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Dear Reader,

Hi. My name is Josh Anvil. The author asked if I would write this prologue, so in case you missed the first story, or you forgot what happened, this would help everything make more sense.

Because of my dyslexia (hard to spell words), I asked if I had to write this, but the author was stubborn about it (he didn’t want to write it, obviously). So finally, I agreed, and so here we go.

In the first book, Josh Anvil and the Cypress Door, it all starts out near my home in Louisiana. One morning I go canoeing, and, when I reach one of my favorite places, I see these aliens in some cypress trees. Of course, I didn’t know what they were then, and I wanted a closer look. I climbed to the edge of my canoe but fell overboard, hit my head, and drowned. Yep, I was dead.

But then one of the aliens found me and convinced the others to bring me back to life because they were afraid of being found out. Then things started to change for me. I had these new powers. I could make anything come to life that I talked about, and anyone I touched who was sick would be healed.

I made lots of things, including Tershon, a dragon, and his girlfriend, Lidia. My biggest creation was a cool, floating island in the sky. If you want to know more about that and my best friend, Troy 

Thompson, you’ll have to read the first book. He also has powers, but I can’t talk about them here.

Anyway, the aliens also lit the arson fires in Baton Rouge, a town not far from where I live. When I stumbled upon one of their warehouses, I also met Anton, a humanoid alien slave from another world. Then I met Raga, the bad alien who was always trying to kill me. He almost did near the end and would have if it wasn’t for Troy’s dad.

To make a long story longer, Troy, Anton, and I went out to the swamp, near the place where I drowned. We found a way inside a ring of huge cypress trees, where we crash-landed in a portal. In the water, and it glowed blue. That was weird. The portal activated, and the three of us were sucked down into swirling water, and came up in Anton’s world, full of lots of cypress swamps.

So now you’re up to date. So, as they say, tie a knot and hang on. I hope you enjoy this next adventure.
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Anton’s Backyard

Oh yeah. This is perfect.

Fourteen-year-old Josh Anvil yawned, long and loud as he sat against the thick mossy trunk of a giant conifer. Peaceful sleepiness rolled over him like a warm Gulf Coast swell. He yawned again, caught muzzily in that twilit place between sleep and awake. It felt wonderful as if all was right with the world and he was exactly where he was supposed to be.

Yet another part of him, namely his legs, continued to swell and ache. If he could just close his eyes completely, he might fall into a long and restful sleep. With any luck when he woke, the swelling would be gone.

Abruptly, something hit the side of his head, and the fragile, still-crystallizing moment of peace shattered, jerking him back to painful consciousness. Josh looked over to find a purple object, shaped and sized like a football, but apparently interbred with a cannonball at some point in its ancestry.

“Hey, snoozer! I found you some food.”

It was Troy, Josh’s lifelong friend—though on occasions such as this Josh wondered if it was for lack of options. He was carrying a bunch of plum-like cannonballs in the outstretched apron of his t-shirt, the color of which was now irrelevant after all they’d been through. Decked out in fire-black, swamp water-brown, cannonball purple, and chlorophyll-green; rocking the catwalk in Milan this year Troy was not.

“Bored already?” Troy said, noticing his gaze.

Sometimes Troy’s energy was infectious, and sometimes it was all sound and fury, signifying nothing. Josh couldn’t be bothered, and slumped down on a fluffy bed of green moss that seemed to cover every bit of dry land in sight, letting it sink in that they were quite possibly the two humans to be furthest from home in Earth’s history. He stared upward in wonder; this planet’s sky was dazzling cerulean too. Yet distant fingers of rose gold light, brighter than what he knew back home, streaked across the blue from a source hidden by their surroundings.

At a glance, the trees fighting for light and space around them wouldn’t be out of place on Earth, in his backyard swamp in southern Louisiana. But their ordeals were rapidly teaching Josh not to take the mundane for granted, not the least of which the stagnant marsh to his left. Its depths had been seemingly without end as they sunk, expecting to die, only to pass through the gate and surface here, hacking and gasping as they dragged themselves to collapse just a few feet beyond the bulrushes, hydrilla, and duckweed onto dry land. So it was that the comforting presence of cypress, tupelo, and swamp chestnut oak were only heartening for a moment.

Josh used the cannonball to prop his head up for a moment and scan his surroundings, confirming his growing sense of something being off. Cypress can live for hundreds of years, but he’d never heard of one growing several hundred feet tall, let alone every conifer in sight. Many of the cypress knees rising from the edges of the marsh, both this one and those further distant rose higher than skyscrapers. And the fruit from what he’d taken to be tupelo was what Troy must’ve gathered from the lower branches, as some of those near the top were so big that he was certain they could be fired by no cannon man had ever forged.

The lower canopy was a loose riot of ferns crazily spiraling in a life-or-death grudge match with some kind of wickedly barbed vine that looked like the devil’s crossbreed between stinging nettles and kudzu. Both were firmly rooted in the scaly bark of their towering, coniferous benefactors.

Sprouting from what gaps in the mossy forest floor could be found were stubborn plants with leaves of every size and description. Insignificant and enormous, roundish, feathery, square-ish, and even cubed. But what most bore in common was their color: a green so dark it was almost black.

“With the trees blocking out most of the light, they have to be able to absorb every ray of sunshine that reaches them,” Josh thought.

The waters of the marsh pool containing the portal were so placid they seemed frozen in time. Sparkling gold and silver insects the size of model airplanes, with goggling multifaceted eyes and delicate fairy-like wings reminding Josh of exotic damselflies, danced in jerking stops and starts on the surface. Josh half expected some prehistoric nightmare of muscle and fins and teeth that in about 50 million years would be the common trout to breach from below in a spray of duckweed and distilled terror, snatch one of them, and return to those placid depths just as suddenly.

He took in a thick lungful of the balmy air and with it a multitude of new, alien scents. The only familiar comfort—if sometimes feeling as if you’re drowning in the air itself could be called a comfort—the ever-present humidity that meant no worries about cold nights, days, or being oblivious to every pore you’re capable of sweating from. Just like home, back in southern Louisiana, on planet Earth. But this place wasn’t home. It was Anton’s world, one that belonged to a real honest-to-dog alien: a short, blond humanoid who looked like he never left the fourth grade.

