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	This one is for all the people who reach for books to escape from the hardships of the outside world, even if only for a little while.

	

	If you find yourself reflected in the pages of these books, I hope your dreams have been fulfilled.
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	THE TALENT CONTINUUM, BOOK THREE:

	THE HIDDEN CONTINENT

	by

	Phoenix McDonald


PROLOGUE

	The Ship Returns



Sadie

Leopold, Jarel, and Boehlkea stood side-by-side at the bow rail when the ship sailed into view. Sadie and Cornus had been camping on the beach since Anneberg and young Abraxas first reported they’d seen the ship approaching. This morning Abraxas said he thought it would likely reach shore today. Sadie was deeply concerned. Abraxas, with the sharp eyes of a young Stondefel, said he’d only seen three people moving about on deck—the same thing Aldinoch and Allu reported seeing the day before. The churning fear in her belly grew worse as her eyes searched desperately for Marcus behind the others. A small whimper escaped despite her efforts to control herself.

	“Do not worry, Sadie,” Cornus squeezed her hand. “I am sure everything is fine, and Marcus is just resting. You will see as soon as they come to shore.”

	A few moments later, Jarel and Leopold dropped the anchor, while Boehlkea disappeared from sight. The boys moved away after the anchor was down, and they reappeared at the rail, lowering the boat over the side with the ease of regular practice. The three of them climbed down the ladder, untied the boat and Jarel began rowing toward shore. Their somber faces and weary postures told a story more clearly than words ever could. 

	Sadie cried out and covered her mouth with a trembling hand. Cornus gripped her other hand tightly, revealing his own concern as he squeezed her tight enough to hurt. She accepted the pain without complaint, letting it distract her from the thought of news she was terrified to hear. 

	Where were Janke and Maril? Where was Marcus? The little boat reached the sand all too soon, and its passengers climbed out wearily, pulling it away from the grasp of the tide. Now that they were closer, Sadie could see that all of them were too thin, as if they’d been sick. 

	“Leopold…?” He looked up at her. It was hard to look at his dull eyes, which sank into his face. He was pale, with red patches on his cheeks. 

	“What has happened?” Cornus demanded. “Where is Marcus? And the others?” 

	“The others?” snapped Jarel. “You mean Janke and Maril? The people who raised me? They’re dead. Washed overboard in a storm!” He flung one too-thin arm violently into the air. “They gave their lives to make sure we saved this cursed planet!” He stabbed a finger toward the ground as tears ran down his cheeks. Leopold pulled Jarel into his arms and the Black boy hid his face in Leopold’s bedraggled blond hair. 

	Sadie stared, bewildered. Dead in a storm? But they had obviously made it to the island, because everyone had seen the incredible beam of light that shot into the sky when the moon returned, whole, to its correct position. 

	“And Marcus?” Sadie’s eyes flickered from each of their faces to the next. “He obviously succeeded, so where is he? It didn’t—k—k—” she stopped speaking as her throat tightened. 

	“Kill him?” Leopold finished, as Jarel released him and looked at her over Leopold’s head. “No, Sadie. Marcus did everything he wanted to. Found the island, and saved Lysomnus from the moon. He was a real hero. And using that much power didn’t even kill him. I think it kind of—overloaded him.” 

	“Then where is he?” Sadie screamed. She couldn’t help it. The not knowing was tearing her apart inside. 

	Leopold chuckled, shaking his head and flapping his arms uselessly. It was a dead sound, brittle and humorless. 

	“We don’t know. We did learn there are other people on this planet, though.” Cornus gasped and Anneberg rumbled in surprise. “There’s another land somewhere, with people living on it—called Dremheim. The other people we met had a ship of their own. Their leader was a human named Barzil. We think he might be another Talent.” 

	Jarel lifted his head at this. “He almost said it. He said his name was Barzil T—and then stopped. He was searching for a person with the last name of Talent, after they saw what Marcus did. Threatened all of us, and when he was going to hurt Boehlkea, Marcus gave himself up. She’s been blaming herself the whole trip back.” Boehlkea buried her face in her hands and sank to her knees in the sand. Cornus released Sadie and rustled to Boehlkea’s side, wrapping his leaf-covered arms around her shoulders. 

	“What did he do to Marcus?” Sadie shouted. “Did that—Barzil—hurt Marcus?” 

	“That’s just it,” Leopold shrugged helplessly within Jarel’s loose embrace. “We don’t know. He grabbed Marcus, and they just—vanished. That must be this Barzil’s power as a Talent, to take people, to go from place to place. There’s no way to know where they went.” 

	“Nun the Wiser could do that,” Cornus said, looking up at Sadie. “She did it to Boehlkea, and she took Tini from the Cativera as well. If he is as powerful as Nun the Wiser and Marcus—” 

	“What about Marcus’s power?” Sadie said. “Why didn’t he use it to stop this ‘Barzil’?”

	“That was the problem,” Jarel shook his head. “After what he did on the Halfriez Island to fix the moon, he said he couldn’t use his power. He said he could feel it, but he couldn’t access it, or something like that.” 

	“So he could be dead right now,” Sadie sank slowly to the sand. 

	“I do not see why this ‘Barzil’ would go to all the trouble of finding Marcus and then take him away just to kill him,” Cornus said pragmatically. “It sounds like he is more like Nun the Wiser, who wanted to use Marcus because of his power.” 

	Sadie sniffed and wiped her eyes. “That’s not much better.” 

	“It’s a chance, Sadie,” Leopold put a hand on her shoulder. “It means he’s probably still alive.” 

	“But he will have to rescue himself this time,” Cornus shook his head. “We cannot go help him if we do not know where he is.” 

	Jarel looked at them, one by one. “I will say one thing about Marcus. He has a way of making friends that I haven’t seen before. If anyone can win people to his side and defeat a powerful enemy, it’s Marcus Talent.”


CHAPTER ONE

	Trapped

	

	Marcus

	Marcus returned to consciousness, slowly becoming aware that his head hurt almost as much as the constant pain in his back. The last thing he remembered was standing on the ship, looking at Boehlkea’s terrified face while the man who had boarded their ship seized him. Then everything went black. Marcus moved his head and touched it gently with his fingertips, hissing when he found a painful lump on the side of his face near his temple.

	He was relieved to find that his prosthetic was still in place. He rolled to one side, then knelt carefully on the ground. As Marcus tried to see the area around him, he attempted to get a feel for where he might be. It was so dark it was almost impossible to see anything. His eyes strained to see in the darkness. The bright full moon of a few nights ago had returned to its normal phase, and it was not bright or high enough in the sky to offer much light.

