
        
            
                
            
        

    

 

Way of the Moon Bear

Book 1 in the Moon Bear Trilogy

Joseph E. Green








Copyright (C) 2017 Joseph E. Green

Layout design and Copyright (C) 2020 by Next Chapter

Published 2020 by Next Chapter

Cover art by Cover Mint

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author's permission.










Chapter 1: Backwards

The birth of existence, the growth of life and the awakening of advancement – all momentous factors that once unravelled through time. Reality flows across the same course, forever-changing and evolving, like a river eroding away at conventional perception, breaking away to create a new trail for everything to be carried along. There is no one constructor of protocol, nor is there a decider of fate. All things come to be seemingly on their own accord, but whether these things are orchestrated by time itself is unknown. One thing pre-dates the next, over and over until history is ripe with a collection subsistence, affecting the world and shaping it for better or worse. Forms of being that call themselves Men and Women come and go as though they carry importance, but all are specks beside the other creatures that populate the dirt, air and waters. However, humanity once made a name for itself amongst the most majestic of entities, securing their place above all else, if only for a moment. They became the artificial bearers of all – holding time in one hand and reality in the other, as though they had the capability to bend it to their will. Arrogance and avarice had helped them climb to the top, but it quickly betrayed them and became their catalyst. Their wish had become true, humans did stand out above all else for the most part. Unfortunately, it was never supposed to be. Their hunger for knowledge and power soon hit a dead end, preventing them from surpassing what it meant to be human, as their comprehension was never designed to stretch beyond what their minds and souls could let them. Before long, they reverted back to their true, animalistic ways, spilling blood and provoking death to rivals. Humanity's hatred spawned war, and their wars sparked division, forgetting that they would always share the same world, no matter how hard they fought. In their search to become divine, they realised that the only thing they could create was turmoil. Ages cluttered with anguish eventually halted growth and advancement, yet existence continued, holding humans in a never-ending cycle of inevitable doom. Although time continued to unfold, reality was trapped at a standstill, bound to the actions of the Earth's destroyers. As punishment, the worldly tools and equipment capable of real progress were torn from their grasp, costing them whatever fulfilling destinies they had in store. All was lost. Everything had now been designed to stop and oppress, thwarting what could have been and forbidding reality from ever catching up with its ongoing counterpart. If only they knew that it would only take one person to seek out answers – to discover the price they had all unknowingly paid – to regress their actions and start anew, but second chances don't come all too easily. For thousands of years, humanity lived on in secret torment, confined to the lower life forms which surrounded them, with just subtle hints towards an untapped potential. Unlike the other creatures, humans created kingdoms and castles for those elected to then govern over the rest. They scattered far and wide, claiming areas for themselves, breaking connections further and devoting their interests solely to the one piece of land they lived on. Their disconnection from each other generated opposing views, ideals and religions. Ground-breaking discoveries struck fear in the uneducated, sprouting an unhealthy obsession with the new and enlightening, in hopes to become greater than the other countries and clans around them. They were embarking on the exact same destructive path as before, except this time it was between themselves. The world had sadly become nothing more than a host for trivial conflict and tension, which passed on through endless generations. New life was then created and forced to continue their predecessor's lives of nothingness, as though it was their duty to do so. Life had become a paradoxical mockery of itself. From the moment a child opened their eyes, they were destined to take everything as it was and be doomed from the start. How was a boy expected to fare in such a world? No child would ask of any of it, but it was the people next in line that were born – they would continue to carry the weight of all existence. However, burdens came in all shapes and sizes, and not all were designed to be merely held in-hand. With the help of time, the container for life's problems had finally reached its tipping point, and things that would challenge humanity and its definition were ready to shift and change as it poured. The greatest burden of all was soon to be adopted within the palms of a boy. Whether or not he was prepared to change the fate of the world was left for him to decide.

 