They had met only a few days before on Earth when Josh was fighting against Raga for the right to survive.

“Homesick already, or are you just in carnivore mode?” Troy asked, startling Josh from his reverie.

Only then did he realize how far and wide his mind had been wandering. Every branch and leaf had held his attention in minute detail, but he’d completely forgotten his best friend standing not six feet from him.

“Just feeling sleepy,” Josh murmured.

He rubbed at his eyes, hoping it would scrub the fog from his brain. Troy let the dozen or so intensely purple fruits drop from his shirt, and not even what could well be a millennium’s worth of moss cushioning could stop them from hammering halfway into the earth, each with its own dull thunk. They jogged Josh’s memory, and he sat up long enough to pull his makeshift pillow from beneath his head. It looked none the worse for wear. Still, Josh cleaned it against his once-red t-shirt and, praying his teeth were up to the task, took a bite.

Intense sweetness filled his mouth, a welcome surprise to what he figured would taste of iron and rust. Instead, if purple had a taste, this was it: identical to the frozen unconstituted grape juice that his dad called a po’boy popsicle back home.

“Good, huh?” Troy asked with an air of smug pride that said, hey look what I found! Totally just for you. Yep. Entirely a selfless act.

It felt as if the sugar was pouring directly into Josh’s bloodstream. And when your engine goes from a cold start directly to nitrous injection, the chances of a complete blowout are so high that you’ve got nothing more to lose by stopping.

“Yeah,” Troy said, elongating the word as he pulled back slowly, eyeing Josh like a stick of dynamite with a faulty fuse. “Well, you might wanna watch the—”

Josh reared back, jaws wide enough to make a T-rex proud, and came down on the hapless fruit. The crack of impact was audible. Troy winced, while Josh just howled.

“—seed,” Troy finished.

Josh frantically felt around with stained fingers and tongue for damage.

“Everything where it should be?” Troy asked, leaning over to look.

“Depends,” Josh said sulkily, “Did I—”

“Great!” Troy said, pushing himself upright. His hands clapped together once with an air of finality and he rocked on his heels. If he looked directly at Josh, his best friend would recognize the mischievous gleam to his eyes, so he didn’t, scanning the woods instead. “Glad to hear it. Don’t expect there are many intergalactic dentists out here; with your luck, you’d get one that’d need two tries to find your mouth.”

Josh sullenly scraped pieces of fruit from the seed, not rising to the bait. He now remembered why he’d been trying to rest, and he didn’t want to be awake right now.

“Right then,” Troy said, doing what he did best and ignoring reality as it suited him—he found it was the key to a cheerful demeanor. “Now that you’re awake and totally talking to me, let’s do some exploring.”

Josh glowered at him a moment, then reached over and pulled up his lower pant legs with a grimace.

Troy’s eyes went wide, and for once words failed him, further irritating Josh as there were no witnesses. Troy knelt to inspect Josh’s legs, reaching out to touch them and jerking his arms back in indecision. He gave out a low whistle.

“Not good, man,” he said quietly.

Growing up around swamps had taught them a thing or two about infections and avoiding them. But recent events had seen them forget to take normal precautions. There had been no need.

Troy was doing what he could without clean water, bandages, disinfectant, antibiotics, or anything really. That amounted to carefully rolling up the legs of Josh’s jeans to sit above the knees and keep the damp, abrasive, salt-sweat-stained fabric from making things any worse. Dry, they would scrape and abrade the already inflamed tissue. Wet, they would create the perfect miniature environment to hothouse new and interesting plagues. He finished and looked up with a grunt. “Still can’t heal yourself?”

“Nope.”

Josh gratefully unclenched his teeth now that the fiddling was done. Both calves were swollen to twice their normal size, and the pain was there to match it. His usually lightly tanned bronze skin now boasted tomato red. Back home, he would have healed immediately. But not here. Something about this world stole that ability, leaving him with an awkward sense of vulnerability. It was odd that he had lived with that feeling for all his life, save these last few months since he gained his powers, but it wasn’t until now that he felt so fragile. Like he was made of glass.

Yet the strange thing was shattering and held no fears for this Anvil.

“Does it hurt?” Troy pressed.

Josh worked up a wry smile. “Only when someone asks a dumb question. So, with you around...yeah...agonizing.” A jag of pain got through his defenses and turned his smile into a rictus. “More when I move.”

“Okay, so should we go back and take care of it? I don’t think they have any doctors here. At least not for humans.”

“I don’t want any kind,” Josh retorted, pulling his pant legs back down.

Troy threw his hands up in the air and paced the clearing. “Fine, go ahead and be a stubborn jackass,” he said. “They’re not my legs, so what do I care if they rot off?”

“It’s only pain,” Josh said.

Troy pulled back in mock fear. “Oh! Looks like we got a badass up in here!”

“I mean they might hurt but nothing bad is gonna happen,” Josh shot back with a glare.

“How can you know that?” Troy replied, not giving an inch.

Josh shrugged. “I dunno,” he said. “I just...do.”

He blinked. How did he know that?

“Don’t look at me,” he thought. “There’s no one in here but us chickens.”

Okay, now that had Josh spooked.

Troy took his sudden distracted line of thought for dismissal and stomped across the clearing muttering to himself.

Here Josh was, feverish or sedated enough to be thinking he was witty with puns that even his dad would groan at, and the next he knew, he just knew, that he would be fine. The trip through the portal was quick but not without incident; when it opened and became a swirling vortex bridging worlds, there had been something—or several somethings—with barbs or spines or teeth or sharpened chopsticks or...something. And it had stuck him in the calves as he passed.

There’d been no real pain or irritation or heat from the spots, though they didn’t heal like he had expected. There was just the sense of wonder around him in this alien world—Troy had vibrated with such excitement he blurred—and suddenly being tired.

Then boom. Michelin Man transformation 20% complete.

But it didn’t worry him. And he knew that wasn’t normal. Yet they were here for a reason. “If only you could think of it, that would be way less creepy,” Josh thought.

An arsonist seemingly intent on burning down Baton Rouge turned out to be an alien focused on setting ablaze anything that would damage the Earth, or make its atmosphere less breathable. Raga, as he came to be known, escaped in a spaceship, presumably through this portal, as he had targeted Josh the instant his powers were realized. Other attacks, other creatures, had been sent his way. Logically it was too great a coincidence that they would come from different sources, so here they were to fix the arsonist’s little red wagon.