	Marcus swept the loose dirt around him, hoping to find his cane. He tried to remember if it was in his hand when the stranger—Barzil—grabbed him from the ship. Just as panic started to set in, his left hand brushed against the cool metal tube of the cane and he pulled it closer. With a small cry of relief he seized the rubber handle of the cane and brought the piece of familiarity to his chest for a moment.

	Planting the cane firmly against the ground, he gripped it tightly and pushed himself to his feet. Panting with exertion and pain, he stopped to rest for a moment.

	Marcus groped about, swinging his cane in front of him to feel for obstacles. He shuffled his feet. Finally, his cane struck something solid with a thunk. When he stepped forward, the outstretched fingers of his left hand found coarse wood.

	He patted his palm gently in all directions, feeling what seemed to be a fence constructed of tightly fitted rough hewn boards. Straining to reach above, Marcus could barely graze the top edge of the fence with his fingertips. Then he squatted down with a groan and dug along the bottom of the fence. The wood continued into the dirt as far as he could feel. He suspected it was buried to hinder anyone from digging out. Returning to his feet with a stifled grunt, he walked along the fence slowly, maintaining contact with it by trailing his fingers along its wooden surface.

	It continued around in a full circle. At one point, he found an irregularity he thought might be a space wide enough for a hinge, but other than a narrow gap, there wasn’t much difference from the rest of the wall. He wasn’t sure of the size of the enclosure in the dark, but he did seem to be alone. He desperately wished he could see something.

	Reaching into his mind, he closed his eyes and felt for the power he had developed over his time in Lysomnus. He could sense it, but it was weak and distant, as it had been ever since his time on the Halfriez island. He was sick at the thought that he might have destroyed it while repairing and moving Lysomnus’s damaged moon.

	He thought about Leopold telling him that his power wasn’t what made him strong. His best friend was always positive. At this moment he’d say something like, “it’s always darkest before the dawn,” and Marcus would laugh at the irony, here in this black unknown hour of the night.

	He wished Leopold was here right now. Feeling incredibly alone, Marcus eased himself down carefully, sitting with his back against the fence. Home—Lysomnus—had never felt so far away. Despite the pain in his back and his aching head, he dozed off, waking occasionally when his head tipped too far and he jerked back to consciousness.

	There was no way to know how many hours passed before the sky began to lighten above him. All he could see when it became bright enough was the wood of the enclosure around him, the sky above, and the loose dirt of the ground. The only place on this planet he’d seen barren ground before was the rock-strewn soil of a Brynar. Clearly this wasn’t one or he’d already be dead.

	Now that there was some light, he could see the narrow gap on the side of the enclosure opposite him. Wooden hinges were attached to the inside of the gap beside a gate. It looked as impassable as it had felt in the middle of the night.

	As full light overtook the sky, Marcus heard stirring outside the fence. He could hear people moving about, the sound of hissing verbalizations, and the occasional clanging of pots. Rich, savory odors drifted on the breeze and Marcus’s stomach rumbled.

	At one end of the barricade, a vertical ladder rose outside of the wall and intersected with a flat platform. The sound of heavy footsteps approached the wall. Then feet thumped onto the wood of the ladder, and in moments a man’s head appeared. He climbed onto the flat platform. As he stood with his legs spread wide, staring down at Marcus, he looked just as Marcus remembered him from the ship. Barzil was tall and broad-shouldered, with dark red hair pulled back into a thick club behind his neck. Reddish-brown, weathered skin was covered in a multitude of dark freckles. He stood with his arms folded, an arrogant look upon his face. With the ease of regular practice, he paced slowly on the platform with his head down, eyes locked on his target.

	His thick lips made it appear as though there was a permanent sneer on his face. Green eyes stared coldly at Marcus, the smile Barzil pasted on his face never touching them.

	“Hello again, young Marcus Talent,” his deep voice rumbled across the enclosure. “I’ll bet you’re very frightened right now.”

	Marcus lifted his chin defiantly. “I’m not afraid of you. Just because you took me from my friends.”

	Barzil scoffed. “After what you did on the Okenos the other night? I simply brought you home.” He shook his head. “You have incredible power within you, young man. You belong here, under my control.”

	“Control?” Marcus struggled to keep the surprise off his face. “If you believe I’m so powerful, what makes you think you can control me?”

	“You’re weak now, my boy. Whatever you did to create that incredible light, you depleted your energy. If you still had anything left to use, you’d already be gone.” Barzil’s murky green eyes glittered like fake gemstones as he contemplated Marcus.

	“Then why do you even want me?” Marcus felt fear coil deep in his belly but kept a neutral expression on his face.

	“Your power will return. By the time it does, I will have trained you to be mine, body and soul. The power you wield, you will only use at my whim. Together, with the others, we will rule all of Dremheim.”

	Dremheim? Marcus thought but did not say. What’s Dremheim?

	“Nothing to say?” Barzil laughed at Marcus’s silence. “I’ve seen the fear you feel before. I find every Talent with power, and they follow my command.”

	“Power? You’re rounding up people with power so you can control us?” Uh-oh, he thought. Another wanna-be tyrant like Nun the Wiser. Except this time, he was powerless to defend himself from the enemy’s control.

	“People?” Barzil spat. “I round up Talents. People are a waste of my time, only useful as workers.”

	“Talents? What is your name? You wanted to know mine, back on the ship. When you said your own name, you nearly said more. Are you of the Talent bloodline?”

	Barzil jumped down into the barricade, landing hard in the dust with booted feet, and backhanded Marcus across the face. Marcus’s head rocked back, and he tasted the iron tang of blood in his mouth.

	“You get to know nothing but what I tell you. I’m keeping you in here, to understand just how helpless you really are. The sun will break you before I begin to train you.”

	The big man turned his back on Marcus and strode quickly across the enclosure toward the gate, which was swinging open.

	“Wait!” Marcus called. “Aren’t you at least going to give me some water?”

	“Boy, you will come to realize just how much you depend on me.” Barzil stepped through the gate, and Marcus heard a heavy thump on the other side.

	That day was a long one for Marcus. Each minute dragged by as the sun passed overhead, beating down on him. Only in the early hours of the day and the late evening was there any respite from its rays, when he crawled into the shade provided by the fence.

	Marcus did his best to find a way out of the enclosure. The fence was solidly built. Each board was tightly compressed against the board beside it. He was unable to climb with any success.

	Several times Marcus tried to jump high enough to grab the top of the fence, which was tauntingly several inches above his head. A couple of times he managed to grasp the top of the fence, while he scrabbled his feet for purchase, but his hands slipped off the top edge. The metal prosthetic had no grip, and his left hand was sweaty from his exertions. The agony in his back when he landed flat on the ground after his second attempt was too great for him to continue. He curled up in the dirt, unable to move. His head ached after the impact.