The eyes were said to be access to the soul. It was a beautiful idea, although it made people overlook their literal purpose, which was to see and observe. The first second of perception feeds directly to the mind, so that a proper reaction can be decided in regard to what was just seen. The ability to simply see something for what it was rather than what it meant could easily make for a dangerous and frightening experience, especially when that person was merely a child, and their memory had been stolen from them. The moment young Greenwick reopened his eyes from an involuntary slumber, he was reserved the right to be alarmed. His eyelids slowly pulled apart to reveal a large, twitching nose, connected to a furry snout. The heavy sniffling from the wet nostrils was the reason he had woken up in the first place. On the contrary, to finally match the peculiar noise with the equally-strange sight was anything but closure. The boy connected with the beast's black, beady eyes, trapping him in fear. It was made apparent to Greenwick that he was currently laying on the floor, outdoors, in the middle of a forest during the day, with an extraordinarily large bear standing over him, observing his body whilst casting a huge shadow over it. The majority of the creature's head was round and fluffy, making it difficult to figure out where its skull actually stopped. The bottom half of its head made way for its wide, salivated jaws, armed with long and pointy teeth that could have torn the boy apart almost instantly. Its face as a whole though seemed gormless but curious, like a dim-witted brute that didn't really know how big and domineering they were. Greenwick dared to turn his head left then right to look at the fat paws at either side of him. If the teeth weren't able to rip him to shreds, the long, hook-like claws would have certainly done the trick. At first he was too scared to get up and run, but the moment the bear let out a quick grunt, his frozen state of fear transformed into a heated escape. The boy scurried backwards from under the looming body of hair and scrambled to his feet at incredible speed, without a moment to waste on looking back. He galloped through and over bushes, weaving in and out of a crowd of trees, listening to the bear's heavy steps and breathing between his own. His shock prevented him from screaming at the top of his voice. His heart raced around inside of his chest, beating rapidly as a wave of numbing adrenaline coursed through his veins. The rustles and stomps behind him increased in volume, indicating that the bear was gaining on him. At last, he felt the need to do a quick look back to see how giant the beast actually was. Its chunky body rippled as it ran towards him, and drool flung from its mouth when it growled. Whilst Greenwick faced the wrong way, his foot smacked into an unearthed root, causing him to fly and roll uncontrollably for several feet, before eventually hitting a tree, concussing him slightly, but by the time he got back up, the bear was stood in front of him on all-fours, no longer trying to get as close at first, until it noticed the bleeding cut on the boy's head. The intimidating animal plodded towards him. “Stay away from me!” he screamed, holding his arms above his head in fear. The bear was taken back by surprise for a moment, then tried to walk to him again. “Back! Get back!” he cried. For some reason, the beast seemed confused by the child's response. It leant back and dropped its hind legs to sit down, creating a deep thud on the soil and a small cloud of dusty dirt. It was a big, wide blob of a creature, but it no longer seemed as bloodthirsty. Greenwick stared at it for a while and noticed more of an adorable side. “What's happening?” he asked himself which unintentionally caused the bear to get back up and walk forward again. “No, I said stay away!” he put his hands out in front and made a pushing action with his arms in an attempt to shoo it. The brawny thing hesitated at first, but ultimately ignored the boy's requests and stretched out closer and closer until its head was in his face. The child was once again frozen in place, hoping that he wasn't about to be eaten. He closed his eyes to accept whatever the outcome was set to be, but to his surprise, the bear licked the fresh cut on his forehead as though it was concerned. After cleaning the wound, it sniffed him again continuously whilst grunting. Wick's panic had diminished slightly, giving him the courage to raise his hand and place it on the bear's fur. There was no reaction, so he began to stroke it vigorously in confusion. “Why aren't you trying to hurt me?” he wondered as the beast sat back down. It was a unique way to wake up. The more he thought about it, the quicker he realised that his memory had been compromised. He had no recollection of anything from before he woke up on the floor. All that remained were faint voices but he couldn't hear any actual words other than the screaming of his own name. He had no idea where he was or what he was meant to be doing, and the strangely domestic bear wasn't helping him piece things together either. Nothing made sense. He hoped he was trapped in some sort of dream, but it felt all too real. “What happened to me? Why can't I remember anything?” he whined. The bear didn't seem to enjoy seeing Wick in despair, so it walked at him again. “I told you to stay back,” he said sternly whilst scratching his head, before walking around in circles in hopes of regaining his memory. After a while, he'd left the bear in the distance, causing it to run over and catch up to him. “I mean it, leave me alone!” he moaned. His head filled up with countless questions but he couldn't answer any of them, making his heart beat even faster than before when he was being chased. The baffling situation was all too much, and the boy's legs collapsed, forcing him down to his knees in misery. The worried brute didn't enjoy watching the poor child cry, so came in for another face lick as well as a nudge from the snout. “Stop it,” he blubbered. “Where do I go?” Suddenly, the bear pulled Wick's collar using its teeth, like it was trying to lead him in a particular direction. “Get off of me!” the boy sighed, but it continued to yank and tug whilst grumbling. “I'm not letting a bear take me anywhere,” he huffed and stood back up, shaking his head at the ridiculousness. He started to march through the woods spontaneously, expecting to eventually reach civilisation. Perhaps other people could have provided him with answers. Before he could gain much distance though, the bear pulled on him again, this time by his baggy sleeves. “What? Fine, I'll go this way instead… but I'm not walking with you,” Wick muttered. Whether he liked it or not, the beast persistently tagged along, keeping an eye on the direction they were heading in. The boy walked with haste, praying that he'd be left alone, but the bear had twice as many legs as him so keeping up wasn't a problem. They may have been travelling together, but Greenwick refused to consider the scary animal a companion. At the same time though, he couldn't help but think how it could be so domesticated and friendly.

 

After what felt like hours, they finally reached some sort of village. The tatty, wooden houses were surrounded by large logs, joining together to create a barrier for the civilian's protection. A watchtower was placed on each corner of the walls, all sporting a bland, grey flag with strange patterns on them. It was all meaningless to Wick. Even if he once knew what they meant, there was no point dwelling on it because at that moment, he had no idea. He cautiously strolled out from behind the trees and into the open, but so did the bear. “No, you have to stay here! You're going to frighten everyone to death!” he stressed whilst pushing the heavy dope back into the cover of vegetation. It backed up, confused with the request, then tried to move again. “No, no no! You need to stay put. Do you understand?” Wick scoffed. He walked back out into the open then turned to make sure the bear wasn't following. “Good. Now stay… stay. Lay down. Yes, that's perfect,” he ordered. The bewildered creature did the best it could to follow his instructions, shifting from side to side with a dumbfounded face, then slumping down into a large bush so only his nose poked through. Wick ran over to the large entrance of the village but was stopped by two armoured guardsmen. “State your business, little one,” they demanded.

“Oh, I'm lost. Well, not just that… I-I can't remember anything. I need help-”.

“You can't remember anything?” one of them interrupted.

“I woke up in the middle of the woods and there was a big- I mean, I've just lost my memory”.

“You just lost your memory, aye? Sounds like some sort of sorcery to me”.

“I don't even know what that means”.

“I see. So, where are your parents then?”

“My parents? I don't know if I even have any,” Wick murmured, forgetting all about his potential Mother and Father that could have been out somewhere, looking for him. “Ah, well have you travelled far to get here then?” they asked.

“A few hours maybe”.

