure my parents will want to get to know her parents too.”

	“Sure, I guess,” Leopold said. “And I’ll be so happy to make her acquaintance.” He clutched his hands beneath his chin and fluttered his eyelashes. Marcus finally lost the battle and burst out laughing; Leopold always cracked him up.

	“Are you gonna let your parents know about their extra guests?” Leopold asked.

	“Oh—yeah. I should text my dad.” He looked around, then realized he had left his cell on the kitchen counter. “Ugh, I left my phone in the kitchen, and it’s charging. What is wrong with me today?”

	“C’mon, let’s just go inside,” Leopold said, handing Marcus his cane. “Besides, we need to get back to Elden Ring.” He opened the door and followed Marcus inside, laughing as he saw his friend glance back over his shoulder.

	Once Marcus had switched his phone to the charger in the living room, Marcus texted his dad to let him know about the extra guests. The boys sprawled on the couch, game controllers in hand, lost in the Lands Between. Marcus’s double PS5 setup let him start the game and then pull Leopold in on multiplayer mode.

	Marcus struggled to play the game. He found himself frustrated to the point that he wanted to quit. It hadn’t been easy to learn to use a gaming controller with the bebionic prosthetic, but he had learned to adapt and usually played quite skillfully. Today, however, he was not doing well at all. Leopold kept glancing at him. “What’s up with you today, bro? I thought this was the day we were going to take on Malenia?”

	Marcus sighed, pausing the game and setting his controller aside. “I don’t know. It’s been a weird day. I feel off, somehow. Not in a bad way, just strange. It’s like I can’t even hit the right controls.” He held the prosthesis up. “My hand is slipping off the sticks, and I can’t even hit the right buttons. It’s like I’m suddenly so clumsy.” 

	 Leopold hesitated for a moment, looking puzzled. Then a prankish smile creased his face. “Dude, if you gotta make an excuse for sucking so bad, just say so,” he laughed. A serious note behind his eyes told Marcus his friend understood.

	Marcus sighed and picked up his controller. He tossed unruly black curls out of his eyes. “Come on, let’s keep playing. I’ll do my best to keep it together. I worked too hard to get over 120 to give up now.”

	Deacon’s booming voice startled them later as he entered the house. “Boys, can I get a hand here?”

	Leopold leapt off the couch, reaching back automatically to catch Marcus’s outstretched left hand and pull him to his feet. Snatching up his cane as he rose, Marcus followed his friend out of the living room to find Deacon hanging up his keys. Reusable shopping bags lay on the bench by the front door. “Take these to the kitchen,” Deacon said, running thick fingers through his dark red curls. “There’s more in the car.”

	“Holy cow, Dad,” Marcus exclaimed. “How much food did you buy?”

	“Well, someone sprung a bunch of surprise guests on me at the last minute.” Deacon grunted, loosening his tie. A grimace crossed his face as he gestured in the direction of the neighboring house. “I picked up burgers, bratwurst, some hot dogs…” He looked down at Marcus with a strange look of consideration. “Uh, son…are you sure they’re going to want to eat our food with us?”

	Marcus saw a thunderstruck expression darken Leopold’s face even as he felt his own flush with embarrassed understanding. “What? Wh—why would you say that?”

	“Well,” Deacon hesitated, “I don’t know if burgers are the kind of food people like them eat, Marcus. Didn’t you notice?”

	“You can’t be serious. That’s racist, Dad!” Marcus said. “You should know better. I—I’ll go and tell Sadie to forget it.” He flung the door open so hard it bounced off the wall behind it.

	Deacon caught the door and Marcus’s shoulder before he could leave.

	“Just wait, Marcus. I’m sorry. I spoke without thinking. You know what, I’ll go over there myself, right now. Introduce myself and have a conversation. I feel like a real ass.” Deacon was rambling, and Marcus could tell he was embarrassed. The strange sense of cheerfulness Marcus had been feeling all day helped him relax and made him want to cut his dad a break for what he’d said. “You boys can bring the rest of the stuff in. I’m sure your mother will be home soon.”

	Leopold followed Deacon out and grabbed more bags. Just as he was climbing the porch stairs, Marcus’s mom pulled into the driveway.

	Kate stepped out of her car and greeted the boys, but when she saw Deacon standing in the driveway of the house next door talking to Sadie’s parents, she walked over to join them. Marcus and Leopold returned to the house.

	“Wow. I never took your dad for that kind of person,” Leopold said, breaking the uncomfortable silence.