	As the day dragged on, the lack of water took its toll on him. His body was sweating out precious fluid. His lips cracked as he licked at them. His tongue started to dry out and felt like sandpaper. Hunger churned in his belly as the smell of food occasionally wafted over the fence, telling him what time of day it might be. By evening, the smell of food started making him feel sick. He knew people were supposed to be able to last for a few days without food or water, but the blistering heat of the sun was taking a toll on his body.

	Marcus tried to use the time to think. Barzil had called the ocean the Okenos. He thought he remembered that on the ship, the man had reacted as if he had never heard of Lysomnus and said something like “there is only Dremheim.” Could this be a different landmass on the same planet as Lysomnus no one knew about? Perhaps this was what the double diamond symbol with the line through it on the map was referring to—warning about this Dremheim place.

	When darkness fell and no one had come to the enclosure, he realized Barzil meant what he said. Marcus would have to wait until the next morning for any sort of relief. He wondered if he would survive the night without water. There had been no need to urinate all day. He felt a chill taking hold of him as the temperature dropped and his damp clothing clung to his skin.

	Sitting against the fence near the gate, he knew he would be unable to sleep. His back was in absolute misery from falling while trying to climb out. He clung to his cane for some modicum of comfort as the cold sunk into his body. He shivered, whether from the temperature dropping or the stress on his body, he couldn’t tell. A sliver of moon finally rose, offering a little dim light.

	Just as Marcus began to doze off, a low scraping noise attracted his attention. It sounded like it was coming from just behind his head.

	The scraping ended with a thump on the ground and a hissed curse. Marcus stood up, pushing hard against his cane. He was fully alert. It sounded like someone was trying to surreptitiously open the gate. Barzil or one of his people wouldn’t be sneaky, they would be bold. Whoever this person was, they were trying to be as quiet as possible.

	Marcus heard the dragging of a heavy object. Clutching his cane tightly in case he needed to use it as a weapon, he pressed his back against the fence with his face turned toward the gate as it began to swing inward. Marcus raised the cane over his head, ready to hit whoever entered if necessary.

	A girl with loose white curls poked her head through the gate. In the dim moonlight, her face looked unnaturally pale. Voluminous clothing billowed around her small frame as she stepped inside.

	“Marcus!” she called quietly, tipping her head. Marcus debated whether to answer her. Should he trust this stranger sneaking into his prison in the middle of the night?

	“Marcus?” This time she sounded less confident. “I hope he is not unconscious,” she muttered, lowering herself into a crouch and looking around.

	Marcus frowned, lowering his cane. He decided to trust her and called back from behind the gate.

	“I’m here.”

	She leapt nimbly to her feet and whirled around. In the faint light, her eyes looked as white as the rest of her. She extended her hand.

	“Why are you hiding behind the gate?”

	Marcus reached out slowly with his left hand and grasped hers. She clamped calloused fingers around his in a strong grip.

	“I didn’t know if you were coming to help me or hurt me.”

	“You must come with me now. No one else who would come through that gate will be here to help you.” As she turned to lead the way out through the open gate, Marcus couldn’t hold back a groan.

	“Please, take it slow. My back is permanently injured, and I have to use a cane.”

	“Cane? What is this?”

	“A cane, a—walking stick.” Marcus brandished the cane in his hand. “I have to support myself with it to walk. I am disabled, so I will need to walk slowly.” Marcus explained.

	She sighed. “This will make things more difficult. We must go now, Marcus.”

	 “Hey,” Marcus slipped through the open gate behind her.

	“Yes? What is it now?” She sounded impatient.

	“I don’t even know your name, and how—how do you know mine?”

	“My name is Vosh. I am Vosh Talent. It is not difficult to know your name. Barzil has been bellowing it loudly all day.”

	Marcus stopped in surprise at the name Talent—or at least he tried to. Vosh’s insistent pull on his arm kept his feet moving. When they were outside of the enclosure, Vosh released his hand and pulled the gate closed.

	“Marcus, you must help me,” she said. “See the bar on the ground? I need you to help me lift it back into place.”

	Marcus shuddered. His back was already at its limit after his exertions earlier that day. He missed his power more than ever. He leaned his cane against the fence and squatted carefully. He strained to lift his end of the heavy piece of wood as Vosh lifted the other. Together they placed it back into the brackets that held the gate closed. Marcus sobbed quietly as his muscles trembled and his back throbbed.

	“No one will suspect you are missing until Barzil comes to taunt you again in the morning,” Vosh murmured when the bar was in place. She pulled a small pot from a pocket and pulled out the stopper. “Here, drink this slowly. If you drink too fast, you will get sick.”

	Marcus took the pot gratefully. His tongue felt like sandpaper. As he tipped the liquid into his mouth, he realized it was not water, but something else. It had a salty, almost bitter taste.

	“Eaugh!” he lowered the pot with a grimace. “What is this?”

	“Quiet!” She hissed. “It is malstor, a drink we make for long journeys across the Geverelt. Without it, we would die. It is not wise to attempt to cross the Geverelt without malstor.”

	“The—Geverelt?”

	Vosh held her hand out, palm up, and Marcus put the pot in her hand. Shaking it a little, she glared at him when she heard liquid slosh inside.

	“You must drink it all! It has been two nights and a day since you had any water or nourishment. You need to consume all the malstor to be restored.”

	Marcus made a sour face. “Okay. But can I get something to eat?” His stomach churned with nausea as he forced down the rest of the salty liquid.

	“I have brought travel rations. But we cannot stand here talking or we will be discovered. We must go. Do you see the trees? That is where we must go.”

	Marcus could make out a collection of small structures which looked like houses to his left. The trees Vosh indicated were in the opposite direction.

	“Where are we going?” Marcus tried to keep his voice down as he followed her in the dim moonlight.

	“Into the Geverelt. I do not think Barzil will believe you would stumble into the great desert. He will think you have followed the coast of the Okenos, which is safer and more familiar even if someone helped you escape.”

	“Why wouldn’t he think you helped me?” Marcus asked curiously.

	“Because he does not know I exist.”


CHAPTER TWO

	 Family

	
	

	
	Boehlkea

	Boehlkea surreptitiously backed away from the others after Cornus walked over to talk to Sadie and the others. She had never stopped thinking about Melacar and her mother during the entire voyage across the Diluvium. Now that she was finally back in Lysomnus, she wanted to reconnect with them again. Part of her dreaded telling her mother about Marcus. She didn’t know how she would find the words, because she knew Pelamis would be devastated. Nausea twisted in her gut and she wrung her hands together as she tried to think of how she would break the news.