“I bet you went out into the woods to play and hit your head or something. Don't worry, I reckon your parents live right here in Whonestead. There's no other towns around here so they have to be here. Go on in, take a look around, I'm sure they'll spot you in no time,” they smiled whilst moving out the way of the entrance. Wick quickly ran into the town square but he wasn't recognising any of it. There were small houses scattered around with thin glass panes for windows. The paths were simply made of dirt, and the rest of the ground was occupied by grass. He walked over to a well and leant against it as he looked around. He noticed a large number of people dressed in simple clothing made of cotton. Whonestead was seeming like a rather poor area to him, as his own clothes didn't seem to match everyone else's. He looked at himself in the drab reflection of a tavern window and saw how black and curly his hair was as it dangled down over his ears. His white, long-sleeved shirt was connected to a brown, sleeveless jacket by brass studs, with a high-waisted belt helping hold it all together. There wasn't much to his trousers – just simple, grey leggings wrapped around his lower half, and his boots strapped up all the way to the top of his shins. His own outfit wasn't necessarily outstanding, but it was definitely different to the plain blouses and tunics that everyone else was wearing, making him feel as though he wasn't actually from Whonestead. The most striking accessory on his body however was the necklace he hadn't had chance to notice until then. With simple string keeping it attached, a little wooden bear totem dangled from it, reinforcing there was some sort of connection between himself and the actual bear. The carvings were simplistic but beautiful enough for Wick to gaze at it for a moment, but he soon broke out of the trance. Searching for answers was more important, so he asked a group of civilians ahead with little hope or faith. “Hello? Can anyone help me?” he said with a sweet and innocent voice. They were hard at work fixing a badly broken building. The remnants of what was once a roof were covered in large scratch marks, and the walls were burnt and windows smashed. “What is it you want? We haven't got time,” a grumpy woman sighed.

“What happened?” he asked.

“Dragons. Either a couple of Flockflys or something a bit bigger like a Yimlam,” an exhausted man groaned.

“There's dragons around here?”

“Aye, but only the small ones,” he replied. Wick looked at the destructive capabilities of the apparently small dragons and dreaded to think what a larger one could have done. He'd never seen one in person, but seeing the damage one had left behind made him somewhat less scared of the bear, knowing that there were much deadlier things in the world to worry about. “So what was it you wanted? We're busy,” the woman said.

“This will sound odd but… do I look like I'm from around here?” Wick asked.

“Do you look like you're from around here? What sort of question is that? I know for a start you're not from Whonestead. I would have seen you around before… it's a small community. What's all this about?”

“I'm just trying to find out where I belong”.

“Well that's a strange thing to say”. Wick zoned out from her yammering and looked over to the village entrance. The two guardsmen had ran away screaming for some reason. Before long, more people started to shout and wail as they ran to their homes or towards any tools they could use as weapons. To his regret, he watched on as the intruding bear lumbered into the village without a care in the world. It was looking for the boy but in the process, struck fear into the whole of Whonestead. People either ran out of its way or towards it to attack. “I told you to wait!” Wick complained as it reached him. Pitchforks and scythes made their way to the two of them. “Look out, boy! It's a bear!” one villager yelled. Wick couldn't be bothered to explain everything to them. Even if he wanted to, they were all too loud and riled up to listen. Instead, he ran back to the unguarded entrance, knowing that the bear would follow him. Their only chance of escape was to head back into the forest, but the angry mob were hot on their trail, throwing stones and farming tools at them, uncaring of the fact that they could have hit Wick. They hurried frantically into the woods, listening to the decrease in screaming from behind. Neither of them were willing to stick around to see if they were being hunted through the forest, so made sure to keep running until they were at least half a mile away from Whonestead. Wick stopped to catch his breath, prompting the bear to do the same. “Well done, I was asking them for help, stupid bear!” he panted between gasps. His confused associate hung its head in shame and avoided eye contact. “That's right. You should feel guilty”. He wiped the sweat from his head and walked on at a steady pace. “Now where do I go?” he mumbled to himself. Right after he finished speaking, the bear attempted to answer by tugging on his sleeve again. “Stop doing that. I'm not going anywhere with you”. Just then, it began to rain heavily out of nowhere. Not even the cover of trees could prevent them from getting wet. The droplets were fast and aggressive, breaking though the branches and soaking them both in the matter of minutes. All they could do was press on, hoping that it would eventually stop, but it was shaping up to be an overnight ordeal.

 

There was no shelter in sight and they had been walking for an hour straight with their soggy hair covering the majority of their view. The ground had become rather sloppy and thick with oozing mud, covering Wick's boots up to the ankles. “It's not stopping,” he moaned, provoking the bear to pull at his clothes again. “Oh, fine!” he shouted, giving in to the animal's wishes again. It wasted no time and started to run ahead without him unexpectedly. After getting to a certain distance, it turned around and grunted at him, as a way of telling him to hurry. “Okay, okay. I'm coming”. Greenwick ran and followed from behind for yet another tiring hour, but he was glad that he had done, for the bear had found them a small cave to take refuge in, which was perfect as the sun was starting to take its leave. They both raced to be the first one inside, excited to be free from the infuriating downpour. Wick dropped to the floor, uncaring for how hard the ground was. He was happy he able to relax after a long and arduous day. The bear shook his fur, sending his smelly, wet aroma everywhere. “Disgusting,” he said whilst laying in the line of fire, getting even more drenched from the bear's rigorous shaking. It may have been tense being in one another's company, but they put everything aside for the time being to enjoy the shelter, though there was still a few things Wick couldn't help but think about. He reflected on the spontaneous day, replaying it all piece by piece in his head whilst the wall of rain outside created an ominous yet soothing background noise. So much had happened that he couldn't bring his feelings to words. There wasn't a lot he could do with the absence of memory. Over and over, he asked himself the same questions of identity and belonging, not knowing if people were looking for him, or if he was completely alone. He didn't know how he could have lost his memory, but he hoped it was accidental and there wasn't something bigger at work that did it to him purposely. The only voice he recalled in his head was that of a male, calling his name. He assumed it could have been his Father. Even so, it only made him wonder about the whereabouts of his Mother, so for the time being, he considered only having a Father tied to the situation. Then there was the matter of the friendly bear. The only explanation he had is that they may have known each other well before his mind was erased, which would have explained the necklace. Even if that was the case, he still didn't feel entirely safe around it, even after it lead him to a safe cave. There were too many mysteries at once for his young head to ache about, so he finally emptied his brain the best he could for the time being. The bear laid down next to him. It could have gotten closer but it knew that Wick wasn't feeling comfortable enough yet. The two of them rested in the darkening shelter as night dimmed into establishment, taking over the daylight and consuming it whole. The beginning of Greenwick's journey was so abrupt, he didn't realise the importance of it, or the fact that he was even travelling towards anything in particular. The loss of all recollection was an evident hurdle, but it would turn out to be an interesting advantage in the future. All he could do was wait and continue to go about his days. Knowledge of the world and the roads he would have to take were waiting patiently to be discovered. All he had to do what let go and allow fate to carry him in the right direction – fate being in the form of a four-legged woodland giant.