Mama, get the axe handle, cuz ET over yonder needs a whuppin’.

But it could wait for him to deal with his injuries. The only one hot to come here had been Anton. Otherwise, it was meant to be for a bit of fun. So why did it seem like some quest that he couldn’t say no to?

Troy and Josh had arguments often enough. And the solution wasn’t more talking. For a long while they considered the pool of dark water from which they had emerged only a few hours before. The blue portal was still down there, and it wasn’t like it was going anywhere. It was a quick trip back to Earth anytime they wanted to use it, and what if it never allowed them to come back? This was a completely new awesome world that they had to investigate.

As soon as Josh healed up, of course.

He pushed the thought out of his mind.

“I’m all right. Just need a nap.” Josh peered over at Troy, who reclined against the remains of a monstrous fallen log that would require real mountaineering gear to climb over. Growths trailed intermittently up its carcass that might well be mushrooms if mushrooms were larger than umbrellas and responded to the odd light breeze by changing intense, psychedelic colors in rings that radiated outward like ripples in water. “I was relaxing, you know, on the nice soft moss, when some ape thought it would be a scream to heave a shotput at me.” He yawned again. And then he decided that he hoped the Hippie Mushrooms truly were changing color.

“I said catch,” Troy replied. His dark hair was long enough to cover half his face. But Josh didn’t miss the grin.

“Must’ve been whispering. But thanks; I’ll do the same for you next time I feel the need to drop a bowling ball on your head.” Josh looked around, suddenly realizing the missing elephant in the room. “Hey, where’s Anton?”

Annoyance crossed Troy’s face, and he looked away. “Ran off,” he said, idly tapping the stalk of a mushroom thicker than his wrist. The warbling whine it emitted with each flick sounded like a tone-deaf violinist trying to play a carpenter’s saw and losing. “Somewhere.”

“Did he say when he would be back?”

Troy laughed. “I can’t understand anything he says anymore, not that I mind losing that power around him. Nice having an actual reason not to pay attention to him.”

Josh’s eyes widened. “Still have your water bending, right?”

Troy brightened. “Nope. Soaking you would have been my first choice but the plum had to do.” He levered himself from where he was lounging, brushing the soil and debris from his jeans and rubbing his hands vigorously of all dirt and grime. “But it’s all good, man; I got a new power. Check this.”

Troy crouched on all fours, looking a bit like a bullfrog, then exploded upward a full fifteen feet into the air as if he’d launched from a land mine. It looked as if his hand brushed lightly against the nearest conifer limb, but somehow it was all he needed to gain purchase.

Hanging there one-handed, he smiled down at Josh, completely at ease. “I could’ve jumped higher,” he said, all grins and false modesty. “But why grandstand when branches this low are so convenient?” He then bent at the waist, feet rising upward inexorably as each muscle group curled in sequence until he was crouching atop the branch.

Josh goggled.

Troy’d done it all one-handed.

“Okay, now I’m jealous,” he called out, rising to his feet. He made a few futile attempts to climb the same tree but the smooth bark made it impossible for him to ascend more than two feet.

“What, over that little old thing?” Troy said, walking the branch like a tightrope without even looking at it. “Now this; this is worth some attention!”

And with that, Troy spun and hurled himself at the tree’s giant trunk. He latched on as if his fingers were cat’s claws, and then took off vertically faster than most men could run. In a few seconds he was hundreds of feet up, just a little monkey capering about the canopy’s greenery.

“Wait ‘til I find my new power!” Josh called out again, still green-eyed. “I’m sure it won’t be restricted to tree climbing!”

But a sense of pain and a stronger wave of fuzzy headedness suddenly hit him, sending him to the moss-covered ground. His vision blurred as he lay against the trunk of the nearest tree. As soon as his eyes closed, he drifted off to sleep.

Something shook Josh, trying to pull him from an empty opiate-warm repose that just felt right. His hands clawed up instinctively, trying to ward off whatever disturbed him. Untouched, he dropped off again with a relieved sigh.

But after a few seconds a hand grabbed his shoulder and vibrated.

Why can’t they just leave me alone? Josh wondered dimly.

“Qu usup er vugu! Ku vonu qa wuonu sak!” Anton cried, before heading into the forest and disappearing.

“You wanna say that again?” Josh mumbled, his head beginning to settle into a fog mode once more. “Not sure I catch your meaning.” He looked over at Troy, and it felt like his brain sloshed against the side of his skull. He resolved to be more careful about his fish tank in the future. “Don’t suppose he was saying soup’s on and inviting us to lunch?”

“I think we’re better off not knowing for the ongoing innocence of our ears,” Troy said. “You did kinda go Hannibal Lecter on the guy.”

"What?"

"You bit him in your sleep! His wrist."

"Oops. Sorry Anton!"

"He can't hear you. Let's catch up with him." Troy snatched Josh up by his shoulder and legs, threatening the integrity of Josh’s fish tank once again.

“Whoa there, where’s the fire?” he said, feeling his stomach lurch.

Troy ignored his question and trailed Anton, who was moving faster than his legs should have been physically capable of.

“Hey, lightweight,” Troy said. “I think we’ve got aliens nearby. Probably looking for us.”

“The same friendlies that tried to kill us back home? What are they doing here?”

Troy shrugged. “Marble shaped ships like we saw the other day, but now with spy lights. Not that I want to knock on their door and ask for an interview.”

Josh glanced at Troy, amused. “You and Anton finally make up so he’ll talk to you?”

Troy wagged his head side to side. “Nope. Saw that flying object when I was up in the tree. I figured they weren’t the welcoming committee.” He paused. “I told you to hide.”

Josh sighed with impatience. “Must’ve been whispering again. So, what now?”

Troy looked at him, loping easily through the forest’s potentially treacherous terrain. “That’s the second time you didn’t hear me. Getting old and deaf?”

“Nah,” Josh said. “It’s just your register. Hard to hear someone whose voice never changed—Whoa!”

