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To those who believe in something more—and to those who just haven’t seen it yet.

​

A fall born of ignorance is redeemed through knowledge. 

~ S. Whitson
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PROLOGUE
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When the sons of the gods came unto the daughters of men, they bore children to them. These were the Nephilim, those giants of old. Blessed with great strength and power, yet cursed with mortality and a soul that might never rest, even after death. A fate imparted by the sins of their fallen fathers. These mighty monsters, men of renown, turned tyrannical, aiming to enslave all the people of earth. This evil covered the land until it had grown so great that the heavens wept, flooding the earth. Yet, as there were Nephilim in those days, so too were there after.

The fallen gods, called the Anunnaki, escaped the great flood. They brought with them life of all kinds, early humans, and their Nephilim children. They brought them not to their already destroyed home planet, but to the sacred moon that once accompanied it. This moon that had once served as a heavenly afterlife for these ancient beings, had now become a corrupt paradise of slavery, with evil of all kinds. Calling themselves gods, and claiming dominion over all to do with as they saw fit.

For two thousand years unimaginable suffering had befallen the men, women, and their children. However, there was a great man among them. A man who had walked with God, and disappeared from the earth around the time of the flood. His name was Enoch, and he became the leader of these slaves, and later their king. Planting seeds of truth so that they might escape slavery and death, finding freedom and eternal life.

Knowing that the shadows of the fallen so-called gods would linger after their defeat, forever longing for material desires they could no longer fulfill, and aiming to possess others so that they might once again, Enoch and his allies formed a plan of rebellion. They would work to restore and concentrate the moon’s magic into the Divided Forest. The Nephilim war would begin along with the second arrival of gods and men from earth. The war would be fought—and won. The shadows of the fallen gods would remain trapped, forever imprisoned, yet always waiting.

For the next two millennia peace seemed to return. Most of the enslaved races were freed, and prosperity flourished. For a time, it seemed the darkness had been vanquished. The gods had been slain and in this part of the world at least, man would rule. However, this new world did not sit well with the forces of darkness that held onto their desire to reclaim dominion.

​
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CHAPTER ONE
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An incoherent beat drums through my mind threatening to split it in two. I rub my temples to ease the pain and attempt to open my eyes to see where I’ve landed. Just as I do, I hear a woman’s voice echo through my mind ‘This is not where your story begins’. A bright light flashes, sending an image of a giant, majestic tree which divides near its top. One side a lush green, the other a beautiful black, leaves falling. I blink and a woman with shiny black hair and ivory skin blocks my view of the tree. I shut my eyes, but the image of her emerald eyes remains.

I open my eyes, yet this time I’m greeted by fluffy white clouds filling the spaces between the winding branches of an old oak tree. No, not quite an oak, though it is certainly similar. I stretch my jaw forcing my ears to pop, permitting the sound of the wind to travel freely. Forcing my body to its feet, I bite my inner cheek, pushing through the pain. Pain? Why am I in pain? Did I fall? How did I fall? Where did I fall from? Maybe I tripped? My head’s spinning with confusion, and to top it all off, I can’t seem to remember anything.

The sun beams down on the grass around me, adding to the lush green grass, tones of yellow. An umbrella-like tree sits atop a giant bluff in the distance. Rolling hills separate us, while the occasional birch and evergreen trees welcome unfamiliar critters with some much needed shade.

I head in the direction of the bluff, to get a better view of where I’m at. Though I doubt I’ll have the strength to travel the distance and climb the hill; it seems to be my best option.

I try to put the pain of my bruised body out of my mind while I struggle with my first few steps. I sigh in relief as each step seems to pull the pain from my body and into the ground below. I lift my gaze forward and grunt hopelessly, staring at the remaining distance between myself and the hill. This is going to take a while.

Trekking through the tall crisp grass, the beams from the sun begin to bake my shoulders, leaving a stinging sensation in its stead. I continue on, keeping to the low-ground as best I can; trying to conserve my energy. Ducking under some of the deciduous trees for shade along the way, I watch as the sun leisurely migrates through the sky; taunting me with the growing time that passes. Damn that sun’s big!

I finally make it to the intimidating mount of land and start to climb. I catch my breath and force my sore body to keep climbing higher and higher, until my feet finally hit the top. The hill lays flat, presenting the thick tree in the middle, like a trophy on a mantel. Its trunk shoots out of the ground with power and reaches high above me. The canopy towers twice my height, and extends beyond the edges of the hill; covering it completely in shade. The broad trunk breaks in two, dividing in either direction and creating a place to sit along the moss covered stalk.