	The damage to the entrance to Fisc had been repaired while she was gone. The half circle of tall stones stood once more as if protecting the tunnel on the shore of the Diluvium. It was reassuring to know that such things were really no longer needed now that Nun the Wiser and her fellow humans were gone. Or were they still going to be necessary? Was that man—Barzil—going to replace Nun the Wiser as the cruel tyrant of Lysomnus? Boehlkea shook her head and dove into the tunnel, breathing a deep sigh of relief at the feeling of her home waters cradling her body.

	The sight of her people darting through the Diluvium around her as she exited the tunnel was the most welcoming thing Boehlkea had ever seen in her life. She looked around eagerly as she headed for her home but didn’t see her mother or Melacar anywhere. They must be at Pelamis’s, she thought to herself, and swam in that direction.

	As she emerged from the pool inside her mother’s home, Boehlkea was startled to see Pelamis draped over the edge of the shelf. Melacar floated beside her with one hand on her arm. Pelamis looked awful—her scales were pale, her face narrow and drawn with new lines around her mouth, her eyes sunken with dark circles beneath them.

	“Mother!” Boehlkea cried out in alarm. “What is wrong?”

	Both of the other Muirnati jumped, startled by her sudden entrance. “Boehlkea!” they cried out in unison, rushing to wrap her tightly in a joyful embrace.

	Pelamis wept tearlessly. Boehlkea embraced her. “Mother, what is wrong? Why are you crying?”

	“I have been so worried, Boehlkea. The Stondefel reported that only a few figures could be seen aboard the ship. They saw no sign of Marcus, and only yesterday finally saw some sign of you. I believed for the past few days that I had lost my children.” She looked behind Boehlkea where the tunnel from the surface led to the pool. “But where is your brother, Boehlkea? Where is Marcus?”

	Boehlkea sighed, tears filling her eyes. The grief that had torn at her heart since she had watched Marcus disappear with Barzil overwhelmed her again. She hadn’t decided what to say, so the words just spilled out of her. “He was taken away, Mother. Stolen by a stranger from another part of Lysomnus!”

	Pelamis and Melacar gasped in unison. “Another part of Lysomnus?” Melacar pulled Boehlkea into his arms and held her close. Pelamis held tightly to one of her hands, pulling it to her face. “Yes. The stranger, a human, said there is another land here in our world—one that none of our people knew about. This man—Barzil—sailed his ship from there and caught up to us. He and some of the people with him—a strange people I’ve never seen before—boarded our ship. Barzil forced us to tell him our names and when Marcus said his second name was Talent, they both vanished!”

	“My son!” Pelamis cried aloud. “How will we ever find him, or this unknown place?”

	Boehlkea looked up at Melacar, swallowing hard. “That is the question we asked ourselves during the entire voyage back. We could have tried to follow their ship, but we didn’t think it would be a good idea, with just the three of us and not much left for supplies.”

	“Of course not,” Melacar pulled her close. “You couldn’t risk it, not just the three of you alone.”

	Tears slid down Boehlkea’s face. Melacar looked down at her and wiped them away, then kissed her lips. “I missed you, beautiful,” he whispered. She smiled. “I missed you, too, and your whole transition, apparently,” Boehlkea eyed his body. “I had no idea you’d change quite this much!” Melacar was not only taller and more muscular, his leg and arm fins were wider, too.

	“I think you grew even more beautiful while you were away,” he said, running his fingers through her red hair.

	A splash distracted Boehlkea and she looked away to see Maximus’s yellow-scaled body emerging from the water. The Muirnati man wrapped his arms around Pelamis. Boehlkea’s eyes widened and she looked up at Melacar in surprise.

	“Yes,” he laughed. “Your mother and Maximus became quite close while you were away, too.” He kissed her forehead. “Don’t make it weird, but take a better look at your mother.”

	Boehlkea frowned and turned her head to look at Pelamis, who was floating in the pool and looking up at Maximus, telling him about Marcus. She looked more like her old self except—was her belly slightly curved? Boehlkea gasped and looked up at Melacar, who nodded.

	“Your mother has been spending a lot of time with Maximus,” he smiled. “Especially once we were sure most of my physical changes were complete. She was very kind to me while I was going through the process, which was more painful than I expected. I couldn’t go home—my mother tried to come and make me return home. We believe my father was trying to find a way to interfere with my body's natural transition. Pelamis was furious!

	“She chased my mother away and told Maximus, who took them before the Shoal. Now everyone in Fisc knows about me." Melacar's face flushed, but his eyes were glowing as they met Boehlkea's. "It's okay. The entire Shoal told my parents they were wrong. It's normal, what I'm going through. I'm not even the only one who is experiencing this, we’ve discovered." He frowned, swallowing with emotion. "I don't think they want to talk to me anymore, though."

	“Oh, Melacar, I am so sorry. How awful. I know my mother will be more than pleased to continue keeping you around as part of our family.” Boehlkea glanced at Pelamis, her eyes widening at the joy she saw on her mother’s face as the Muirnati woman gazed up at Maximus. “She certainly looks happy right now.”

	“I think Maximus makes her very happy. Only this past week has she started to suspect she might be carrying his baby. I’m not sure she has told him yet.”

	Boehlkea frowned. “I am so sorry I wasn’t here for you while you were going through everything with your family, Melacar! I should have been here.” Her eyes welled up with tears again. The guilt she felt at missing his transition was painful, aching in her chest. Boehlkea hadn’t known it was going to be physically painful for Melacar, although seeing how different he looked, it was only logical that there was discomfort involved.

	Melacar wrapped his arms around Boehlkea. “My love, please don’t cry. It was not easy to go through the changes, but I was not alone. Pelamis was with me through everything, and was as loving toward me as anyone could have been. I thought of you often, hoping you were safe and coming back to me.”

	Boehlkea winced, remembering the day Marcus pushed her off the cliff on the jungle island. She probably wouldn’t tell Melacar about that anytime soon. Her eyes wandered over to Pelamis, who looked much better than she had when Boehlkea first entered the home, and she couldn’t help but smile. She was incredibly happy for her mother. Maximus was a kind man, and the two of them had always worked companionably together organizing the Shoal. Pelamis needed someone to love her completely, not just part time as Deacon always had. Boehlkea grinned wider at the idea of having another sibling. Then the smile slipped from her face as she remembered Marcus was missing and she couldn’t even share this happy news with him. The helplessness overwhelmed her and she started crying again. Melacar, understanding as he always had, embraced her tightly and held her.