Troy conveniently managed to catch Josh before his grasp slipped entirely. “Sorry!” he said, not at all. He tilted his chin up toward the figure forging the path ahead. “What now? What’s it look like? We’re following Anton. I figure someone as old as him isn’t scared by much, so when he beats feet you either better have a darn good plan or make sure to keep up.”

“I can walk,” Josh began indignantly. But, as soon as he moved his legs, they flared with pain, letting him know he was either a liar or delusional, because walking wasn’t going to happen. “Well, more like lurch and fall.”

“The aliens would have you for dinner before you crawled twenty feet,” Troy teased. He took in a deep relaxed breath, moving at a flat-out sprint through humid, sticky jungle, bearing Josh as if he weighed nothing at all. “I like this planet.”

Troy would’ve liked to look around as they went, but Anton was still accelerating somehow. Troy had to stay focused on what lay directly ahead of them, or else they’d end up slamming into a flat stain against a tree the size of the Washington Monument.

“It’s pretty,” Josh thought; his fishtank contained sarcasm instead of water. Most brains would dissolve in it; his positively thrived in it. “Thing is, I’m not so hot about it right now. Climate maybe? Lack of stimulating conversation? Hmmm, no; it’s something else. Oh, that’s right: We didn’t bring a change of clothes!” Troy’s right arm cradled the back of his knees, and no matter how smooth, lean, and mean a machine Troy was on this planet, each fluid stride still sent a jolt through Josh’s legs. The pain was a machinegun firing up his nerve endings, from the top of his feet to the back of his knees.

“Aliens don’t eat people,” Josh grumbled through gritted teeth. He tried to suppress the ear-burning embarrassment at being carried, but it was hard. He knew it was the power Troy had on this world, but that didn’t stop the feeling that Troy shouldn’t be able to carry him so easily. He was only a year older, and, at fifteen, only six inches taller.

Josh refocused on the plethora of buttery yellow flowers that enrobed small, thin, leafy trees here and there that were too sickly looking to have been able to compete in this arboreal grudge match. Above them were clusters of what Josh now thought of as cannon plum trees, filled with the sweet fruit that was good but perhaps not so good to be worth the dental work.

Josh tried to not feel helpless, like when he lost over ninety percent of his muscle mass back home. Back then he glowed constantly and was in perpetual starvation mode. But at least now he could swivel his head.

“You walk like a camel,” he complained.

“Want me to run? Okay!” Troy quipped. And off he paced, full speed, uphill. Small hills and draws seemed to zip by until they caught up with Anton. The effect was jarring, and Josh’s system told him he was going to throw up. Fortunately, half a second before he did, Troy suddenly came to a screeching halt.

“Oh, yeah. That was... great,” Josh gagged. “Think I’ll take a plane next time.”

But Troy ignored him. “I don’t have a shovel, Anton,” he said, looking at the humanoid. “That wasn’t on our to-bring list, remember?”

Troy and Anton stood in front of a natural cut bank made of dark red soil that stretched fifteen feet up at a backward slant. As Troy set Josh down, Anton motioned for them to step back.

“Okay, that is a lot of dirt,” Josh said, feeling his queasy stomach finally begin to settle. “I gotta agree with Troy. I don’t do tunnels.”

Troy smirked. “You don’t do tunnels? Wow, if Miss MacBeth could only hear you now.” He clicked his tongue. “Failure grade for sure.”

“Who cares?” Josh shot back. “I’m still quitting school, remember? It doesn’t matter how I talk.”

Troy sighed. “You know, if I agreed with you, we'd both be wrong.”

While Josh tried to think of a comeback, Anton cleared his throat. Loudly. He stared at them as if to say, if you are ready, we can begin.

With complete calm and precision, Anton assumed a wide-legged stance, reminding Josh of the stone-bench position from old chop-socky flicks. The little alien’s gaze fixed on the earthen wall, and with the seconds ticking away Troy was about to say something when it began.

Josh looked around; the chirps and clicks and buzzing of the wildlife all around had fallen silent in the same instant. He felt his ears pop. And the atmosphere somehow became more oppressive, as if a clear fog had plummeted down from the sky, changing nothing and yet charged with...potential.

Anton snorted, and neither of the teens could be sure if they were imagining steam fluttering from the alien’s nostrils, as if some great boiler were building pressure within him. “Or,” Josh thought, “like a volcano building pressure before erupting.”

With a sudden thump, Anton drove both fists into the ground. It was not a heavy impact. Troy was certain in his current state he could’ve hammered holes at least a few inches deep without breaking a sweat. But it wasn’t the force going down that mattered; it was what came in return.

Anton lifted his fists, slowly and deliberately, as if they rose through water, and as they reached the level of his chest his fingers opened like blossoming flowers. Four large tunnels flowed open, not carved or cut the way a man or machine might go about it, but as if the soil for a moment had become as pliant as water, and somehow eager to please. For a second Josh thought he could see the stubby outlines of giant fingers disappearing into a tunnel mouth, mirroring Anton’s own movements. And he had no doubt the red, clay heavy soil they had been composed of would have the same whorls and curves as Anton’s fingerprints.

Josh and Troy stared.

Anton looked back at them over one shoulder, not smug; the control, the potential that remained about him did not allow for such frivolous thinking. It was more one of hope an impatient teacher might give to particularly dull children that they finally comprehended the situation.

The closest Josh could come to it was something from English class about the Fisher King: “The land is the king, the king the land.”

“Been holding out on us, eh?” Troy said with a grin, derailing any insight Josh might have been developing. He folded his arms and sighed. “I so want to learn that!”

Anton sighed heavily and led the way inside the far-left tunnel. When the light began to fade into a dead end, Anton simply stretched out his hand again, and the soil retreated even further back.

Anton formed a large room with three raised beds, two tables, and three chairs. Everything was made of soil, tightly packed and surprisingly realistic. Last of all, he angled ten holes in the ceiling above them for light and airflow. Soon a light haze of unsettled dust filled the room.

Troy assisted Josh as he tried to recline on one of the dirt beds. It felt as solid as a rock and twice as uncomfortable. As he changed his mind about this new, unpleasant lounge, he lifted his legs to find something more suitable. However, with a renewed flair of pain, Josh sighed in defeat and lay back down.

A penetrating vibration shook the soil and air around them. Light from the holes faded, plunging the room into a dreary bleakness.