I peel off my black backpack and place it in front of me, before I remove my sweat soaked t-shirt and toss it onto the green grass. I pull off my black ball cap, running my fingers through my slick hair. I’m glad I have a hat, it protects me well from the harsh sun. I glance toward it, taking in its size and heat. I kick off my white sneakers, now dirtied from the arduous trek, and remove my wet socks, enjoying the fresh air flowing between my toes. Take care of your feet, and your feet will take care of you. I remember the saying as it plays in my mind, but its origins remain hidden. After stretching my ankles and massaging my soles, I search through my backpack. I pull out my light gray jacket and a small pack of matches falls out of the pocket. A utility knife is under some extra pieces of clothing and a bag of mixed tree nuts is accompanied by a single blue water bottle. I bring the bottle to my lips tasting the refreshing liquid as it coats my dry mouth, washing over my parched tongue. It takes half the bottle to quench my thirst. I curse under my breath, realizing I should have conserved more of it. I don’t know how long I might go without food or water. I’m disappointed in my absent mindedness and place the bottle back in my bag, knowing I should conserve the rest.

The clouds covering the sun, allow a gust of frigid air to suddenly pass by, sending shivers down my spine, convincing me to slip on my jacket. I hide my hands in my coat pockets to warm my chilled fingers, as the sun lowers slowly from its peak in the sky. I place my hands further in, suddenly grazing against something that feels like paper. I pull out two small pieces of paper and hold them together, they read, “Stay put” and in different writing, “Find Anesh.” Who names their child Anesh? I wonder why someone took the time to place these notes in my jacket pockets. I can’t have put them in there myself, the handwriting is different. I scan my surroundings again, each minute I’m in this place, my curiosity increases.

From this vantage point I can see all my surroundings, I slip my runners back on and bring myself to my feet. The sun rises in the east and sets in the west. Memories return, of myself and my dad returning home from a hunting trip, watching the sun rise.

My view drives north, past far reaching grasslands, cascading a blanket of plant life.

Coloring the ground with the fewer yellow tones that drift into a green carpet; lush like velvet. Encircled in the distance is an immense city guarded by a stone wall. It looks to expand around the entire city, like a moat protecting its castle. A vast river flows through the wall. It flows from a massive north-western mountain, covered in green and towering above the rest. The other mountains, which spread across the northern horizon are dwarfs by comparison, though presumably huge by themselves. These dwarf mountains are coated with an opaque cloud that stretches further than my eyes can see.

A sea of deciduous trees hug the entire western edge, with mighty ember saplings scarcely scattered throughout the vast green backdrop. As they lead up toward and behind the colossal mountain, they grow thicker with crimson color. The wind pushes them side to side, like they are dancing for an audience. The woodland symphony encompasses the entire western land, moving all the way south.

To the east is an empty stone road connecting from that northern stone-walled city, and traveling south; shifting to a dirt road about where I started my journey. I notice three or four figures that look like dots, from this distance, scoping the area near that oak tree. My body starts to tremble in excitement, finally discovering people. I can get some answers! I gather my things, throw on my now dry shirt, and bolt toward them. While descending the mound, I realize the soreness in my body isn’t quite gone, but I don’t care. This is the first time actually seeing other people, I have to get to them before they get away! I hope they’re friendly and can tell me more information about this beautiful place.

I stuff my hands back in my pockets, feeling the rough crumpled up paper under my palms. ‘Stay put’ it said. Whoever wrote it, were they trying to help me? Should I have stayed at the location I woke up in or the location I read the paper? That’s ridiculous, how would someone know when I would find the paper and read it?

As I enter the tall grass from earlier, the crunching under my feet is all I hear before I reach the rolling pasture. Everything becomes intensely quiet, the silence sending shivers down the nape of my neck, even with the lowering sun glaring down on me. I pause for a moment, sensing eyes on me. A low growl vibrates in front of me, hidden in the thicket. All I see is the glare of a large predator. Sweat pools at my brow, terror flowing through me. I’m vulnerable to an animal attack, a human attack I could at least try to fight. Animals are another story, especially ones big enough to make such a loud growl.

It shows its intelligence, stalking me before attacking. Observing its prey; toying with its food. Sweat dampens my shirt at the realization that I’m its food. My body is frozen with fear.

Clouds screen the sun for a moment, allowing me to see some of the creature’s features. White tipped ears poke out from the tall grass; ears similar to a tigers. They point straight back in defiance, while staring me down with eyes blue as cobalt. I let out a curse, hastefully making the decision to turn back and go around. I cautiously walk toward the forest’s edge, turning my back might not have been the wisest choice but here I don’t have many options and if I walk slowly it might intrigue the animal to either follow or lose interest but hopefully not pounce; bolting for the chase. Then again I don’t know much about this animal’s normal behavior, I can only make an educated guess, based on its growl and size.

The giant trees greet me at the forest’s edge, welcoming me with their gentle sway.

They’re the largest trees I’ve ever seen; at least two times the size of any normal tree, yet they still don’t look very old. The leaves sing like a windchime in the summer wind. They glisten from recent rain, reflecting the light that pierces through the openings of the joint canopies above. Walking in this wondrous forest feels like I’m strolling through a pillared building made by ancient architects. The umbrella trees here are much larger than the one before. Their trunks wide at the base, but thinning out to the conjoined canopy above.