CHAPTER THREE

	The Geverelt

	

Marcus

	Marcus panted as he struggled to keep up with Vosh, heading for the small copse of trees she had pointed out from beside the gate. They needed to get out of sight as soon as possible.

	“So Barzil came halfway across the Diluvium to find me, but how come he doesn’t know about you, right here in Dremheim?”

	“What is the Diluvium?” A look of confusion twisted Vosh’s features.

	“Oh, it’s what you call the Okenos, the ocean. In Lysomnus we have a different name for it.”

	Vosh halted, grabbing Marcus and pulling him to a sudden stop.

	“Where?” 

	“Lysomnus. It’s where I came from. The people there don’t know about Dremheim, and obviously you don't know about Lysomnus either. Lysomnus is another land of this world.”

	Vosh shook her head. “I think we have much to talk about when we have more time. Now we must make haste and get farther away from An Bile.”

	“An Bile?” It was Marcus’s turn to sound confused.

	“That is the name of Barzil’s lowten, the home of the Edla.”

	Marcus could figure out that one for himself. Lowten must be the word for bruwe here.

	Marcus peered ahead, trying to see in the dim light of the moon. They were nearly to the trees, which looked very different from the trees he was used to in Lysomnus. He could make out tall trunks with broad leaves. Clumps of tall grass surrounded the base of the trees.

	Once they reached the tall grass, Marcus saw a narrow trail. Vosh ducked into the grass between two trees. She pulled a large linen bag by the strap over her head and draped it across her diminutive body. Waving one hand to indicate he should follow, she led the way down the path, which wound its way through the small growth of trees in a manner that offered some protection from being seen.

	As they emerged on the other side of the trees, Marcus saw vestiges of what looked like sand sparkling in the grass. He stopped and squatted carefully, holding his cane tightly while he took a closer look, despite the pain it caused. In the moonlight, at least, the sand appeared to be silver. He pinched some between his fingers. It didn’t exactly feel like sand. Instead of the slightly pebbly feel of sand, this felt thin and flat, and appeared crystalline in the moonlight.

	The further they walked, more sand thickened and crunched under their feet. The grass thinned and soon disappeared, the sand spreading into a vast desert with rising dunes and sloping valleys as far as Marcus could see. The faint light of the moon sparkled off the silver that spread before them. Ahead of them, there was an ocean of sand. He was reminded of looking across the Diluvium when they were far out to sea. A cold finger of dread ran down his spine.

	“This,” said Vosh as they left the grass and trees behind them, “is the Geverelt.”

	“We’re just going to walk into the desert?” Marcus was aghast at the idea.

	“Yes,” she strode forward onto the shining sand. Marcus had no choice but to follow. Behind lay only Barzil and the promise of torture and control.

	“Vosh,” Marcus waited until they had walked far enough that he felt safe talking louder, “Can I ask you a question?”

	“Of course, Marcus. What would you like to know?”

	“Are you blind?”

	Vosh stopped and looked in Marcus’s direction. He could see her white eyes with their dark pupils in the moonlight.

	“Not always, Marcus Talent. I can see well in the dark, when there are low levels of light. In bright light, when the sun is out, it is very difficult for me to see. Then I am nearly blind.”

	“Then how did you find your way to this lowten?” Marcus began to feel uncomfortable, asking Vosh to explain her disability to him.

	“Very carefully. My people will have left the Colterra and are planning to meet me a few days’ walk from here. We must cross the Geverelt quickly. I only have enough malstor and travel rations for a few days.”

	Marcus shuddered at the mention of the salty, bitter drink. It tasted terrible, but he did feel much better already.

	As they walked, Marcus watched Vosh. She moved confidently across the desert.

	“How do you know which direction to go?”

	“I have traveled across the Geverelt many times. At night, I navigate by the stars. During the day, I can tell where the sun is—it is just overly bright, and hard for me to see where things are. I will adjust our course according to its position. When I am alone, and have no need to hurry, I only travel during the night. We will have to travel day and night if we can, to get away from Barzil and reach my people faster.”

	Marcus followed Vosh through the sand, which was not as loose as he expected. He still found it difficult with his cane. The worn rubber tip slid across the stuff and he felt off balance, struggling constantly not to stumble. He wasn’t sure how long he’d be able to travel through the Geverelt with Vosh; he doubted he could make the excursion in the few days she was expecting to walk until they met up with her people. It sounded like it was going to be a long march, and he was already fighting to keep up with the small girl, despite her shorter legs. She strode with a powerful force. Marcus knew he simply wouldn’t be up to the task, especially after the exhausting day he’d just had in the enclosure back in An Bile.

	Without stopping, Vosh opened the large bag she carried. She pulled out a leaf-wrapped block, opening it and holding it out to Marcus.

	“Here. These are our travel rations. You are in need of sustenance. It has been some time since you have eaten.” Marcus took it from her hand. Cautiously, he brought it to his nose and sniffed.

	Vosh snorted as she heard him smell the food. “You are afraid of everything!” She sped up and walked away. Her loose silvery clothing, nearly as light as her skin, blew around her in the warm night breeze.

	The bulk of the food had the consistency of some sort of grain, and he could see bits of fruit and meat all throughout the spongy piece he held. The pungent odor of fruit filled his nose, along with a faint savory smell that must be coming from the meat.

	“Wait!” Marcus did his best to hurry after her. “I’m eating it!” He bit off a mouthful.

	The rations were delicious. The taste of rich meat and chewy fruit filled his mouth, the dense grain giving it substance. He chewed slowly, taking his time to enjoy every flavor. He couldn’t remember the last time he had eaten. When he was done, he licked his fingers.

	Vosh stopped and turned when she realized Marcus was lagging behind her. She waited with an impatient look on her face.

	“Sorry,” he was breathing hard by the time he reached her side. “Walking is difficult for me, and this sand is not very supportive for my cane. I can’t move very fast.”

	“This will be a problem. I will have to ration our supplies to make them last longer, and we will not reach our rendezvous on time. I will try to walk at your pace—the best you can do—and hope we can make it. If we continue in the right direction, we should be all right.” She began walking again, but Marcus could clearly see the concern on her face.

	“Can I ask you a few questions?”

	“I suppose.”

	“How did you know that I was being held prisoner? And why are you rescuing me?”

	“One of our people was posted in An Bile and told us Barzil was preparing his sailing ship even before the great light came and the Orb returned to its home in the sky.”

	Marcus cleared his throat at her unusual words. “And you’re rescuing me because…”

	Vosh turned her head in his direction. “If you are so important to Barzil he would sail far into the Okenos to find you, there must be something special about you. That was my original reason for taking you away from him. Then I heard him call you Marcus Talent. You must not remain in Barzil’s hands if that is true. We cannot lose another Talent to Barzil.”