“Night time already?” Josh asked. “Okay with me.” His thoughts were muddled with visions of sleep.

“Not exactly,” Troy replied in a tone sharper than usual. “Alien invasion more likely.”

Anton cowered on the floor, a circular hole around him slowly sinking downward, less deliberate action and more by reflex.

“Usupf! Usupf!” he bleated, sounding like a sheep.

As Josh wondered what Anton’s words meant, Troy sat in a corner of the room with his hands over his ears. Meanwhile, the shuddering grew more intense.

Josh yawned loudly and closed his eyes. He felt another strong bout of weariness grab him and not let go. In no time, even with chaos breaking out all around, he drifted off into a deep sleep.

Josh woke in the dim light to the sound of shouting and shaking: Anton shouting in Josh’s ear and Troy shaking him.

Josh tried to lift his head, but Anton lay on his chest, holding him down, his arms wrapped around the teen’s shoulders.

Troy towered over the humanoid, his nostrils flaring.

“What are you doing, Anton? Something’s got him. Help him! Get off and let him go!”

Josh, now fully awake, watched as Anton yelled back just as loud, obviously arguing with Troy, only in a language no one could understand.

Josh tried to lift up when suddenly he heard an urgent voice, clear as day.

Stay still. Do-not-move!

“What? Who said that?” Josh demanded over the bickering. He looked at Troy uncertainly.

Troy looked at Josh strangely. “I just told Anton to get off you. What is wrong with your hearing?”

“No, not that. Someone told me to stay still and not move. Sounded ticked off.”

Anton looked at Troy and nodded vigorously.

Troy’s eyes widened slightly. “Wasn’t us. Anton doesn’t Habla English, remember. What is going on?” Troy lowered his voice. “You’re beginning to freak me out.”

“You’re freaked out?” Josh fumed. “You don’t have a million needles in your back!”

“Not needles,” Troy corrected. “More like roots. They anchored you down.”

“Where. Exactly. Are. They?”

“Everywhere. You. Are.”

“What?”

“Something attacked you through the dirt. That’s all I know.”

Josh looked at Anton, whose head was still only inches away from his, and his arms still hugged the youth in a death grip.

“Okay, Anton, get off.” His tone commanded instant obedience, and Anton complied, though not before his knee pushed into Josh’s gut. “Okay, that hurts.”

Josh looked at Anton.

“So...I shouldn’t move.”

Anton nodded.

Josh swallowed. “And it won’t hurt me.”

Anton shook his head slightly. He smiled and rambled softly, on and on, apparently thrilled about what was happening. It sounded good, whatever it was. Real good.

Josh looked at Troy. “Wish I knew what he was saying.”

Troy gripped Josh’s arm, his eyes betraying his concern. “I can help rip this thing off you. Your call.”

It was tempting to tear himself away. Josh knew he risked disease, death, or even worse, like turning into a mutant with roots. Maybe like Alien, it was going to impregnate him. Could he risk his life for this strange, unknown thing? He was too young to be a mother!

A deep, mysterious foreboding hit Josh. Like disconnecting from the roots would be his last act in his short, young life. He couldn’t identify with this feeling but it scared him. So, he closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

“No worries,” Josh said quietly. “It’s all good, Troy. Now, guys, let me sleep!”

Josh opened his eyes to a swirling white fog. He missed the pain and swelling of his legs at once—it had disappeared. And now he stood upright on what appeared to be a mass of billowing clouds. There was no solid floor beneath his feet but apparently it wasn’t needed, for Josh soon discovered he didn’t even need to walk. He could move from one place to another with a simple thought, and without moving his legs. But everywhere he went in this white world, it all remained the same shimmering whiteness. There was no change of scenery.

Cool wind blew gently on Josh’s face, causing a chill to run through him.

Where was he?

“Am I in Heaven?” Josh asked, barely above a whisper, then wondered what he’d be doing there if it were Heaven. “Did I die?”

A queasy feeling overtook him. He was attacked by a creature with roots. Maybe it finished the job and took him out?

“Not quite.”

A stocky form approached from the mist, a man with a crewcut and a huge smile. Josh grinned in return.

“Dad?”

Josh willed himself in front of his father, all questions and doubts thrown aside from the sheer joy of seeing someone he knew. If anyone knew the answers to this place it would have to be his dad, Chris Anvil.

But after a moment, Josh’s logic kicked in and challenged the idea of who he thought stood before him. Chris did not enter the portal from Earth, and could not have known about the world he and Troy entered just a few hours before. So how could he actually be here? As much as Josh wanted him to be real, he realized it wasn’t even remotely possible.

“This is a dream, right?” he asked, though this was the most realistic one he’d ever experienced.

The man slowly shook his head. His voice carried a soft tone, just like his father. At the same time, he heard the exact same words echo in his head.

“I think you realize this is too real to be a dream.”

It was true. He could feel his heartbeat and sense his breathing. The cool wind against his skin was even more proof.

Josh folded his arms. “Who, or what, are you?” he demanded in a guarded voice. He looked around, worried that small, Raga-like creatures might emerge from the clouds and attack him.

“I am your companion.”

Josh snorted. “Someone who looks like my dad is supposed to be my companion?”

The Not-Chris seemed undaunted as he stared at Josh without emotion.

“I took on the form of someone you know and trust so our first meeting would be less traumatic for you.”

An icy chill ran through Josh, starting in his heart and working its way outward. He backed away a few steps and tried to find an exit. Any exit. But all he could find was more swirling white mist.

“What are you doing?” Josh demanded, his face growing hot. “Why am I here? In this place?”

“For the introduction,” the person said calmly. “We are bonded.”

Josh’s eyes widened and his nostrils flared. His hair stood on end. Alert! Personal space violated! Freedom threatened! Go to DEFCON 1!

“I don’t want a companion, especially with something that’s alien!” he answered stiffly. “I’m way too young to get married, or bonded. I’m fine on my own, thankyouverymuch.” Josh took a few more steps back, wishing for an exit door to escape this crazy whatever it was.

“Think of me as your guide. A counselor, if you will.” He remained too calm, impassive even, creeping Josh out even more. It was like it had muscles to make human expressions but had no experience using them.