Other trees have their trunks break through the ground like a never ending, intricate hand; twirling branches, intertwining together with other neighboring trees. The tree’s limbs only increase their bifurcations with each new height, as the moss covers the columns, making a perfect home for tiny creatures to thrive. Birds with cone shaped beaks fly in groupings, playfully painting the forest with a variety of colors; each species carrying its own solid color.

Small bright blue birds perch on tall branches, grooming their young. While larger radiant red ones peck at the trunk of a tree, hearing small insects underneath the shallow kindling.

Stunningly vibrant lemon painted birds sing a sweet song forcing me to lose focus and escape into their meditative lullaby.

I blink sharply, pulling my concentration back, as I remember why I marched into this forest. I glance behind me, scanning for the animal. It looks like it didn’t follow me. The forest provides a rundown pathway for me to follow. My mind drifts while admiring the beauty this forest brings. The ground is covered in short shrubbery and lichen which provides a gentle silence with each step. I close my eyes for a moment taking in the sounds around me, painting my surroundings in my mind like a map. Different species of birds chirp all around. Less are lower to the ground scavenging for food on the woodland floor. More higher up tending to their young, and soaring among the treetops, playing an ongoing game of tag with their forest friends. Small woodland creatures rustle the leaves on the ground as they scurry about finding food and shelter from potential predators. Sounds of water flowing nearby rushes over me with sweet serenity.

Splashing playfully, fish jump up breaking through the surface of the water, then flopping back down where it’s safe.

A shiver travels up my spine as a gust of wind flows gently by. I think nothing of it and try to focus once again on the song of the forest. Though silence coats the area, no more insects chirping, birds singing, even the trees seem to whisper as they sway in the wind. The only noise that makes itself known is a snap of a branch behind me. I whip around so fast I almost lose balance. Piercing blue eyes stare directly at me, this time the creature lets itself be seen. Those eyes belong to a cougar-like feline; though wider in stature. Its thick tan fur is only blemished by her white chest and underbelly. My body starts to tremble. I’m dead, there’s no way I can go up against something this big! It’s paws are the size of my face, maybe bigger. If it catches me, I’m done.

When it notices I’ve spotted it, it leaps behind some denser trees, vanishing from sight. I take the opportunity to get away. I turn back and run as fast as I can. I don’t have time to worry about if I look like prey, this thing stalked me this far, it isn’t going to care whether I walk or run, I’m its prey no matter what. I can hear the thudding of its paws on the forest bed as it chases me. It closes in and becomes so loud I can barely hear its beating paws over my own laboring breath. I can no longer hear the beast running toward me, so I skid to a stop. Sweat pours down my face as I try to quiet my breath. Where did it go? Why did it stop? I attempt to shift my position to scope the area but instead, end up with a mouthful of moss and nose buried in dirt. I can’t move. I can feel the heat of the creature’s breath on the nape of my neck, threatening to dig its terrifyingly large fangs into me at the slightest action against it. I can hear my heart beating in my ears, as the wildcat bends to my ear and releases a low chirping sound. I hold my breath as I lay perfectly still.
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CHAPTER TWO
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A giggle echoes through the forest, bouncing off the trees making its location difficult to determine. Paws gently ease up off my back, enough for me to look up and see a silhouette high in the canopy. The frame of the figure appears to be small in stature, it’s difficult to see at this angle. Blinking, I can see the figure vanish from the trees, leaving floating leaves in its wake. A thud crashes a few feet from my head, the feline breathes heavily in my ear. “You know Akira, it’s rude to play with your food.”

The voice is much clearer now; a playful sultry sound that could only come from a young woman. The cat playfully chirps again, before releasing me. Finally! That cat was so heavy! I push myself up while brushing the dirt from my face. Branches crunch under footsteps to my right. My eyes drift from the ground scanning the woman before me.

Deep brown leather-like boots that travel to the middle of her calf, meet my gaze. The leather has markings like wood grain; a quick glance could confuse them for lumber. Black laces whimsically intertwine bottom to top. Pine green leggings are accompanied by a chocolate belt that wraps at the hips and a golden braided chain falls over each thigh. The pine green theme flows over the whole outfit, with a jacket-like blazer cinched at the waist with another, thicker brown belt; leading up just under the breast line. A wooden pendant dangles on her covered chest, housing a bright blue stone encompassed by intricate vines. More chocolate brown straps wrap her upper arms, creating the perfect spot to tuck away small throwing knives. Golden braided armbands are placed atop the knives, concealing them from first glance. Bright golden scales cascade down her shoulders, hiding behind the brown straps. Wavy, crimson red hair flows past her shoulders, like flames catching the wind. A steady but feminine jaw, traces up to meet dramatic cheekbones. Almond eyes enclose deep topaz blue irises that peer at me playfully. Her heart-shaped lips glisten in the sun as they turn up, revealing teeth so white they seem to shimmer. Light appears to border her body like a green halo.