	“Wait—Vosh? You said you are also a Talent?”

	“Yes.”

	“Are you and Barzil somehow related? I was the only other Talent in Lysomnus, other than my father.” Then he remembered that Nun the Wiser and Eris had also been Talents, but didn’t really know how to begin explaining that.

	Vosh stopped walking. “Related to Barzil? Do not insult me. A long time ago, a woman—Lilya—came to Dremheim from another place. No one knows what place she came from or how she got here. She and her sister, Nunya, who was a cupla—do you know this word? No? When two are born, who are just alike?”

	Marcus shook his head. “Not that word, but yes. We call them twins.”

	Vosh started walking again.

	“Then you know what I mean. This woman—Lilya—was the first Talent. She came here, to Dremheim, but her sister went somewhere else. The legend says they did not like each other. Lilya returned to her world a few times, but decided that Dremheim was her home, and returned to stay forever with her lover. They had several children. The chief of Balmor Mintu is one of the descendants of Lilya Talent. She is my mother.”

	Marcus was overwhelmed. In Lysomnus, there had just been his line of Talents, traveling as visitors from Earth for generations.

	 Pressure built in Marcus’s chest. Since he had killed Nun the Wiser and taken Eris’s power, there had been only himself and Deacon left in the Talent line, as far as he knew. Deacon was gone now. When Barzil had kidnapped him, Marcus had been terrified. Hearing the man was a Talent somehow made it worse. Meeting Vosh felt different. She was close to his age, and so—confident. Marcus realized how relieved he was to be free of Barzil and felt a wave of gratitude toward his rescuer.

	“Oh, Vosh. This is a lot. I thought I was the only one.”

	“The only what? Talent?” Vosh followed her words with a scoff. “In Dremheim you will find that, while being a Talent is rare, you are certainly not one of a kind.”

	Marcus stumbled in loose sand and landed on his knees. He groaned in pain. Vosh turned back and knelt beside him.

	“We will rest for a while,” She settled herself in the sand beside him as he sat back and sighed with relief. He closed his eyes, feeling the pain that had wracked his body slowly diminish to a tolerable level. The dune they had been descending was steep enough that Marcus was able to lean back against it and rest.

	“Here,” Vosh took one of the clay pots out of her bag. The top was sealed with wax, which she peeled away before handing it to him. Marcus bit his lip, guessing the pot contained more malstor.

	“Aren’t you going to drink any? I’m sure you need it too.”

	“I have my own right here.” Vosh smiled at him, pulled out a smaller pot, opened it and sipped.

	Marcus grimaced in anticipation of the flavor of the drink and put the pot to his lips. He drank quickly, trying to ignore the taste. Knowing it was good for him didn’t make it easier to swallow. He swallowed the last of it with relief and returned the pot to Vosh.

	“Do you have any more of those travel rations?”

	“What I gave you already was enough to last well into tomorrow!” Vosh closed her travel bag without removing anything else. “I do not have enough for you to eat more now. I will wait until morning, so you do not have to suffer while I eat in front of you.”

	“No, please, eat. I’ll be fine.”

	“If you are certain.” She took out a smaller block of food similar to the one she had given him earlier and ate it slowly in small, economical bites. Marcus watched her delicate fingers turn the food as she consumed it. He tried to ignore the aroma that drifted on the breeze. Talking would distract him, he decided, not just from the food, but from his pain.

	“Tell me more about the Talents living in Dremheim. And your life here. Your people—your lowten is in the Col-colterran here? What is that?”

	“Colterra,” Vosh corrected. “You do not know what the Colterra is? What are the great trees called in your Lysomnus?”

	“The Grenewud. They—we—call the ocean the Diluvium. The communities where the people live—what you call lowten—are known as bruwe.”

	Vosh shook her head, a baffled expression on her face.

	“It is a completely different world. And yet we speak so many of the same words,” she gestured between herself and Marcus. “How can this be?”

	“I don’t know why the language is the same on both continents.” Marcus chewed pensively on a loose piece of skin on his chapped lip. “Perhaps it has something to do with your—Lilya. In Lysomnus, there was an evil woman who called herself Nun the Wiser. My—Sadie thinks she didn’t want the other people of Lysomnus speaking their own languages, because she couldn’t understand what was being said. That she forced everyone to speak this language, and most of the people there have forgotten the languages they used to speak.”

	Vosh pressed her full lips together.

	“I do not think that our Lilya would have done such a thing. I believe that through her children, and us—her descendants—we speak this language because it was her language and it passed down through the generations.” She lowered her chin to her knees, tugging on the tops of her boots.

	“Vosh, Nun the Wiser brought people from Earth against their will to live in Lysomnus. I know you might not want to believe such a thing about your Lilya, but it would be impossible for the population here to have continued to grow without other people coming from somewhere else.”

	Vosh raised her head, glaring in Marcus’s direction. The early morning light made her expression very clear.

	“This is impossible! Our Lilya would not have forced people against their will!”

	“Maybe she didn’t.” Marcus forced himself to speak calmly, keeping his voice even. “Maybe she found people who wanted to come, people who were unhappy with their lives. Her own children wouldn’t have been enough to continue to reproduce and become this populated world you live in. They couldn’t mate with each other.”

	Vosh’s mouth curled in distaste.

	“I dislike the ideas you bring up, but there is logic here. It would be impossible. I do not know—our Lilya would not have stolen people; I will not believe it.”

	“I’m sure there’s some explanation. Anyway, it’s so far in the past, there’s no way to ever know.” Marcus was sorry he had brought it up.

	“Anyway, you said you are a Talent, so you have to have some sort of power. Can I ask what it is?”

	Vosh smiled in the early dawn, her anger fading. “It is interesting that you say that. Most Talents here in Dremheim have a power of some kind, but an unfortunate few do not. You know that our ability manifests near maturity, no? As yours must have?”

	Marcus thought. She must mean puberty, when talking about maturity. It made sense, since his line of Talents started traveling sometime around the age of fifteen or sixteen, so they were usually just past puberty. For his own genetic line, traveling was just one part of their power, and then another ability manifested shortly after they began to travel to Lysomnus.

	Vosh was waiting patiently for him to answer.

	“Uh—yes. Of course.”

	“When my power began to manifest, it was a problem because I did not know how to control it. Talents must practice getting stronger or learn how to use their power. My ability was dangerous, and I had to learn restraint, so I did not hurt other people.”

	“That’s frightening. What kind of energy do you have that caused such danger?”

	Vosh reached out toward him, and Marcus took her hand.