Chapter 2: Eyes of Crimson

Greenwick opened his eyes the morning after the cave slumber and jumped up in fright, forgetting about the bear at his side. “Oh, you,” he groaned, looking over to the snoozing bulk and recalling the events of the day before. He wasn't lucky enough to be trapped within a dream. His troubling companion and lack of memory were as real as the pain he felt internally. He rubbed his dry, aching eyes and staggered out of the cave to take in the fresh outdoors, hoping that the beautiful scenery would at least ease his worries a little. Unfortunately, the day was suffering from a mundane gloom after the heavy rain that invaded the ground overnight. Water dripped from leaves and birds shook their soggy feathers the best they could on the neighbouring twigs, but all drying efforts were futile as more dark clouds entered the sky, roaming around and threatening to douse the land in more tiresome wetness. The potential downpour didn't stop Wick from leaving the cave however. It was the perfect chance for him to leave the sleeping bear and continue his search for answers alone, not having to worry about hiding a dangerous animal the size of three men wherever he went. He took one final look back to make sure he wasn't being followed and made a hasty exit into the thick, slippery forest. The boy didn't mind being alone, especially during the safety of daylight. The woods felt seemingly endless to him though, with a lack of wildlife occupants, but the loneliness only gave him closure, knowing that there weren't any threatening creatures lurking around. No matter how long he walked for, there was bound to be an end, or at least a break in the trees eventually, so the only plan he really had was to trudge along until he crossed paths with civilisation. For the first few hours, the only noises he could hear were the squishes of his footsteps, the rustling of passing bushes, and the hundreds of overlapping bird calls. The lack of distractions allowed him to reflect on things, although there was only so much he could question and think about before he was just repeating the same issues he had from the previous day. The worst part of all was the fact that he remembered less and less as time continued to push, even though the portion he could remember was already minuscule anyway. Before long, all was lost. He'd been lucky in some respects, being able to dissect and save his name from disappearing, but he would have happily sacrificed his identity in return for answers to the more burning questions on his mind. A part of him simply wanted to move on, knowing that there wouldn't be a way to restore what was missing, so there'd be no reason to dwell on what technically no longer existed, but on the other hand, he knew he'd feel incomplete for the rest of his life, unable to obtain even the slightest bit of closure.

 

An interesting noise in the distance eventually broke his cycle of mental torture and shifted his interest towards the source of sound instead. At first, it sounded like chaotic screams of pain, but after creeping closer for a look, it was made clear that the yelling was simply merchants attempting to sell their goods. Twenty to thirty stalls clumped themselves together in the middle of a field to create a large square, each selling unique items at varying qualities. Silk tradesmen had travelled far from distant desert lands in hopes to sell their fine materials, desperate Easterners shoved dragon hide in customer's faces, praying that they wouldn't know how fake they were. Other stalls sold vibrant fruits and vegetables that most people hadn't even seen, looking delicious and intriguing. The boy's stomach cried in agony the second his eyes connected to the juicy foods. He had no form of currency, but he checked his pockets thoroughly anyway just in case. For all he knew, he could have been a rich child, but alas, he was as poor as he'd dreaded. He was too scared to beg as well, in fear of getting into conflict with unfriendly sellers. Most of them seemed to have travelled great distances with their products, so none of them were bound to give their goods away for free, not even to a starving boy, alone in the wild. He looked at their angry, desperate and sleazy faces which only confirmed his judgement and speculations. Greenwick had two options – steal, or starve. None of the merchants had noticed him walking over to blend into the crowds, rubbing his sweaty hands nervously. His head only reached the men and women's waists, so he was well-hidden and remained inconspicuous, as though he was simply lumbering around with parents. Whonestead had provided a sense of community, but the market provided a sense of diverse culture. It was a rare instance of differing cultures coming together as one, but even the market was war and conflict in itself. People blabbered between themselves in their native tongues, dealing snide glares over to oppositions. The entire square was intense and hostile, as though one small disagreement could had led to explosive riots and outrage. Thankfully, the larger kingdoms of the world had sent authoritative figures to keep their watchful eyes open for escalating arguments, illegal goods and theft. Wick hadn't noticed the guards though, and so obviously lingered around the food stalls like the robbing novice he was. The raw hunger had taken over his innocence, squashing down his morals and ethics, and replacing them with the rabid necessity to eat. At last, a chance to snatch and grab stood before him. The owner of a fruit stall was busy negotiating prices to a customer in a different language, allowing Wick to sneak over and swipe an oddly-coloured apple. He turned around and walked away instantly, stuffing the fruit inside of his jacket awkwardly whilst pushing his way through the crowds to get to a safe distance. Before he could relax and act casual, a woman purposely bumped into him, knocking him to the floor and causing his loot to roll out across the floor. She stood over him unimpressed with long, dark hair trailing down the sides of her serious face. Her outfit was like nothing Wick had ever seen. She wore a white Knight's suit of metal armour, with golden chainmail poking out between the openings, as she held a sharp and scary helmet in her heavy gauntlets. The most striking feature of all were the irregular spectacles she had clasped tightly to her head, concealing her actual eyes which only made her emotions and expressions all the more mysterious and terrifying. They were handmade, seemingly by an incredibly skilled crafter way ahead of their time. Intricate, gold side-shields covered the eyes even more by going across both sides of her head, which then connected to the leather straps and braces that wrapped around her ears tightly, making them more like goggles. The most ominous part was the round, glass lenses, stained blood-red, allowing her to hide all kinds of death stares behind them. “You should be more careful, little thief,” she said in a calm but cold manner. Wick couldn't help but gawk rudely at her eye accessory. “What are those?” he asked in amazement, forgetting for a moment that he was actually in a great deal of trouble. “My craftsman made them for me. He calls them, spectacles. I call them, none of your business, what's it to you? Are you going to try and steal them like you did that fruit?” she rudely answered.