I blink my concentration back, realizing I have been gawking at her. Smooth, man. Way to make a creepy first impression. I mentally slap my hand to my forehead. She doesn’t look irritated by the delay, more amused if anything. I sit back on my knees continuing to brush myself off, avoiding her eye contact; embarrassed.

“Thanks for rescuing me from being eaten by that, Thing,” I mutter awkwardly, glancing toward the cat who’s resting beneath a wide hedge, taking in the midday shade.

The girl’s face darkens with disdain, “That” she points toward the feline. “Is not a Thing, she’s a living being, a majestic animal. She has her own thoughts and makes her own decisions. Her name is Akira, now that you know it, use it.” Her arms cross in front of her chest as she stands a little taller. Great, the first thing I do is gawk at her, practically drooling, then I open my mouth and say something that seems to insult her. Off to a great start, man.

I sigh as I dust off my hat and comb back my hair, “I’ve never seen a creature like this. I wasn’t sure of the name I should use when addressing it. So for that, I apologize.” I stand

reaching out my hand in greeting. “I’m...” Wait a second. Why can’t I remember my name? How hard did I hit my head? “I’m...” I try again, but she cuts me off.

“You’re gray is what you are.” She smirks. “You’re lucky there aren’t many predators in this forest, because you stick out like a moving stone.” Her playful banter is refreshing, but she tilts her head. “What’s the matter? Don’t you remember the name your parents gave you?”

Name my parents gave me?... I must have a father, and I, their son... Ah, my head is still foggy. I try not to look foolish to the girl, so I give her the first name that comes to mind. “I’m Grayson.” She giggles at my name while looking at my attire. “And you are?”

Her eyes grow wide with shock before blinking a couple times. “You don’t know who I am?”

“Am I supposed to?” I wrinkle my brow while dropping my hand back to my side. This girl must either be a very important person or really conceited. The way she reacted to my comment earlier makes me think, it really could go either way.

The girl’s arms unfold and rest once again at her sides, seemingly less guarded. “No,” she pauses. “I get defensive when people dismiss Akira, you would be surprised how often it happens. Sorry.” Her shoulders shrug a smidge, in defeat; eyes wandering, avoiding mine.

Reaching around her side, she pulls a cloth from her bag that hangs over one shoulder, then offers it to me. “Falyn.”

I stare at her dumbfounded. “My name?” You can hear the annoyance in her voice at my confused response. Geez this girl has major mood swing issues. Someone needs to teach her to chill out.

“Right, sorry.” I can feel my face start to heat up. I accept the cloth she offers, rubbing it along my cheeks, clearing more dirt from my face. “So, Akira” I emphasize the cat’s name, “is your pet?”

She scrunches her nose, highlighting the otherwise subtle freckles bridging her nose to her cheek bones. “No... she is not my pet.” The disgust in her voice returns. “I don’t own this cat. Akira is my friend. My companion. She’s a creature of the forest, not a domesticated house cat. Respect is due where it is earned and all the creatures of the forest have earned their place in this ecosystem.” Her breath is warm against my face as she stands close to me, irritated once again.

I raise my hands in submission. “Okay, sorry. Touchy subject! Never discuss the cat, got it!” She steps back, almost realizing in that moment that she has gotten too close for comfort.

Her gaze meets mine, silently apologizing.

She brings her eyes down to my shoes, slowly trailing up, examining my stature. My cheeks burn from the sudden attention, making me so uncomfortable I have to look anywhere but at her to keep still. Disapproval flashes over her eyes as she stares at my light gray pants and silver raincoat, with only a bit of white from my t-shirt peeking out from underneath it. Her brows furrow when she reaches my head. “What in the Goddess’s name is that?” I pull my ball cap off and gesture for her to take a look.

“Haven’t you ever seen a baseball cap before?”

Her nose scrunches “What is a baseball? And why do you need to put a cap on it?” She looks around to the back of my head. “Why does it only cover the front of your head and not the back? It doesn’t make much sense.”

Her comments make me chuckle, which causes her to get more irritated. “Let’s put a pin in that for now,” I reply.

Her nose scrunches up again at my cliche saying. Does this girl live under a rock? “Can you tell me where I am?” I ask. “I woke up in a field with no knowledge of how I got there, just a killer headache.”

Falyn’s eyes widen in recollection, “I watched someone fall from the sky earlier. That must have been you! That explains a lot. Like why you are wearing those awful clothes.”

“My clothes aren’t awful, I believe they are in style right now.”

“Awful and stupid and definitely not ‘in style’.” She uses air quotes around the words. “You stick out like a sore thumb. You’re lucky this is a peaceful forest where everything coexists. If this were any other forest, you would be someone’s dinner.” She points to my bright clothing. She blends in so well, and then there’s me; just a white and silver blob in the middle of a green canvas.

I quickly move on from the subject when I remember what she said prior. Fell from the sky? That’s insane! How could I have fallen from the sky? Where would I have fallen from? “No, I just woke up under an oak tree.”

“You calling me a liar? I saw it with my own eyes, you fell from the sky!” She places her hands on her hips.