With a shake of his head, the youth glared at the man. “A guide? Since when do I need a guide? Don’t think so. And counselors? I’ve had enough for a life time. Thanks, but no thanks.”

“It already happened. We are connected. A permanent bond has formed between us.” Again, the puppetry of emotion wasn’t worth the man’s time.

But Josh bristled, a fire now raging within. “Permanent? Bond? What bond?” he demanded hotly. “I didn’t ask to be connected to you. I don’t know who you are and I don’t need a guide!”

He closed his eyes, trying to will himself out of this nightmare. Josh turned away, trying to think of an exorcism he could use, but no ideas came to mind. The idea of something alien connected to him filled him with nothing short of revulsion.

“I suppose you connected me to those roots,” he grumbled. “I have powers, and you are not going to control me or tell me what to do.” He turned on the figure. “Did I ask you to bond with me? Did you hear me say I wanted counsel?”

This time the man pointed at Josh.

“You are Joshua Christopher Anvil, a human of Earth. You are now in my world.”

His tone was possessive as if this was his house. Like anyone could own a planet?

“Your world?” Josh asked, still ticked. “Yeah, right. And how do you even know my name?”

The man’s face suddenly turned far too dark to belong to a human being. “I saw you when Raga’s people restored you back to life. I watched as you used your powers. I saw you fight off Raga when he wanted to kill you. You’ve entered a portal and traveled to this world—Leiasam. If you want to survive here, you must—”

In a flash, Josh held up his hand. “You invaded my body!” he spat. “My privacy! Without bothering to ask! I don’t know you. I don’t want you! Leave me alone!”

In a wave of anger, Josh’s foot stomped in place. Suddenly there was a hole, a dark one that opened up. A black crater expanded around him and sucked him down into a void of darkness, faster and faster, and it drew his breath out. He plunged downward for what seemed like several minutes before the darkness faded to brown and red, toward the cut bank that Anton made into a temporary dwelling. Somehow, Josh passed through the soil, into the dusty cave, and landed on top of himself with a loud thud.

Josh opened his eyes, inhaled, and started on his elbows. The light in this dirt cave dimmed considerably, despite the fact that Anton had added twenty more holes in the ceiling. But leaves like those of oversized maples now covered most of his body. And now he hurt all over; everything felt swollen and itchy.

Josh’s self-assessment was interrupted by Troy, who once again argued with Anton. His tone had not softened since Josh went to sleep. If anything, it seemed more severe. But the blond-haired humanoid didn’t seem to show any signs of concern.

“We have to go home, now,” Troy insisted, loudly. “Back... to... Earth.”

“What’s up?” Josh croaked and then coughed. He found his throat incredibly dry and he couldn’t swallow. “Why do we have to go back?”

Troy handed him a glass bottle half filled with blue-colored juice.

“Here. Compliments of Anton, though I don’t know where he got it. Tasted okay to me, though.”

It was sweet just like the plums he ate earlier. As he sucked down the bottle, Troy pulled a layer of leaves off Josh’s stomach.

“Take a look,” Troy offered.

Josh’s eyes went wide. “Okay, that’s weird.”

Once Josh had seen a deer lying on the side of the road near his home. Its bloated body was twice its normal size. That’s what Josh saw when he looked at his red t-shirt and jeans. When he moved, his clothes felt tight enough to rip.

“Anton put the leaves on, probably thinking they would help with your... swelling,” Troy said, clearly annoyed. “Of course, if they are supposed to touch the skin, then only your arms would benefit.” Troy paused and lowered his voice to an urgent whisper. “He doesn’t want us to go back home.”

Josh looked at Anton. “Why?”

Troy rolled his eyes. “Can’t understand him, remember?” He paused. “So, how was your nap? It looked like you were dueling with the devil.” Troy made a face. “Shouting something about being connected?”

“Yep,” Josh admitted, as he struggled to sit up. “This guy who looked like my dad apparently bonded with me.”

Troy’s deadpan stare ceased only after he was convinced Josh was serious.

“Well, whatever attached itself to you is gone.”

Josh sighed with relief. “Good riddance. And I agree: we should go home.” Josh tried to stand, but his swollen body shouted at him in more arguments of pain, convincing ones. It came from everywhere: joints, bones, and muscles. He sat back down and closed his eyes for a few seconds.

“I still can’t walk,” he said quietly.

“Not a problem,” Troy replied. “You’re a lightweight, remember? My powers?”

Josh nodded. “Yeah. Okay, let’s just hope you’re not offered the same opportunity of alien possession.”

A loud humming and ground shaking interrupted the conversation. Anton, who had been watching Josh near his bed, returned to his hole in the floor and began to twitch.

“He’s been doing that,” Troy said absently. “Another reason we should go now.”

As the droning faded, Anton crawled his way over to Josh.

“You know the way back to the swamp?” Josh asked Troy.

“Not a hundred percent,” he admitted, “but I’m sure Anton does.” He turned to the short, boy-sized humanoid with his wrinkled eyelids. “Are you going to help us or not?”

Anton’s face turned serious as he looked between Josh and Troy. Finally, he nodded.

“That’s all I need to know,” Troy said, with open arms to Josh. “Now, how do you like it? Sack of potatoes or a baby?”

Josh braced. “Gently,” he said quietly.

“Like a baby, then,” Troy replied as he lifted Josh by his back and legs.

Pain, pain, and more rolling pain washed through Josh, like waves of water sloshing around in a bathtub. He grit his teeth as Troy carried him through the cave tunnel and out into the night air. And then his breath was taken away by what he saw.

The planet’s star had disappeared hours before, but it no longer mattered. Every plant, be it tree, bush, vine, rush, reed, piece of grass, or piece of moss, glowed in the cool night air. From light blues and light greens and purples, leaves, stems, and trunks lit up like it was Christmas.

Yet their fluorescence wasn’t overly bright. Some plants only radiated a dull bluish color while others emanated more lively greens.

Trails suddenly appeared before them, heading in five different directions. But that wasn’t all there was to this amazing place. By now the humming of the alien ships had died away to nothing. But a myriad of calls, croaks, cries, and chirps flooded the airspace, reminding Josh of nightlife in the swamp back in Louisiana. And as he watched the glowing plants, and listened to the wildlife, he noted there seemed to be a harmony to it. As if the sounds and the lights were all part of an organized orchestra, the radiances in sync with the intensity and tempo of the noises of each living thing. For it all changed, and often, never the same brilliance or noise level for more than ten seconds.