“I only took it because I was hungry”.

“I'm tired, yet you don't see me sleeping on a bed”.

“I'm sorry, I won't do it again.”

“I know, because you're coming with me”.

“Can't I just leave? I'll give the fruit back and explain myself”.

“Do you know what we do here in Magmalia when we catch thieves? We tie the hands together and burn them. The bubbling flesh merges everything into one big, messy clump”.

“I don't want that! It not my fault!” Before he could explain himself better, she took his arm and pulled him from the market to a secluded dirt road, leading towards the large city of Magmalia. “I'm sorry, I'm sorry! Please, just let me go!” he cried.

“Criminals are only sorry when they're caught. You're obviously a foolish child who knows nothing of the world if you dare pester around these lands,” she jabbed.

“I lost my memory, I don't even know where I am in the world”.

“Strange boy,” she said to herself. Wick began to wriggle around and struggle but her grip was tight and had started to bruise his wrist. “Get off me, I don't want to go with you!”

“You don't have a choice,” she cackled.

“Help! Somebody, help me!”

“Ha, no one is going to oppose me. To oppose me is to oppose the law… just like you did when you stole that fruit. Do you not know what I stand for or who I serve?” she chuckled at his stupidity whilst pulling him effortlessly across the floor. “I don't care! Get off! Help!” Just then, the bear jumped out from the trees at their side, knocking her over into the mud. The heavy armour protected her from harm and allowed her to spring back to her feet with a sword at the ready. The blade was swift and elegant in shape. The boy had no idea what sort of affairs he had stumbled upon, but was thankful for the bear's unexpected rescue. The beast tugged him by the sleeve again, and this time, Wick happily obliged. The Knight adjusted her odd eye-wear and ran after them. The bear was large enough for the boy to climb on top of and sit on its back as they continued to escape. They passed the market, knocking over stalls and sending people's precious goods up into the air in a frantic barge-through, but the woman was close behind, jumping over debris and moving between the confused bystanders. The ones that were vigilant enough to notice the stampeding beast didn't need to be told to move out of the way. It didn't take long for the whole market to escalate into disarray. The boy's pursuer had all the more reason to catch him after demolishing civilian's livelihood in the matter of seconds, but no matter how angry or desperate she got, her legs could only move so fast. She wasn't the sort of person to give up easily though and calculated a new strategy almost instantly upon noticing a horse tied up on a nearby fence. After cutting the restraints, she jumped on and galloped as fast as possible. Wick and the bear were well into the forest at that point, but they could see her manoeuvring the horse with great skill across the cluttered floor, whereas the heavy battering ram of an animal that the boy was on simply, but messily, pushed its way through everything that dared stand in front. “Faster, faster!” he yelled as the crazed lady gained on them. Neither he nor the bear were properly looking where they were going, and after a manic death chase, their speedy flee turned into a clumsy plummet. The two of them had reached an unseen cliff edge that emerged from behind a set of dense bushes, preventing them from stopping and saving themselves a fall. Instead, they dropped for ages and flailed in the air uncontrollably, unable to obtain any sense of direction, until finally reaching the bottom with two separate impact sounds – with one being much louder than the other. The horse-riding Knight had finally caught up with them, but she was too late, their bodies were thirty feet down at the bottom of the cliff, slopped heavily into the gloopy marshlands that rotted the area. The two escapees had survived the unplanned descent with help from the deep, grimy muck cushioning their fall. It took them a moment to collect themselves and to make sure they were still alive, but both were unharmed. Wick looked up at the angry woman. He could tell she was scowling even though there was a hefty distance between them. She looked on and let them go, having no intentions of getting her prideful armour covered in thick slime. They were no longer her or Magmalia's problem, but the dangerous terrain ahead of them was punishment in itself. She turned around and clopped back through the forest to return the horse and inform her Captain of the day's events, with the intention of leaving out the parts where she failed, whilst the boy's next dilemma was to traverse the swamp without drowning in ooze.

 