“Moving on” I don’t need to get into another argument with this girl, I just need to find out where I am. “You mentioned that this forest is special, what forest are we in?”

She looks at me annoyed that I dismissed the earlier topic, but adapts to the new subject quickly. “This is the Welven Forest...” She crosses her arms. “If you don’t know that, it confirms you aren’t from here.” Her eyes narrow, scoping me as if I have something to hide.

I take a step back, fighting the urge to let this conversation die out and find someone else to give me the information I need. “If you’re implying I am not being forthright with my situation, I’m sorry I gave you that impression. I have told you everything I know.” My finger grazes over my temples, pushing back the lingering ache pounding in my head. “Everything is blurry, like I can’t remember anything substantial. All I know for sure is I woke up under a huge tree with my whole body throbbing like I got hit by a bus.” The burrow of her brow makes it clear she is not familiar with my language.

Her dark brown boots laced high on her tiny feet, make no sound as she walks slowly around me. “That’s everything?” I can sense the suspicion in her voice.

I dig in my pockets and pull out the two crumpled pieces of paper. “Found these after. Thought I would head back and scope the area again, since it says to stay there.”

Falyn unfolds the notes while muttering, “Right, listen to some creepy notes stuffed in your pockets right after you wake up from falling out of the sky, while having no memories of this new place you’re in. Makes sense.’’ The sarcasm beams off of her like fire. I can feel her glare as I stare down at my shoes; ashamed. She’s right. I should have thought it through. I don’t know where I am, who wrote the notes, and If they’re trying to help... or hunt me.

Falyn’s eyes widen as she flattens out the second note. “Well, that’s interesting.” She waves the note at me. “This one’s in different handwriting. Seems someone wants you to do one thing and the other wants you to do something else. I’m finally not bored by you.” Her eyes sparkle playfully, “Never heard anyone use this name before, though. Definitely unique.” She bends down close to the dirt and starts gathering small twigs in a pile.

I watch her quietly, admiring her presence. Her green spandex-like clothing forms around her athletic build, like a perfectly wrapped present. Oh, how I want to unwrap it. I shake off the thought. My body and mind battling.

Her fiery spirit shines through her shiny scarlet mane as it drapes over her shoulders when she crouches down. The golden scales that slide down her shoulders shimmer in the sunlight, almost blinding me as she moves. Akira pounces playfully at the refraction of light that bounces off. Cats will be cats I guess, no matter the size. Falyn takes out an old iron flint creating sparks with every flick.

“Why are you making a fire? It’s a billion degrees out.” She ignores me, continuing with her task.

When the small fire burns bright, she crumples up my notes once more and tosses them into the flame. “Hey! What the? I wanted to keep those!”

Her hands clap together, slapping the dust of the wood off. “Two people gave you two different notes. One telling you to stay put and the other telling you to find some random person. Someone obviously wants you. For what? You nor I know, but I assume they aren’t going to bring cupcakes and a welcome sign.” She walks closer to me, eyes meeting mine. I can smell the mint leaf she has been chewing on her breath. “You shouldn’t keep physical information like that.”

“You’re a paranoid one aren’t you?” I try to use a flirtatious tone but it seems to come out as a statement.

A flash of crimson hair whips my cheek as she turns away. “Call it what you like but I would rather have my guard up than be a naive little pretty boy who thinks everyone is a good person.” She looks over her shoulder, staring into my soul with her blue topaz eyes. “There’re more bad people than there are good. That’s a lesson you need to learn fast around here. It’s not about being paranoid, it’s about surviving.” She sits beside Akira, now resting near a berry bush, basking in the heat of the sun.

“So, since you don’t know where you are... and you look like that,” she mutters, “it’s easy to say you aren’t from the Welven Forest. What part of Ti’Anu are you from then? Your clothing looks very similar to Enochian but still sort of unusual.”

I scratch my head. “What’s Ti’Anu?” I can feel my chest start to heat as anger boils inside me. Why can’t I remember anything?!

She starts to laugh. “Yeah, you’re definitely the one who fell from the sky.” She stretches her arms out above her head, before releasing them to her sides once again. “This is Anamara. A region on Ti’Anu, the moon you’re currently standing on. I like to think of it as our sacred planet.”

“Wait,” I pause. “You mean I’m not on Earth anymore?” I slowly lower myself to the ground and pull my knees to my chest, hugging them while staring blankly at the forest floor in front of me. Another planet? How did I get to another planet and not know? This girl looks like me, how can she look like me and be from another planet? Hundreds of questions flood my brain. It’s so overwhelming I squeeze my eyes shut in an attempt to block them out.

A hand rests on my knee, blue eyes filled with concern come into view as I lift my head. “Hey, I get it. This is a lot to take in. I can’t imagine how you feel right now. But it’s going to be okay, we’ll figure this out. Just take a breath.” Have I been holding my breath this entire time? I fill my lungs with air and slowly breathe out, getting my bearings back.