	Marcus began digging through the food in the bags. “I didn’t either.” He screwed up his face, thinking hard. “Though I don’t know if the topic has ever come up before.”

	“Well,” Leopold said, gesturing at Marcus with a blue-and-white package, “at least he got Oreos. Everyone likes Oreos, don’t they?”

	Marcus laughed and snatched the package out of his friend’s hand. “Let’s take all this food out to the deck,” he said, pointing at the bag of bratwurst and premade hamburger patties for Leopold to carry while he stuffed the Oreos back into a bag with several kinds of chips in it and followed his friend outside.

	“Why don’t you sit down?” Leopold suggested when the bags were on the table. “I’ll go back for the rest. You need to take a break so you can sit and visit with everyone. And Sadie.”

	Marcus swung his cane at Leopold as he went back into the house. He was secretly relieved. With a sigh, he sat down and opened a bag of Fritos. Crunching some of the corn chips, he leaned back and relaxed. Leopold brought out another handful of bags just as Marcus managed to lose his grip on the chips and dump Fritos all over the table and deck. He couldn’t help but laugh as Leopold snatched the bag and rescued the chips that were left. Marcus began to pick a couple off the table and pop them into his mouth.

	The gate next to their garage opened and Deacon and Kate escorted the new neighbors into the backyard. Marcus sucked in a breath as he caught sight of Sadie, her wavy black hair blown away from her face by a slight breeze. Her dark eyes met his, and she quickened her pace.

	Hopping up the steps, she took a seat next to Marcus. “Hi!”

	“Hey,” he responded, scrambling to think of something to say. He grabbed the package of Oreos in desperation. “Want a cookie?”

	“Ooh, Oreos,” she said, grabbing the package and tearing it open. “I love these things.” Twisting one of the chocolate cookies in half, she scraped off the white icing with her teeth. With one crumb-covered finger, she pointed at the package. “You’ll probably have to take these away from me.”

	Marcus laughed. “I eat them that exact same way,” he said.

	“Weirdos,” Leopold said, dropping into another chair with a sigh. He set several cans of soda on the table. “Oreos are supposed to be dunked in milk.”

	“Bleh.” Sadie grimaced. “Then they get all soggy and half of the cookie—”

	“-—falls to the bottom of the glass!” Marcus and Sadie finished together. They looked at each other and laughed.

	Leopold rolled his eyes and cracked open a Dr. Pepper. “You two are going to get along just fine,” he said after taking a long swallow. His cheeks puffed out as he belched.

	“Nice,” Marcus said. Sadie laughed again.

	“Incoming,” Leopold warned under his breath. Marcus looked up to see Deacon and Kate walking up the steps with Sadie’s parents and the young boy Marcus had seen with Sadie before. Marcus noticed Sadie’s mom and dad looked slightly uncomfortable.

	“Hello, Leopold,” Kate said with a smile at her son’s friend. She shifted her gaze to the pretty girl sitting next to her son. “And we haven’t been introduced?”

	 “Mom, this is Sadie.”

	“Hello, Sadie,” Kate said graciously, holding out her hand. Sadie raised her cookie-free hand and Kate took it, folding her other hand gently around it. “It’s so lovely to meet you. I’m Kate.”

	Sadie smiled shyly while Deacon ushered Sadie’s parents to the table. Marcus looked at them curiously. Sadie took after her mother with the same pale golden skin and dark eyes, but the older woman’s hair was straight and shoulder-length. Sadie’s father was a compact man with neatly styled black hair tinged with gray. Sadie’s brother looked like a younger version of her right down to the long, wavy hair.

	Deacon’s formidable bulk overshadowed all of them. “Boys, this is Sadie’s dad, Travis Kim. And that’s his mom, Yuni.”

	“Yumi,” the woman corrected gently.

	Deacon frowned, looking slightly annoyed. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’ve just never heard such an unusual name before.”

	Marcus and Leopold exchanged glances while Sadie shifted in her chair. “It turns out Travis is a home-grown American, born right in California, Marcus,” Deacon said, clapping a large hand to the shorter man’s shoulder. Kate looked at her husband sharply. Marcus saw the same anger cross Leopold’s face that he felt on his own. What was wrong with his dad today?

	Sadie cleared her throat and looked fiercely up at Deacon, a flush creeping up her neck to suffuse her face. “My mother, Yumi, is also an American. After she married my father, she moved here with him and became a US citizen,” she said stiffly. Marcus heard a firm note of pride enter her voice as she spoke.