Wick and the bear had found themselves in the infamous, Marsh of Magmalia, not knowing how far it stretched on for. Their bodies were covered in mud from top to bottom, but it dried and became crispy on their faces rather quickly. Wick was lucky he only had the top of his head covered in hair. The poor bear had irritating dirt stuck all over it. There wasn't much they could do about their messy appearance so they just focused on getting out. At first, the boy figured that the best thing to do was to keep heading in a straight direction, but he soon noticed his furry saviour heading a different way. “I've had enough of you trying to lead the way. I can't take guidance from a bear,” Wick complained. Of course, the beast didn't reply, and continued in the direction it felt best, expecting the boy to keep up. “Listen to me, I mean it. Where are you trying to take me anyway?” he continued to moan. At long last, his curiosity got the better of him and he gave into the seemingly fixated way of the bear, just so he could finally see what all the fuss was about. “I don't know where you're wanting to go but I suppose it'd be best if I just let you get there. Maybe I'll find out a little more about what happened to me… and maybe you'll stop having to tug on my sleeves too”. He couldn't believe how the failed theft of one fruit had led them knee-deep into a disgusting swamp, but he was grateful for being saved from the woman. The bear's loyalty had been falsely regarded as foolery, and his compassion was at first perceived as fixation. To jump in and save his life after it had been left behind to sleep in the cave, been told that it was being stupid, ordered to stay away and leave him alone, he felt as though the bear must have had an unbreakable relationship with him before he lost his memory, so the boy was willing to regain it in case his assumptions were true. “Hey, bear,” he called, making it turn around and look him in the eyes. “Thank you for saving me earlier. Maybe I was being too harsh at first… but it's because I was confused. Do you understand me?” he explained. To his surprise, the bear walked over to him and licked his face over and over. “Alright, alright. Let's get moving,” he giggled. Perfectly timed with the glimmer of happiness, the stormy clouds finally collapsed under the weight and let loose onto them for the second time in the space of two days, transforming the boy's mood back to his usual state of depression, as though each drop of water that ran down his face carried with it a reminder of just how much trouble he was in. His faith in humanity had been spoilt by the lack of understanding from the people of Whonestead, and the harshness and cruelty from the Magmalian Knight. If they were unable to visit other places in the future without causing a fiasco, Wick felt little use in trying. His first experience of punishment and pain with the red-spectacled woman had scared him greatly, but he kept his fear inside and focused on getting as far away from her as possible. The way ahead had just been made all the more difficult due to the rain, and his mental miseries added extra weight for him to carry. No matter what though, his new acknowledged friend continued to lead in the mystery direction as he trailed behind, still dying of starvation. He could have attempted to eat one of the many differing fungi sprouting around, but it was too much of a risk. Instead, he tried his best to not think about food and followed the pathway that the wide and heavy body in front of him was making, no longer accompanied with a simple beast, but with a caring guardian.







Chapter 3: Noble Enforcers

The central city to all was known by many names. Some called it, the Heart of all Heroes, others knew it as, the Home of Opportunity, but its most popular name was, Mighty Magmalia, and mighty it was. Whilst other cities and kingdoms wallowed in the contained struggles of their walls, Magmalia was famous for intruding in multi-national affairs with only the intentions of uniting and aiding others. Sincere honour and affection was in short supply in the world, so their help was welcomed in the majority lands. The only motive coming from opposing factions was their reluctance to be helped and protected. Their pride and refusal to be assisted usually turned them into enemies of Magmalia, as though it was merely impulse for them to reject positivity. In the beginning, the kingdom was small and unknown, but soon grew rapidly with every new supporter. Men and women from different corners of the world with the ability to put aside their differences eventually came together to create an alliance of saviours, with the sole purpose of bringing peace across the Earth. They no longer carried their former identities that were once determined by their race and ethnicity – all were Magmalian from that point on, regardless of prior differences. In a world full of such pain and torture, the central city was almost too good to be true, but word travelled fast, and more people seeking harmony joined the cause. Five centuries later, and Mighty Magmalia had become the largest of kingdoms, controlled by eight different rulers, representing the different areas of the world, with a total of five Queens and Three Kings. However, all eight of them had passed the responsibility of security and conflict to their elite nine-person team of Paladin Knights. The figureheads of the land wanted to keep their hands clean from orders of extermination and execution to focus on the more peaceful elements of ruling, whilst the Knights ruled over themselves, never having to discuss their matters with their Kings and Queens, allowing them the freedom to keep not only their kingdom safe, but the world as a whole safe from whatever evil they could abolish. The Paladins answered only to their superior, Captain Asieda Hockmunn. Other than his obvious commands, he worked well as a leader with the other eight Knights, unafraid to run through the thickest of dilemmas side by side with them, rather than delivering orders from the comfort of his headquarters. Greenwick had no idea of the kingdom he had passed on his travels, nor did he know the authority vested in Paladin Troyori Quait, known to him simply as the fierce woman with the peculiar red spectacles. If he had known of the famous Magmalia and the power they possessed, he wouldn't have dared steal food from the outskirt markets. Quait had returned to the castle in the middle of the city, after failing to capture Wick and his bear. The structure was mostly white, just like the majority of other buildings in the city. It was built wide as well as tall, giving it the ability to house such a large quantity of soldiers, guardsmen, royal families, and other important figures to the kingdom. Being a Paladin meant that she and her brothers and sisters in arms resided at the tallest point of the castle, as a symbol of watching over the whole city, allowing them to gaze across and look at the precious land they all served to protect. The mainland was surrounded by huge, mountainous walls, creating a large circle that wrapped around for miles. Whilst most natural land was engulfed in forests of trees, Magmalia was a forest of flat-roofed buildings. The people below got on with their lives with no problems, grateful for such a unified benevolence. Most materials and resources passed through the walls as it was only natural for the largest of communities to thrive in the trade and transfer business, making the vast majority of occupants wealthier than what outsiders could have ever imagined. Everyone was happy and they had good reason to be, but it came at a price. Most of Magmalia's civilians had never left the comfort of the kingdom, preventing them from knowing how the world truly functioned beyond the safety of their homes. They believed the whole world lived in harmony just as they did, with no idea of how hard the Paladins worked to keep them safe. The Knights were trained to be humble though, and told to keep their matters and affairs away from the public to maintain a false microcosm of serenity. Just like the other eight Paladins, Troyori had to abide by these rules, all for the sake of the citizen's well-beings. It was cruel in its own right, but they had a compelling reason to do so. They would've rather provided Magmalia's people with an embellished world of peace rather than haunting them of the everyday struggles beyond the borders. Their ultimate goal was to one day create just that, but they were happy to bend the truth up until that point, fully confident that they would achieve their objectives one day anyway. Fundamentally, it was nothing more than a gamble that the Knights had to play for the sake of their people.