“W-We?” I stutter.

“Yeah, why not? We don’t have anything better to do today, do we Akira?” The cat lifts her head, eyes moving from Falyn, to me, then back again. She chirps in response while rolling her bright blue eyes, almost like a silent sigh of defeat. “She agrees. Come on, I think I might know someone who can point us in the right direction.” Her hand extends out, offering to help me up. When my fingers graze her palms, a shock makes us both slightly jump. She giggles softly before firmly grabbing my hand, yanking me up.

“Right direction for what?” I rub my shoulder socket, making sure she didn’t pop it out of place. This girl is way stronger than she looks, and it’s not like I’m a scrawny guy. I look at my upper arms. When I get home I’m hitting the gym.

“Exactly!” Falyn pats her thigh, signaling Akira to follow her as she starts to head back where I woke up.

Distance is soon created as I stand confused by her reaction. I blink a few times before jumping into a jog, to catch up. We walk together for a bit, but every time I move too close, Akira jumps in between us, giving me a low growl as a warning. Clearly their bond is strong, the protective energy radiates off the animal like the sweat from my brow.

Falyn gives me a light smile while turning her head to look at me. The silence grows as we walk down the trail. The dirt is packed down in this area, revealing just how much traffic this path gets. I look around, no one is in this forest except for the three of us. Doesn’t seem like a busy place or a main walkway to get places. Before I have time to express my curiosity to Falyn, a little blue parakeet-like bird comes swooping down through the trees chirping frantically. Falyn holds up her hand so the small bird can perch there and rest. She stares at it intently. “Mhmm,” She pauses as though the bird is talking to her directly. “Mhmm, well I guess we’ll have to check it out, won’t we.” The bird flaps its wings as if responding. I blink several times, trying to process what I just witnessed. I’m losing my mind, officially lost it. The chick just talked to a bird. A bird! Either I’m going insane or she is insane, either way it has to be a bad sign, right? Something tells me this isn’t the craziest thing that will happen today.

She turns to me, “So, I have to check on something. I won’t be long, but I need you to stay here. Don’t run off on your own, okay?” She waves her index finger at me like I’m a little kid waiting for his mom to come back from grabbing something quick from the store. She walks to a nearby tree, while the little bird hops onto her shoulder as she takes a seat. She crosses her legs and takes a deep breath in. The parakeet lifts off her shoulder aiming straight at me. I duck in cover expecting the bird to fly onto my head but instead it lands on my hand. I examine the bird for a quick minute, only noticing the eye color; blue topaz, before it takes flight again. I look back at Falyn sitting on the dirt, now accompanied by Akira. The wild cat is tense, no longer relaxing in the sun beside Falyn; on guard, eyes glued to Falyn, ears twitching at the slightest noise.

A gust of wind blows past Falyn, blowing her fiery hair away from her face, momentarily revealing her pointed ears. I open my mouth to comment but am quickly interrupted by a man crying in pain. “Hey sounds like someone needs our help, should we go check it out?” I wait a moment for Falyn to respond. Silence overtakes the space around us. I step toward her and bend down “Did you hear that? Someone sounds like they’re in trouble.” I pause again, but still no response. I wave my hand in front of her face, trying to get her attention, but all I get is a huge paw swatting my hand toward the ground, accompanied by a loud growl.

I glare at Akira. “What’s your problem?!” I roll my eyes. “Fine, I’ll go alone.” Akira growls again, this time lower and longer, but she doesn’t stop me as I turn away, just stays put in front of Falyn. I shake my head, and walk toward the moaning.

The sound of people arguing leads me through thick bushes to a clearing of rolling hills. Two men stand towering over a couple of kneeling scouts, who wear worn leather vests strapped tightly over simple tunics. Their belts are lined with pouches and daggers while dark, weathered cloaks drape over their shoulders. Sturdy boots caked in dust dig into the ground as they glare down, their hands resting on the hilts of curved short swords. While two more men in that same uniform lay motionless on the ground.

All except one have dark skin and coarse black hair. The last man has short, salt and pepper hair supported by a short beard framing his jawline. His eyebrows furrow as he stands, arms crossed, displaying a crimson red double edged longsword pinned to his back. He wears black boots, pants, and a red shirt underneath a black leather jacket.

“I’ll only ask you one more time! Where is the boy?!”

One of the scouts responds, shoulders shrinking in fear. “I- I don’t know sir. We searched the area when the light flashed in the sky, as you instructed, but we haven’t found anyone.”

I start to move out from behind the bush I’m currently covered by; to get a better view. I stop short when the light skinned man places his hand out in front of him. Flames shoot out of

them, incinerating the scout before he can even scream. He didn’t even let him defend himself! No mercy, no honour! What a coward! Heat travels through my body as anger pours out.

The scout clearly understood he was in danger, and so surely was telling the truth. Even still, this man with the crimson blade would so carelessly end a life because he didn’t get the answer he wanted. This injustice makes me ready to shout, but my words are silenced as a hand shields my mouth.