	“I apologize for any assumptions,” Deacon said brusquely to the young girl glaring up at him. “I’m going to light the grill.” He walked off heavily across the deck.

	Sadie grabbed the younger boy’s hand. “And this is my brother, Steven.” Pointing around the table, she said each new person’s name as she signed to Steven. “He was born deaf, so we all speak with him in sign language.” She continued to sign as she spoke, explaining that this kept her brother included in the conversation.

	Steven smiled at them all when Sadie stopped and then signed something back. “He said hello, and please pass the Oreos,” Sadie translated.

	They all laughed together. Marcus noticed Deacon had turned away from the grill and was staring at Sadie and Steven, frowning. When he saw Marcus looking at him, he turned back to the sizzling meat.

	Marcus and Leopold stood and shook hands with the adult Kims before introducing themselves. He was so embarrassed by his father’s behavior. He never expected his father would exhibit racism in the way he had today. He noticed a look of consternation on his mother’s face, as well. He guessed his parents would be having an uncomfortable conversation later that night.

	Marcus noticed as they all ate that the Kims occasionally glanced at his prosthetic arm and the cane leaning against his chair, but they did not stare or ask questions. He felt more at ease with Sadie and her family than he had around other people in a long time.

	He had just taken a big bite of his remaining burger when the patty slid from the bun and landed in his lap. Ketchup and mayonnaise splattered everywhere. Marcus could only laugh at his own predicament, watching Sadie giggle with one hand over her mouth. Leopold laughed even as he grabbed the roll of paper towels and handed a few to Marcus.

	“Got a little somethin’ on ya there, brah,” he snorted.

	“Thanks,” Marcus said, trying to scowl but unable to make a straight face.

	Marcus looked across the table to see Deacon watching him despondently. He wondered if Deacon felt bad about all the blunders he had made with Sadie’s parents.

	By the time everyone had finished eating and the food was put away, twilight had fallen, and Marcus found himself yawning. Deacon rested a hand on his shoulder. “Maybe it’s time for you to head to bed, Marcus. You look exhausted.” Marcus caught a melancholy note in his father’s voice.

	“I am pretty tired. Maybe I will, after everyone has gone home.”

	Yumi overheard this last remark and stepped to Marcus’s side, calling Sadie to join her.

	“It is time to say our goodbyes for tonight, Marcus,” she said. “You are tired, and our families will have plenty of time to get to know each other.”

	Sadie smiled at Marcus and said goodbye to Leopold. She followed her family through the gate in the fence. Leopold elbowed Marcus gently. “That looked like a pretty special smile. I think she likes you, my man.”

	Marcus shook his head. “She’s just being nice.” He did like Sadie, even though they had just met that morning. She was funny and really nice. He hoped he would get another chance to talk to her the next day before they had to go back to school. His dad would be working, so he could at least avoid any further embarrassment on that front.

	Leopold followed his shadow across the grass to the gate. He turned back with a jaunty wave as he left the yard. “See ya, bro!”

	Marcus grabbed his cane and made his way inside. He made sure to put his phone on the charger, then toed off his shoes. After leaning his cane against the wall, he slowly changed into his sleep shorts, not bothering to remove his t-shirt. He was so tired, he could barely keep his eyes open. With a sigh of relief, he turned to his bed and had just enough time to pull the covers back before collapsing onto his pillow.


CHAPTER TWO

	CORNUS

	 

	Marcus opened his eyes. He was curled up on his side on the ground in broad daylight, green leaves strewn everywhere around him. His back ached miserably.

	Was he dreaming? It didn’t feel like it. The texture of the dirt and leaves on his skin felt more real than any dream he’d ever had. He grabbed a handful of leaves and brought it to his face. The rich odor of the moldering leaves and damp soil filled his nose.

	 For another thing, the sensation of pain in his body was something he didn’t usually experience in dreams. He could feel all the usual agony lying on the ground would cause. Sudden panic tightened his throat.

	Where was he? He pushed himself to his knees, realizing as he did so that he was still wearing his bebionic arm. He always took it off and plugged it in at night. Had he forgotten? Marcus fought to remember. He was so confused. He looked around for his cane, but it was nowhere in sight. He was wearing the sleep shorts and the ketchup-stained t-shirt he had fallen asleep in.

	With a groan of effort, he stood up, took a step, and promptly caught his foot under a root and fell heavily to one knee. Pain jolted up his back at the impact. Only the knowledge that getting back up would be nearly impossible stopped him from curling up in a ball and crying from the pain.