 

Troyori made her way indoors, still in full armour apart from the helmet she hated to wear, as it would tamper with her special goggles. She walked through the many pristine corridors and towards her Captain's private base of operations, passing a few of her fellow comrades that acknowledged one another with a quick beat to the chest with their fist. The door stood before her, but before knocking, she figured out the best way of wording what had happened at the market to prevent her from sounding incompetent. Once she felt confident enough, she knocked three times and awaited a response. “Who is it?” Captain Hockmunn's muffled voice seeped through the door. She stood up straight in respect even though she wasn't in the presence of onlookers, simply by force of habit. “Paladin Quait, Captain. I'd like to discuss the events of my guard duty,” she snapped.

“You may enter,” he commanded. Troyori swung the door open and marched in, before placing her hand on her chest as a salute. Hockmunn did the same back, then prompted her to relax. The Knight was outfitted in a more casual variant of the armour, consisting mostly of chainmail whilst he was indoors, which wrapped around his strong, chiselled physique as though it was all part of his skin. He had short, black hair and a well-groomed beard, stressing to his Paladins and himself that appearances were everything. He was equipped with a face that could switch between friendly and serious in the blink of an eye, so Troyori stayed vigilant and responded to him in the right ways, knowing how his mind and personality worked after their long time together. He leant in front of his desk, giving Quait a casual vibe to her relief. He was evidently softer on her than the other Knights, but they kept it to themselves in case it tarnished both of their reputations. “We've spoken about your helmet, Quait. You either wear it, or you relieve it to the armoury… you can't just carry it around all day,” he chuckled.

“Yes, apologies, Captain. It's just…”.

“Just what?”

“If I don't possess the complete set of armour, I don't feel like a complete Paladin. If only I could wear the helmet without it becoming a hindrance to my eye-wear, Captain”.

“Oh, Troyori, you've always been the most profound. Please, ease your stature… you have permission to speak freely,” he laughed.

“Thank you, Captain”.

“So, I heard about the disaster that happened at the markets today. I was told it was a boy… riding on a bear? They harassed the merchants and destroyed their stock? Oh dear”.

“That's correct”.

“What do you think their motives were?”

“Well, I'd caught the child stealing food, then before I knew it, the grizzly bear had tackled me to the ground and escaped with the boy, demolishing the stalls in the process”.

“So you're saying this bear was trying the save the boy?”

“As much as I'd have hoped it to be a coincidental attack, the fact that the child proceeded to ride on its back makes me think they were well-acquainted prior to the attack”.

“So it was just a child. We can rule out a deliberate attack of terrorism I hope?”

“I believe so”.

“The only issue I have with this is how an animal could be so… so, domesticated? Especially when it's a giant bear,” he sighed with a snigger whilst scratching his head. “So, what happened next?” he asked.

“Oh, well… I chased them on horseback through the North-East portion of the forest… and then they reached the cliffs”.

“Did they escape?”

“They fell… but I believe they both died,” she lied, as it was easier than telling her Captain that a child managed to escape her clutches. “Quait,” he sighed.

“Yes, Captain?”

“You're the youngest of our order. I can imagine there's a great deal of pressure to succeed in difficult circumstances… but lying to your Captain is no success at all. You wouldn't be lying to me right now would you?” he asked whilst coming forward in interest to her upcoming response. His serious side had taken over, so it was best for her to be honest before she missed the chance for redemption. “I'm sorry, Captain. I feared if I'd let them escape, I would be painted in a colour I refuse to associated with”.

“Good. I'm glad you told the truth. We had scouts search the area and we saw pretty evident footprints belonging to a small boy and a bear. If you feel the need to lie to save your reputation, then your reputation must mean a lot to you, and I respect that to some degree. Just don't lie to me again, understand?”

“Yes, Captain. Sorry, Captain”.

“I will keep our discussion between ourselves. I wouldn't want this to affect your status as I know how much of a valuable asset you are to the other Paladins”.

“Thank you, Captain. I appreciate-”.

“That's why I'm placing you in charge of surveying our newest member, Paladin Vousa Falk”.

“I'm sorry?”

“The tenth Knight of our circle has been chosen, and I know you'll watch over him well”.

“With all due respect, Captain, yourself or Paladin Soa are usually the ones in charge of evaluation”.

“I simply wanted to give you the opportunity to become a greater Paladin and see over the training of our next Knight. To achieve ten Paladins is a momentous occasion. Besides, you lied to me, so consider this a form of punishment,” he taunted.

“Then I will accept your offer and see it through with rigorous effort, Captain,” she snapped, almost turning into a different person whenever her career was at stake. “Excellent!” Hockmunn praised. “You're free to go,” he instructed.

“Thank you, Captain,” she said before taking her leave. As soon as the door closed, she let out a huge, overwhelming breath of air and wiped the sweat from her brow. After getting her head back together, she travelled downstairs to the armoury and tossed her unwanted helmet without concern for where it landed, then headed back up to the living quarters to discuss matters with her Paladin members that weren't assigned to any duties that day.

 

The room was made up of nine beds, soon to be ten, all accompanied with a private chest for personal clothing and items. The other half of the room consisted of arm chairs, surrounded by a large, cosy fireplace. The castle as a whole was carved majestically with marble features, but the dormitory was perhaps the most elegant area of it all, besides the royal chambers. It was the only place they had in the world where they could relax and be themselves, so they valued their time there as though it was payment to their services. Paladin Soa slouched in his chair like it was slowly swallowing him, with a glass of wine in his hand. He was the oldest of the Knights, and his lack of energy made it apparent that he would have had to retire soon. His face was withered and wrinkled and the majority of his hair had done. Quait barged into the room and took a seat beside him without asking. “You're looking displeased,” he stated.

“Nonsense, you're the miserable one, Soa,” she replied whilst snatching his wine from him to take a gulp. The two of them sank down in front of the fire and sighed. “This is about the new Knight isn't it? I'm no longer surveying newcomers. Too old now… less patience,” he explained.