	A jolt of electricity shot through his arm. It hurt. He jerked involuntarily from the painful sensation. Vosh released his hand.

	“Warn a guy, would you?” Marcus snapped, rubbing his hand.

	“I am sorry.” Vosh sounded like she was trying to control laughter. “It is easier to show sometimes than explain. I shocked everyone I touched. However, that was just the first part of it. Then this started.”

	Fingers straight, Vosh lifted one arm and pointed it ahead of herself. A bolt of lightning shot from her fingers, blasting the silver sand into the air as if a bomb had gone off. Where the lightning struck the ground, the surface was glazed black, glinting like glass.

	“You can imagine everyone’s reaction when that started.”

	Marcus had to close his gaping mouth to respond.

	“You must have had to leave your home for a while.”

	“Yes. My mother and I took supplies and walked into the Geverelt for a few days at a time. It took me several attempts to get it under control. Fortunately, there was not much I could hurt out in the desert but a few winders.”

	“Winders?”

	“Sand snakes. We call them winders because they spin down the sand dunes like a child’s wind-up toy. I used them to help myself master my power. I could hear them coming down the dunes and would blast them with my lightning. The practice helped target my energy. Now I am quite good.” Vosh smiled, the glint of her teeth just visible between her parted lips.

	“It’s a good thing Barzil doesn’t know about you. He would want to manipulate someone with power like that.”

	“Barzil is becoming a problem for all of Dremheim. He has been kidnapping Talents or convincing them to join him and use their combined powers against the rest of us. He is creating an army.” She turned her head in Marcus’s direction in the brightening morning light, lifting her hood to cover herself.

	“And now he knows about Lysomnus.”


CHAPTER FOUR

	 The Library

	

Sadie

	Sadie looked around what was left of the library in the cavern in Palaga. The earthquakes had done a lot of damage in this room. Much of the main living and work areas had been spared, thankfully, so the Fyrtudo had been spared injury, but the library and books within it were a disaster.

	Since there was nothing they could do to find Marcus, she’d decided to start this project to keep herself occupied while waiting to hear something. All they could do was hope.

	The shelves and stacks in the library had cracked, tipped, and broken, and books were tossed about everywhere. Sadie laughed sarcastically to herself when she thought of how badly she had felt about the damage to the book she’d carried with her while traveling to the Cativera. It had been damaged during the first earthquake, its spine cracked. She had felt so terrible then and hoped the Fyrtudo would forgive her for the minor damage but this—the books spread on the floor before her were torn, spines broken, pages scattered everywhere. Would they ever figure out which pages belonged to which books?

	Tears filled her eyes as she contemplated the insurmountable job of repairing so many books. Just trying to gather the hundreds of pages together was a massive task in itself—she wondered if it was possible to ascertain which ones might belong to the different volumes that lay about.

	The room was dimmer than usual. She looked up to see that the mirrors that reflected the sunlight to each other to brighten the room were covered with dust—the ones that were still in place, anyway. Several were missing; they’d been shaken out of place and were probably lying broken on the stone floor.

	The sound of shuffling footsteps drew her attention away from her contemplations. She looked up to see Leopold approaching, the shadows of his face standing out above his white shirt. It still startled her to see how thin he was. Before he’d left with Marcus and Boehlkea on the ship he had been stocky, almost heavyset. Now he was almost too thin. She had to chide him at meals to eat more. Dark circles made his eyes appear sunken and haunted. Jarel followed close behind him as usual. The taller boy’s darker skin hid some of the effects from showing, but the sharp angles of his cheekbones stood out clearly. Jarel didn’t look much better than his boyfriend.

	“What are you up to in here?” Leopold looked around at the mess. Sadie was glad to hear a note of interest in his voice.

	“Oh, just trying to see what I can do to help the Fyrtudo, what with the aftereffects of the quakes. It’s quite a mess here in the library, as you can see.” She laughed nervously.

	Jarel snorted. Sadie tried not to take it personally. Over the last few days she had come to realize the derision and bluntness were just a part of his personality. He wasn’t trying to be rude—he just reacted and said things that reflected exactly what he was thinking.

	“Yeah, it’s a real disaster.” Leopold said. “You want some help?”

	“That would be…amazing, to be honest. It’s an overwhelming job, obviously, and I’ve been dreading trying to start it by myself.” Sadie found herself laughing with relief. The task seemed a little easier to face with friends.

	“Let’s take a look and see what we’re working with,” Sadie walked to the nearest scatter of pages and bent to pick them up. “Okay, these do actually have headings on them—book titles—and look”—she pointed—“page numbers, so I think if we start by stacking them together in order, that would be a great place to start.”

	Leopold joined her and they started sorting the pages, piling them together. Jarel walked past them and picked up a damaged book. He flipped it open. It still had pages inside.

	“I’ll start sorting and stacking the covers, and put them in alphabetical order,” he grabbed a few more and walked to the nearest table. Sadie realized they had run out of pages that matched the stack they were working on and walked to the table. She found the book that matched it and put the pages inside the cover. Leopold started a new pile, and Sadie watched as Jarel passed her to grab more books.

	They worked their way gradually across the library, piling pages and putting them with their damaged book covers. Sadie was relieved to find that there was a large number of books that were still intact that had simply been thrown to the floor. Eventually, the tables filled with what they were able to salvage and what she hoped they could find a way to repair.

	Sadie sent Leopold out at one point to find a couple of Fyrtudo to help stand some of the stacks back up. In between the stacks that weren’t damaged, they found piles of books that had not been damaged but simply slid off the shelves. Sadie had everyone carry them out to the open area, stacking them neatly in alphabetical piles if they were in English. She hoped to eventually organize all the books in the library by some sort of system.

	“You’re not going to try to start using the Dewey Decimal system here, are you?” Leopold joked. Sadie shook her head, a frown creasing her face.

	“No, although it would be nice to find a way to keep track of the books in an organized way that could be easily accessed and searched…” she trailed off as she contemplated.

	“Oh, here we go,” Leopold chuckled to Jarel.

	“I actually agree with her.” Jarel said. “There has to be some mathematical way to keep track of how we organize the books, and decide what the sections and subsections are,” he added.

	“Well, don’t ask me to help with that,” Leopold snorted. “I can’t do regular math, much less try to figure out math that helps people find books.”

	Jarel gave him a cool look. Sadie laughed at Leopold’s discomfiture.

	“Come on, you guys, let’s just get all these books sorted out first. Then we can start worrying about how we’re going to organize them.”