	He was finally able to see his bare foot bleeding where it had been scratched by the root. With a sigh, he braced against a tree and made it back to his feet.

	He looked around. There were trees surrounding him and little else as far as he could see. As a city kid, he knew very little about the woods. Everywhere around him, trees soared toward the sky. Branches extended out everywhere, heavily laden with thick, shiny green leaves. The trunks were smooth with pale green bark covered in soft, patchy moss. He couldn’t imagine where he was or how he had gotten there.

	From some distant point in his memory, Marcus recalled his father telling him, “All trees that grow in the forest have one root that points to the north. Look for those, and you will find your way.” For the first time, he wondered why his father—who was as much of a city dad as Marcus was a city kid—would have known such a thing.

	Marcus looked at the ground around the trees near him. Sure enough, there was one thick root that came up out of the ground on the same side of each tree and pointed in the same direction. In fact, the root he had tripped over was one of these. He decided it couldn’t hurt to follow them. It was somewhere to go, wasn’t it?

	As he made his way from tree to tree, fear clawed at Marcus’s chest. He had no idea how to get home. He didn’t have his cane. He did have his prosthesis, which he’d gone to bed wearing. He had been exhausted, but now he felt as refreshed as if he’d had a full night’s sleep. Marcus wondered if the presence of the prosthesis and his clothes, which he’d been wearing, and the absence of his cane, which he’d dropped as he stumbled into bed, meant something important.

	Leaves crackled underfoot as he made his way through the trees. His footsteps released their sharp scent into the air around him. He could almost smell the water that trickled audibly nearby.

	Underfoot, the forest floor was slowly changing. The flat, leaf-covered soil where he had first awakened grew into a gradual incline, featuring small streams of trickling water, downed branches, and rocks. If his dad had been right about the roots, then the land must be rising toward the north. The rough terrain made it exceedingly difficult for Marcus to keep lifting his feet and forcing his way uphill, and the pain in his back only grew worse. The surrounding area was now filled with patches of dark green brush and undergrowth.

	He pulled himself from tree to tree, occasionally stopping to rest and take several slow breaths, hoping the pain would subside. As he rested, the crack of a snapping twig startled him. He paused as he heard something moving through the brush. Branches and leaves undulated wildly nearby. Fear turned Marcus’s deep breaths into trembling gasps.

	Marcus tried to ease himself carefully behind a broad-trunked tree to watch. He hoped it was just a small animal. Then, a large section of one bush moved away from the others. He gasped as he saw a small, person-shaped figure covered entirely with dark green leaves. Heart thumping wildly, Marcus carefully stepped away from the tree, staring. He was afraid to turn his back on the strange creature.

	It abruptly stopped walking. Marcus froze.

	The creature appeared to Marcus’s eyes to be a walking version of the dogwood bushes in front of his house. Bright orange eyes stared at Marcus.

	“Um… hello?” Marcus said, leaning carefully out from behind the tree. He immediately felt foolish, talking to a walking bush. It probably spoke leaf or something.

	At the sound of his voice, the creature looked directly at him, blinked, and said, “Hello!”

	Marcus stumbled in shock and nearly fell over. “You… speak English?”

	“I do not know what ‘English’ is,” the leaf-covered creature replied. “I speak the language of Lysomnus. Why are you staring at me like that?”

	 “I’ve just never seen anything like you!” 

	“I am not a thing. I am a Scrybb! And my name is Cornus.”

	“A Scrybb? I’ve never heard of a ‘Scrybb’ before. It’s just—I’ve never seen a bush walking around!” 

	“How dare you call me a bush!” The Scrybb spun around indignantly and stormed away, audible sounds of annoyance floating back to Marcus’s burning ears.

	“Wait!” Marcus called after him. “Cornus? I’m sorry!” 

	The leafy boy stopped and lowered his head with an audible sigh.

	He slowly turned and walked back up to Marcus’s side. “You are clearly in need of assistance.” Marcus looked down into the Scrybb’s bright orange eyes. The top of Cornus’s leaf-covered head came to Marcus’s chest.

	Cornus held out one stubby hand, comprised of twigs covered in more leaves. Marcus was reluctant to take it at first, fearing he’d be scratched, but he didn’t want to offend the Scrybb again. He took the small leafy hand in his own. To his surprise, it didn’t feel scratchy or sharp at all. The leaves that covered the boy’s palm protected Marcus’s from the twiggy framework beneath. Cornus carefully led Marcus up the incline. Marcus winced and held his breath in pain. He was glad Cornus was shorter and matched his own slow pace.