“Now I like this planet,” Troy said with admiration. “Place has got its own soundtrack and mood lighting! Okay, you ready?”

“No camel maneuvers this time,” Josh said with a glare. “And definitely no running.”

“You take the fun out of everything.”

The night air cooled quickly and felt good to Josh’s face. Anton led the way at first, but then paused at one point, looking confused. He turned left and trotted sideways along a hill and away from a trail until Troy stopped.

“Anton, even I know this isn’t the way!” Troy grumbled impatiently.

Anton glared back and crossed his arms.

“I’m going to kill him,” Troy fumed under his breath.

Josh motioned the humanoid over.

“Hey, Anton.”

Anton returned slowly; his head hung low.

“So, Anton, I think I need help here,” Josh said, with as much patience as he could muster. “I don’t think you can fix me. I need—” Josh paused, feeling repulsed by what he was saying. “—a hospital where they can make my pain go away, ’cause I am hurting. And if I ever get the chance to come back, I will. I promise, okay?”

Josh chose not to mention the fact that he also looked forward to returning to his own room, and his nice, soft bed.

Anton’s eyes lit up, and he smiled. He retraced his steps and raced down the hill, apparently finding his way again. Troy followed along the uneven ground, trying to match the humanoid’s pace without stumbling.

“Don’t trust him,” Troy warned between breaths. “Something is up. I think he wants something from you—from your powers, probably.”

“We have no choice,” Josh replied, his voice vibrating with Troy’s steps. “He’s the only one who knows where to go. And I don’t think he would try to hurt us.”

Troy glared up at the night sky. “Well, his leaves didn’t make you any better.”
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On The Run

I feel like a soggy sock monkey.

It rained. Hard.

Not that Josh wouldn’t expect a daily drenching in a subtropical climate like this. He was from Louisiana for crying out loud. Baton Rouge had recently celebrated its soggiest year on record—since the last hurricane flooded city hall and destroyed all previous records—with 90+ inches of rain. It got so bad you could take your pick of steaming to death in the few hours a day when the sun was out and the water began to evaporate, or spending the rest of the day as a prune and soaked to the bone. But at least you didn’t overheat. Kayak rental companies made a killing when they became the quickest way to get to work...at least after some poor, noble, enterprising, yet fatally unfortunate souls found out why wrangling gators hasn’t been done before.

But right now, the deluge seemed just plain old inconvenient!

And now, Troy ran or slipped and slid so fast through the glowing, wet forest that their lights blurred into a dizzying confusion, making Josh’s head spin and hurt. The queasy feeling inside told him his stomach was some down-market dance club, occupied by opposing crews who had gone from eyeing each other to the pushing and shoving stage; the bouncer was threatening to expel them all. At speed. And, as if that weren’t enough, every joint in his arms, legs, and back received a pounding with every leap Troy made. For all Troy’s newfound strength and rapidity, shock absorbers were not among the powers he discovered.

“This is stupid, Troy. Put me down.”

“Hang on. I think I still see him. Or is that a giant porcupine?”

“Anton told you to wait. Remember?”

“He didn’t tell me anything, Josh. But even if he did, you think I’d obey that twerp? It would be like taking my toddler brother seriously, if I had one, which I don’t. Sometimes I’m extra glad I don’t have siblings. If I did, with my luck it would be Anton’s twin.”

It seemed to Josh that Troy was trying his hardest to make an enemy of a potential key ally in this strange world. And that just seemed anti-intuitive, as the humanoid might just play an important role in their survival.

“He just stuck out his hand and made a face, remember?” Troy added.

Josh grit his teeth and wiped his wet forehead with a hand just as soaked. His throbbing legs flared up again. “Fine. Whatever. I’m done. Set me down anywhere there isn’t mud.”

“I’m on it.”

But right then and there, as if challenging the impossible, it rained harder.

“Whoa!”

Troy had managed another long jump that would put any Olympian back on earth—and a few comic book characters—to shame, but as he attempted to stick the landing his right leg shot out from under him. Josh would’ve bailed out had he been well enough to run, walk, or crawl on his own, but then again if he’d been able to do any of that there’s no chance he would’ve let Troy carry him in the first place.

Troy’s mud-caked shoe slid and slipped in the slurry beneath them, yet somehow, he managed to get his other leg back under him and come skating to a halt. He set Josh down against the squat, wide trunk of a huge, waxy-looking, blue-glowing plant; some alien approximation of a palmetto crossed with an air bromeliad, both scaled up in size at least by a factor of ten. Its enormous leaves flattened in mid-air as if to maneuver the sudden torrential downpour closer to its roots. The ropy outcroppings extending out and down at regular intervals from the plant’s base were those roots, which kept the soil from being washed away over time. As Josh and Troy quickly realized, taking cover between these outcroppings placed them below the level of the soil. And, for all the strangeness of the new planet they found themselves on, gravity still worked.

In seconds, they had the most thrilling shower of their lives, being fed by not four, not six, but ten different leaves aimed from ten different directions, at once.

Josh coughed and spluttered; being unable to stand, he could only shield his face with his arms and wait for the onslaught to cease. Troy, on the other hand, made a brave but ultimately futile attempt to move somewhere less wet—if such a place existed. Both feet slipped this time and his legs shot out behind him, propelling him like a particularly dirty meat toboggan forward and down a small hill where he landed face-first into a shallow pit containing yet more mud.

That was the final straw. Up until now, Josh had tried to hold it together, be the (sort of) leader and act way more mature than guys could normally get away with at his age. But with everything he went through over the last few hours, his emotional dam suddenly burst. He could hold it no longer.

Josh went off like he was Mount Vesuvius reliving the glory days of Pompeii. His laughter, coming up deep in hysterical paroxysms, practically detonated against the surrounding giant trees. After Troy spat and sputtered his way back up to Josh, he joined the teenage hyena with raucous cackles of his own, one dam bursting apparently bursting another.