	

	Several hours later, when the last toppled stacks were being lifted, Sadie stumbled into what would become the most important discovery involving Lysomnus’s history. Colflur had come in to help move the fallen stacks. Growan was assisting, too. The young Fyrtudo was beneath one of the tipped shelves, pushing upward when he cried out. 

	“What’s wrong, Growan?” Sadie climbed in beside him.

	My leg! exclaimed the prince. It’s caught! Sadie groped along Growan’s back until she felt his rear leg and followed the thick appendage down. She expected to feel the stack behind them, but her hand met the floor before she found his foot. Rough edges parted in a crack, and pages fluttered against her skin.

	“Hey!” Sadie shouted. “Colflur! Stop moving this shelf. There’s a hole in the floor and Growan is caught in it!” She heard a sharp exclamation from the Queen at her words and all movement stopped. “Take it easy, Growan. We’ll get you out of this.” She ducked underneath Growan’s chin to try to get a look at the hole. It was so dim in the shadowy corridor beneath the fallen stack she could hardly see.

	Growan’s rapid breathing moved his sides like a bellows and his body pushed at her when she tried to stand beside him to get a look at the hole in the floor. The books that had fallen here were badly damaged; the floor beneath her feet was covered in loose paper. She gasped as she glimpsed the ragged stone edges of the gaping hole in the floor of the cavern. Growan wasn’t so much caught as he was hanging over an opening in the floor. Sadie could see through the hole into what looked like another dark cavern beneath them. It was hard to tell what size it was.

	“Growan, I think if you hold on to the shelf and pull yourself, and stabilize your body with your other feet, you just need to pull your back foot out of that hole.” 

	Hole? What hole? Growan sounded panicked and he craned his neck as he tried to turn and see what Sadie was talking about. His body pushed against her as he moved. 

	Sadie clutched frantically at Growan’s body, but could find no purchase on his round, bulky frame. Her feet slid on the loose pages, and with a scream, she fell through the floor and slipped into the cavern below.


CHAPTER FIVE

	The Storm

	

Marcus

	Marcus found it difficult to sleep because his mind was overwhelmed, thinking about Vosh’s concern over Barzil becoming aware of Lysomnus. His body finally submitted to exhaustion despite the thoughts whirling through his mind after the physical trauma of the last two days.

	After several hours, Marcus woke up under the glaring sun. He sat up, huddling to cover as much of himself as he could. His skin felt like it couldn’t take another day of the brutal heat. Still dressed in the shorts and tank top that Boehlkea had made for him on the ship, most of his skin was exposed to the burning rays of the sun. The clothes themselves were badly stained, and when he moved, he caught a whiff of his own body odor. Once Marcus noticed the stench coming off his body, he had a hard time ignoring it. He wondered how Vosh could stand being in his proximity.

	When Marcus looked over at Vosh, he saw she was completely covered by the loose clothing she wore, with a deep hood pulled over her head. Heavy white gloves covered her delicate hands. When she finally woke up, she turned to face him. Marcus could just see her inside the shadow of her hood. In the light of day, he could see that her skin, her hair, and the irises of her eyes were completely white. There was only a single black pupil at the center of each eye. Her curls, her feathering eyebrows, and even her eyelashes were white.

	“Are you staring at me, Marcus Talent?” Vosh asked, pulling her hood farther forward.

	“I’m sorry,” Marcus looked away from her quickly. “It’s just that—I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so beautiful.”

	Vosh inhaled sharply. “Beautiful? No one has ever used that word to describe me before. Freak, monster, terrifying, these are the words others say to me.”

	“What? Why would anyone say these things about you?”

	She gestured at herself. “I have, of course, only seen my reflection in water at night here and there, but I am told my appearance is quite strange. Completely different from anyone else. I have certainly never seen anyone else who looks like me. Growing up, other children told me I was ugly and avoided me if possible. The emergence of my power and the damage I caused with it only made things worse.”

	“What about your parents? Didn’t you say your mother is chief of your lowten?”

	“Yes, my mother is Mosha Talent, and my father is Dalkin Mahir.” As she rose, sand cascaded around her feet. “We must go now, so we can make good time across the Geverelt to meet up with my people.” Vosh walked up the rising dune with a grace Marcus envied as he struggled to push himself off the ground.

	“Your—father’s—name—is—Dalkin?” he forced the words out as he planted his cane and pushed himself to his feet.

	“What of it?”

	“It’s just—it’s similar to my father’s name. His name was Deacon.” Marcus choked as he uttered his father’s name.

	“Was—so your father is gone. I am sorry, Marcus.” She bowed her head for a moment in silence.

	Then she turned and continued walking, climbing another silver dune.

	“Is there no water anywhere in this desert?” Marcus armed sweat from his face. “Not a single oasis?”

	Vosh turned her hooded head as she walked.

	“Oasis? What is this?”

	“A place where there is water in the desert, with maybe a few plants growing.”

	She laughed, a bitter sound with little humor in it. “This is the Geverelt. There is no oasis here. Only sand and endless dunes and heat. And occasionally, a winder.”

	The silver sand reflecting the sunlight made it difficult to see Vosh when she got too far ahead of Marcus. Shimmering heat wavered above the surface, and she nearly vanished within it. He would need to work harder to keep up with her. He had the feeling it would not be safe for him to get lost in this great silver desert.

	“You wouldn’t happen to have a spare hood in that pack, would you?” Marcus winced as he gingerly touched the burning skin on his face.

	Vosh stopped. “Do you not have protective clothing?”

	“No, why would I? I was on board a sailing vessel when Barzil took me captive. I wasn’t carrying anything. It was warm but nothing like this.”

	Vosh walked toward Marcus, hands out. It was obvious that it was much more difficult for her to see during the day, at least when the sun was out and she was in this shining, reflective desert. Marcus stepped toward her and grabbed her hand to let her know where he was. She reached up and put her hand on his face, then lowered them to his arms. She paused when she reached his right forearm, feeling his metal prosthesis.

	“But what is this?”

	“I lost my arm in an accident. Some of my friends in Lysomnus made this metal arm for me so I would still have a hand to use.”

	“What a wonder!”

	Then she continued gravely, “Your skin is burning. You will also dehydrate quickly in the sun despite the malstor.”

	Vosh knelt and rummaged in her large pack, pulling out a second set of clothing like her own.

	“You are much taller than I am.”

	“By several inches.” Vosh was tiny, despite her large and confident personality.

	“Well, this is all I have. Fortunately, our desert clothing is made to fit loosely. It will have to do.” She held it up in Marcus’s direction, and he took it.

	He felt awkward changing in front of her, even though he knew she couldn’t see him.

	“Well? Do they fit?” She asked sharply after waiting a couple of minutes.

	Marcus looked down at himself. The pants were
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