	“What’s your name?” Cornus asked.

	“Marcus. Marcus Talent.”

	At this, Cornus looked up sharply.

	“Talent, you say?”

	“Yes, that’s my last name,” Marcus said, stepping carefully over a large rock that jutted from the forest floor.

	“Do you know any others with the second name of Talent?”

	“Of course I do. It’s my dad’s last name.”

	“Dad? What is a dad?” Cornus asked, the leaf-covered twigs that formed his lips curving downward in a confused frown.

	“He’s my father. My father’s last name is Talent.”

	“Your ‘father’?” Cornus sounded out the word. He tugged on Marcus’s hand. “This ‘father’s’ name would not happen to be Deacon Talent, would it?”

	Marcus stopped walking, surprised. “How would you know that?”

	Cornus peered up at Marcus through his leaves. “Deacon Talent is very well known here. He has been a visitor to our world for many years.”

	A shock ran through Marcus’s body. “Cornus, can you tell me where I am? I just woke up here, and I’m so confused.”

	“This world is called Lysomnus, Marcus. I heard you arrive and came looking for you.”

	“This world? You heard me arrive? That doesn’t make any sense. What do you mean?”

	“Come on,” Cornus said, taking Marcus’s hand again. “We should keep moving. I will feel better once I find us in a familiar place. Then we can talk more.” The Scrybb peered around, leaning as if to look beyond the trees that surrounded them. Marcus wondered if Cornus was unfamiliar with the area.

	Together, they made their way up the hill, where the trees finally ended. Cornus stopped abruptly with an unhappy exclamation. Marcus released the Scrybb’s hand to lean against a nearby tree, waiting for the pain to subside. Beyond the tree line where they stood, a rectangular field of dirt spread before them, strewn with small rocks and gravel as if carelessly tossed there by some giant hand.

	“We must go back. I have brought you the wrong way,” Cornus said. “It is not safe for a human to walk onto a Brynar.”

	“A Brynar? What’s that?”

	“This is a very dangerous place. You will be attacked out there.” Cornus’s voice was shaky, and his leaves rustled as he indicated the bare patch of ground.

	“Me? Why?” Marcus was puzzled by his new friend’s fear. The barren field before them was the last place that Marcus would have called dangerous—there wasn’t even a breeze to blow the dust around. He stepped cautiously onto the rock-strewn dirt. Cornus tried to seize his hand again, but Marcus just pulled away and stepped out from the trees.

	“No!” Cornus cried out, reaching out in an attempt to grab Marcus’s hand one more time and pull him back, but it was too late.

	A shrieking howl like nothing Marcus had ever heard tore through the air behind him. He turned to return to the woods, but the air between himself and Cornus was shimmering.

	“What is that?” he yelled to Cornus as loudly as he could in order to be heard over the shrieking noise.

	Cornus shook his head hopelessly. “It is the arrival of a <<null>>,” Cornus yelled back.

	Marcus couldn’t make sense of the word Cornus said. “What?” he yelled over the noise. “I can’t hear you!”

	Before Cornus could answer, the shimmering area whirled, tearing a black void in the world. Out of the void rolled a black thing, and then the black hole disappeared. There was a popping sound, and the howling abruptly stopped.

	Cornus leapt in front of him, arms spread wide .“Marcus! Run!” he shouted. Marcus tried to turn, but without his cane, he couldn’t even manage a fast walk.

	The thing that had rolled out of the void exploded into the most frightening creature Marcus could possibly have imagined. He stared at the amalgam of constantly shifting tentacles, glaring white eyes, and howling mouths. His mind was unable to make sense of what he was seeing. Some of the mouths had teeth, while others swam with drool. He watched one with razor-sharp edges spin past his face in terror.

	Marcus couldn’t move. His limbs felt as if they were immensely heavy, and a cold sensation of dread ran down his spine. He knew he was about to die, but he felt almost sleepy despite his brain screaming at him to run. The creature shoved Cornus to the side with one tentacle, lunging straight for Marcus. Despite the weight of his fear, Marcus shuddered as he sucked in a breath and forced himself to move. He managed to take a few steps. A sudden violent wrench spun him around. The creature had his prosthetic grasped in a thick tentacle and pulled it into a sharp-toothed mouth. Marcus shrieked in terror. The world around him disappeared, and everything went dark.
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