​
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Quiet! Or you’ll get us both killed.” Falyn’s sharp voice pierces my ears. She removes her hand before we sit back and watch.

The salt and pepper haired man points his crimson blade to the man standing next to him. “If he isn’t going to talk, end him,” he commands.

The last scout falls to his hands before rising back while placing his hands together; pleading, “No, please! We’ve been looking for him and thought we spotted something on the hill over there. We’re still searching for him! We don’t know anything else! Please, I beg you!”

The other man standing is wearing a dark blue leather jacket, white undershirt, black leather pants and boots. A stone pendant hangs around his neck by a black cord. He places his hand on the kneeling man’s head, as a buzzing noise fills the air. The smell of burning flesh fills my nose as the scout tremors uncontrollably. After a few moments, the man holding him releases his grip and the scout falls to the ground lifeless; smoke rising over his body. Falyn taps me on the shoulder, beckoning me to follow. She moves quietly through the bush while motioning for me to stay low.

Once out of earshot, she turns around with fire in her eyes and says, “I told you not to go anywhere?!”

“I heard someone who needed our help, I tried to tell you but Akira wouldn’t let me near you.” Her fiery temper makes her features stand out even more. Man, she’s sexy!

“So you thought to mosey on over there by yourself? When you don’t know where you are, what kind of people live here, and with no backup?” She rubs her temples as she lets out a dramatic sigh. “It’s my fault I guess, I didn’t realize just how much of a moron you are.” Her eyes glare at me with disappointment. “Also, Akira was guarding me, not even my family can interrupt me when I’m in that state, she’ll do the same thing, doesn’t matter who you are. Don’t take it personally.” She turns away from me, waving her hand, beckoning me to follow. “Come on, it’s getting late. We should call it a night and get as far away from those guys as possible. They don’t seem like the people you want to have a drink with, that’s for sure. I’m going to take a wild guess and say you didn’t know you were being tracked?”

I shake my head. “Is it normal here for people to have swords, fire, and electrical powers?”

Falyn chuckles, “I wouldn’t say normal, but also not all that uncommon. But that’s another story for another day. First, let’s get to safety. Then we can discuss everything.”

***
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It’s nightfall when we arrive on the outskirts of a small village. The homes look more like Hawaiian huts than modern homes that are drywalled with cement foundation. The huts range in shape and size with roofs made from long leaves that drape over the edge. Rectangular glass lanterns hang by every window and beside every door. Although the light source isn’t a lightbulb, they still give off sufficient light. Glowing insects fly inside them, bringing a magical light as they appear to be attracted to the lanterns. At a closer look, the edges drip with a thick oozy substance, sloping down onto the deck of each hut. I cringe at the site.

“Tree sap attracts the bugs,” Falyn states, noticing my stare. “The whole village uses these for light, as you can see.” She points to three large trees, each with spiraling walkways leading to a network of rope bridges and treehouses above. The lanterns create a shimmery effect, like stars twinkling in the dark night sky.

Camouflaged into the surrounding landscape, three small figures emerge into view. Green faces stare at me like I’m the weird looking one, then go back to playing in the trees. Giggling echoes from the tree tops before flowing down to meet my ears. I smile at the noise. Falyn waves for me to hurry up and follow her further down the path. We stop in front of a much larger hut than the previous ones we have seen so far. This one has a small wooden sign pinned on the front of the door. The writing is more like doodles than a language.

Akira lays outside the door in a patch of grass; patiently waiting. Falyn grasps my arm before saying, “Okay listen, when we go in, don’t say anything. There’s a meeting going on and it’s probably best not to draw attention to yourself.” Her crystal eyes trail down my body in disapproval once again before shaking her head. She says nothing though, just continues toward the door and adds, “More than you already do.” She pushes the wooden door as I follow her into the hut.

Low whispers fill the room as we walk in, “So it’s true? It’s been taken?”

A large pebbled floor meets weathered wooden tables and chairs. A wrap around bar brings your eyes forward as the focal point of the room. Large whiskey barrels are stacked by the back door where more of the sappy lanterns light the space along the walls. Clusters of people sit together in small groups around each table, supporting tavern mugs. These individuals all look similar to the small children playing in the treetops. Most have long black hair, pointed ears like Falyn’s and lighter shades of green skin. A group of men sitting closer to the door all show off their broad shoulders, by wearing clothing that’s torn at the arms. Letting everyone see their dark tribal tattoos that wrap around their shoulders all the way down their arms, ending at their wrists.

A smaller group of people sit at a larger table by the windows. Slender men, women, and younger adults gather together. They whisper quietly with concerned expressions on their faces. The third table is filled with only a few people, however they don’t look worried, but more authoritative. My eyes drift to the woman sitting on the corner of the table. She has green skin, and pointed ears like the rest but her dark red hair radiates attention like a single red rose amongst thick green shrubbery.

As we walk further in, the attention diverts from the front table to us. Copper eyes staring right at us. Falyn seems unphased by the spotlight; like she’s used to it.