John Summers once told him that he laughed so hard at his sister’s misfortune of needing braces that, for a while, he just couldn’t stop, but Josh never believed it. He just figured John was dramatically beefing up a story for his own posterity. As members of the Storytellers Club, it wasn’t uncommon for either of them. But the youth was now experiencing the uncontrollable urge for himself. Even his sore legs couldn’t hamper the spasms of laughter and unstoppable tears that followed.

By the time the rain died down, it was as if a sea had dropped from the sky, mutating this alien environment. The dense-canopied forest dotted with marshland had laid down every limb, blade of grass, and every branch, each swelling and shrinking in capillary action as they pumped water toward their respective root systems and heartwoods. It gave the eerie impression the world had laid down for naptime and was breathing deeply.

Despite this, Josh and Troy were completely out of breath, shaking their heads at their own desperate but hilarious reactions.

As the evening clouds parted, Josh eyed bright moonlight between two giant conifers towering above him. With the tree branches above all hinged down, their view of the heavens was unimpeded. It was then that Josh noticed for the first time: this world, Leiasam, had at least two moons. One appeared five times the size of Earth’s single moon, hanging almost straight above as if on a collision course, while the other was half that size, and off to their right.

“Man, if I could make a moon like that,” Josh wished out loud.

Troy sat up, eyes wide, the ache in his belly from laughing so hard swiftly dying. “Uh, that might take every bit of your energy, and then some. But have you even tried to use your powers? I mean, your make-the-living-things kind.”

Josh looked at Troy. “Haven’t had a lot of time to think about it. I’m still not feeling quite myself. Might be from the drugs.”

Troy’s brain almost threw a rod. “Wait. Drugs? What drugs?”

“You know how I came out of the water with these sores on my legs?”

Troy looked at his buddy’s jean legs as if seeing what festered under them and nodded. “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have carried you like a baby for the past umpteen miles.”

Josh just looked on.

“Sooo...what?” Troy said. “You think I’m Sherlock Holmes all of a sudden?”

Josh looked at the muddy grass, head shaking. “Just hope springing eternal I guess,” he said with a slight smile. “I think it was so I would be drugged to sleep and that thing would bond with me.”

Troy’s left eyebrow shot up.

“Bonding? So that was, like, real?”

Josh’s already unimpressed expression turned deadpan. “You saw it, right? All those roots?”

Troy’s eyes went sinister. “Yeah, long stringy roots.” He spanned two feet with his hands and offered up a disturbingly eager leer. “With all those spiky barbs; probably poisonous. They must have been in the water too, hunting you.”

“Too much information,” Josh warned. His stomach wasn’t completely settled yet; laughing like a loon hadn’t helped. “Let’s change the subject and see if I have any powers left.”

“Your old powers, you mean,” Troy corrected.

“Uh, sure.” Josh shrugged. “Why not?” He clapped his hands together with a sharp, “Okay, I have a small cypress tree, growing right in front of me.”

“Really? Wow, that’s original.”

Josh shrugged. “Don’t want to upset the balance of this world’s ecosystem. We’ve only been here like, what, a day?”

A moment passed. Then two. But nothing happened. No matter the wording or the wait. And his chest didn’t give off its telltale glow, either, if there was still any sort of sign he should look for here.

“Oh, snap,” Troy said, though his animated face didn’t match his muted, almost whispered tone.

“What?” Josh demanded.

“You must have other cool powers, then. I mean, look at me!” Troy flexed his stringy arms proudly.

Josh shrugged. “Whatever it is, it’s not helping me, at least not now.” He looked at his own biceps and hands—swollen and red as ever. And the pressure inside them seemed to be growing. “If I don’t get help soon, I’m going to pop.”

“You mean, like a zit?” Troy teased.

Josh made a face. “Would you sit down and give your mind a rest? It’s got to be exhausted by now.”

Troy returned a wry smile. “Hey, you hungry? I think I passed another one of those fruit trees.”

“A little,” Josh admitted, though in reality he felt starved.

“Okay,” Troy said, leaping up as if gravity was more a suggestion than a law. “Boy, wish I could do this on the basketball court back home! I’ll be right back.” He disappeared quickly and quietly, leaving Josh to his gloomy thoughts and pulsating skin.

In actual fact, he hadn’t envisioned himself popping like a zit. More like an overfed tick. Which was no better.

He felt desperate. He was so used to having powers at his command that he'd forgotten what it was like to be without them. Now he was in another world, dependent on Troy—and Anton, if and when he was around.

And what about his family? Had they organized a search party for him and Troy yet? Josh cringed as he thought about his mom. She would have a meltdown after he missed curfew.

Suddenly, a shape separated from the shadows of a nearby tree. Where every movement and shift in weight had elicited a wet squelch from the saturated ground, somehow, they had been snuck up on. It cautiously approached, still making no sound. Josh could make out a humanoid; light brown, pebbled skin draped in something like a short toga or light robe dyed in the greens and browns of their surroundings; two feet tall, squat, and bald. The moons’ light shining on his face revealed a faint, disturbing smile.

Raga.

The nasty, old, powerful alien who nearly killed him back on Earth with the force of a gazillion watts. The acrid funk of Josh’s own smoldering hair came back to him instantly, and with it the same disorganized panic from when he was certain he was cooking from the inside out, about to die. Josh fought for calm to keep it from redlining as he considered his options. He couldn’t run away right now. He could hardly even crawl.

So, what could he do?

You do have powers, the Voice spoke suddenly in his mind.

It was pitched like the non-Chris he remembered in his non-dream. Josh would’ve gone on instant alert, his every muscle taut, if his adrenal glands weren’t already open at full bore. So, this thing could simply speak to him whenever it wanted? Invade his personal thought-life at will? That was too much.

“Shut up. I don’t need your advice!”

The small alien stared and stopped. It was then that Josh realized he wasn’t the wrinkled, nasty-faced creature who tried to fry him. He was a younger alien, the one who tried to help him, or at least warn him, while they spiraled in the swamp water toward the blue portal that brought them here. And, even more important, Josh suddenly remembered he was one of the aliens from his power-induced Raga vision, who helped bring him back to life. Josh had discovered them quite by accident while canoeing out in the swamp behind his home back on Earth, and the shock of it knocked him overboard with a crack to the head. He had drowned, of that he was sure, and this alien, along with others had somehow revived him. And when he returned to the land of the
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