The woman pushes her chair back with a screech and nervously walks toward us. Her forehead supports a wire crown that intertwines with green leaves and an oval green jewel in the center. It secures into her hair at the side of her head where braids meet her straight hair. She’s wearing an olive green blazer dress with brown leggings and knee high boots. A wooden corset covers the top of the brazer, shaping her body giving her more curves. Her slender, athletic body doesn’t support the curves that Falyn has but still gives her an appealing look.

“Falyn!” She grasps Falyn’s forearm gently, guiding her to the corner of the room. “You’re late, I needed you on time for this. It’s important to have a united front right now.” As she turns, you can see the shimmer from her golden tattoos under her blazer. “Who is this?” She glares at me like I’m the cause of Falyn’s tartiness.

“No one. Sorry I got tied up.” Falyn dismisses me like I’m not in the room. “What did I miss?”

The woman rolls her eyes, unimpressed. “Got tied up, right.” She points to an empty chair at the table with the commoners. Only one chair. I raise an eyebrow at Falyn when she doesn’t follow me to the table, but instead follows the woman to the front of the meeting, taking a seat next to her.

The meeting didn’t last too long but wasn’t entertaining at all. Their native language was spoken more often than expected, considering when I met Falyn she’d spoken English the entire time. It’s possible they were speaking in their native tongue because I - an outsider- was present.

There was a moment when things got a bit more interesting however, something was said that angered Falyn. I assume it was something she just found out about, that everyone else already knew. She didn’t like being left out of the loop on whatever it was, that’s for sure. By the time the meeting was over my stomach was making rumbly sounds so loud the people beside me started to get antsy.

Once the meeting was adjourned, Falyn and the woman rise at the front, waiting for everyone to leave the hut. Falyn waves her hand, inviting me closer.

“Sorry about that, this must have been odd for you. Coming to this meeting of which you know nothing about, then hearing us talk in speak you don’t understand. I would have gotten someone to take you to get some food, if you both had shown up on time.” The woman glares at Falyn, who dismisses it with an eye roll. “But duty calls.”

“Right, duty calls,” Falyn murmurs under her breath with a touch of sarcasm. “Anyways, I think everyone in this building knows how hungry you are.” I feel my cheeks heat up with embarrassment. “Let’s get you something to eat. See you soon, Elvira. Tell Dad I’ll be home when I get home.” Ah, family drama. I get it now. Falyn grabs my hand and practically drags me out of the hut.

“We should talk about Enoch, Falyn! You can’t just walk away from this!” Elvira’s voice echoes as the hut door swings closed behind us.

***
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We walk in silence across the village to a grouping of smaller huts. Each one acted essentially like its own personal bedroom. Allowing you to rent the space for a short time. Basically a hotel. However, when I mention this to Falyn, she looks at me like I’m a lunatic and corrects me. “Lodges,” she says while opening the door to the main ‘lodge’. She speaks to the clerk in her weird thick language. The woman glances at me twice, but without questioning, hands keys to Falyn. Does she not have to pay? What is their currency like here? 

“Come on.”

Falyn waves me to follow once again. She shows me to my ‘lodge’, and explains the clerk will bring my dinner shortly.

“You have dirt on your face.” She playfully smiles at me.

How long have I had dirt on my face?! That’s not embarrassing at all. Love how she’s just telling me this now. “Don’t you think it makes me look more manly?” I smile back. This makes her face lighten, her complexion becoming more welcoming, allowing her freckles to become more noticeable, and her natural beauty intensifying. She likes playful banter. I can work with that.

“It does help with the baby face thing you’ve got going on.”

Ooph! Insult with flirting. She’s guarded, like someone recently hurt her. Falyn pauses, energy shifting again. Maybe she thinks I got offended with the remark and is regretting it. Why are girls so easy yet so hard to read?

“The shower’s there.” She points to the curtain at my right. I wait for her to leave the room for me to strip and hop in, but she just plops herself on the bed. Akira sits beside the bed on the floor with Falyn slowly petting her head. I pause for a moment then decide to just go in with my clothes. I hear a soft chuckle for every item of clothing I toss out of the shower. I pull the shower lever on the wall and let out a high pitched shriek. Falyn lets out a belly laugh that simmers to a light giggle. I stick my head out. “Glad I amuse you. You could’ve warned me it was going to be freezing!”

“One, what’s the fun in that?” she says in between her chuckles. “And two, I wanted to think you would’ve expected it since you saw this village doesn’t have power, hence the bug lanterns,” she says in a condescending way.

I groan dramatically while closing the curtain, continuing to quickly wash myself before I freeze to death!

“So, what’s the plan? Or do you even have one?” I ask.

“Of course I have one,” there’s a pause. “Well I did have one, then I found out the man focused around that plan has been missing for three months and no one told me. But I still have a plan!” Her tone gets quieter. “Just might take longer than I thought.” I can hear the hesitancy in her voice.
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