“But why me?”

“The Captain must see some potential in you. It's obvious that you're already one of his favourites”.

“Yes, well perhaps you should try harder then, maybe you could become favoured as well”.

“I no longer crave acceptance. My presence has left its mark, there's no more effort inside of me”.

“Don't let Hockmunn hear you say that”.

“Well that's the thing… I think it's time that I resigned before I push my luck”.

“You can't. The Captain is happy now that there'll be ten of us. If you left, we'd be back down to nine”.

“That doesn't affect my opinion. No matter what good news appears, I'm still ageing,” he exhaled. Quait shook her head, but accepted his answers. Soa had served Magmalia longer than most, yet never held interest in becoming Captain, allowing Hockmunn to fill the seat when the time came. The old man had been a part of the action since before Troyori was born, either preventing or fighting in a number of conflicts. The kingdom was indebted to his years of service, but he wasn't one to search for recognition. “So, when is it you're thinking of quitting?” she jabbed.

“It's difficult to say. I'm still needed with Western command… those Slayer soldiers are trying to push towards the cities. Then there's the matter of Tbrok, who has broken our alliance between us and his Trolls of N'tur Grung. We're still trying to figure out why he'd be so quick to break away from us”.

“You know what Trolls are like… they're stubborn and sporadic. It's probably for the best”.

“But there's a chance they're uniting with our enemies instead”.

“You worry too much. Knowing Tbrok, he was probably just tired of being ordered around by us humans”.

“Still, it's one of many matters that are preventing me from leaving. Once all this dies down, I'll be gone”.

“I'll be sad when you leave… but it'll be a lot more cheerful around here at least,” she joked.

“You've always been a great woman to be beside. I can tell that you'll be working your way up the hill of recognition soon. To that I say good luck… but just be careful of those around you. Your likeability might make you more enemies than friends,” he warned.

“Thank you, Soa. I'll see to it that this kingdom maintains its order,” she smiled. Just then, the newcomer stumbled in, wearing a complete suit of armour including the helmet. He stood in the doorway to salute both Quait and Soa, before rudely walking between them and the fire. “Paladin Soa, Paladin Quait I presume. I am Vousa Falk and I will be under your watchful eyes for the next year,” he announced.

“Yes, yes, you don't have to wear your helmet indoors you know. Also, it's not me, just Quait,” Soa moaned. Vousa unclasped his helmet and pulled it off clumsily. His blonde hair was long and tied back, and his face seemed young and confused. Like most others, he couldn't help but stare at Troyori's red lenses. “How old are you, Vousa?” she asked, knowing that he'd be caught off-guard whilst gawking at her eyes. It took him a worryingly long time to snap out of it, but eventually he readjusted his upright stance and continued to act professional. “I'm twenty-seven, Paladin Quait… may I ask about that thing in front of your eyes?” he asked.

“Excellent, I'm no longer the youngest member… and no you may not. All I will tell you is that they help me focus, and that's all you need to know, is that understood?” she hissed. Soa sniggered to himself. He enjoyed listening to Troyori having to repeat her answers to everyone's inevitable questions regarding her spectacles. He also remembered back to when he asked about them himself, and how she almost bit his head off. “Understood, Paladin Quait,” Vousa stuttered.

“Excellent. That will make our time together a lot less awkward,” she joked with a serious face. Even though her tutoring hadn't officially begun, she was quickly getting the hang of ordering someone below herself. At first, she rejected the idea of taking over for Paladin Soa, but with just one small taste of command, her opinions on the matter had flipped over completely. Paladin Falk had a tough time ahead of him with Troyori watching over. Training someone that was responsible for the fates of the world's largest kingdom was bound to be rough and demanding, as they were expected to be the best of the best, meaning that Vousa would have already come from an outstanding career within the ranks of Magmalia's warriors. Even with an honourable record greater than most, the way of the Paladin still had the chance of breaking the most resilient of people.







Chapter 4: The World Unfolding

Both Greenwick and the bear remained exhausted from the swampy trails they had endured several hours before. The rain was still lingering and Wick's boots squelched with every step. The open world was no place for a boy – a boy with no idea of where he was, what to do or where he belonged. The traumatic shock that came with the unfolding events prevented him from breaking down and crying. Instead, he wandered on almost emotionless with the bear guiding him, as they made their way into a sticky, humid forest, with a pathetic wave of misty rain floating down onto them. The overgrown tree maze profusely refused to let any light in from above, as though the sun's rays were poison to the soil they both stood on. The roots arching over from the ground were more like walls rather than simple tripping hazards, and the uneven ground meant that they were often clambering up and down. The elevations were like mountains for him, but molehills for his four-legged guardian. It was unclear as to how big the forest was and where they would end up, but Wick kept his head down and gazed at his own feet as well as the paws beside him that plodded along. The mundane slumping unfortunately grounded to a halt as Wick noticed the paws had stopped moving. The concerned beast's head swooped upright and its eyes were focused on the distance. “What is it? What's wrong?” he asked whilst clinging closer. The bear grunted and pushed Wick into a deeper area of the forest. At this point he was stumbling backwards still questioning, but of course the bear couldn't elaborate. A stumble too many led to Wick dropping to the floor as dramatically as a falling tree. The bear left him in the bushes whilst he scurried off, as though he had to go and find something. Twig snaps and rustles could be heard which explained the bear's sudden concern. It roared and growled whilst cautiously looking left to right, though nothing could be seen but the infinite trees and bushes. The rustling then suddenly stopped, but he was still on high alert, scanning the area. Just at that moment, a rugged man jumped out into the open with a spear, forcing the bear into a spontaneous fight. “Rargh!” the man shouted whilst dodging and weaving the claws of his rival. He tried to scare the creature but it refused to back down. They circled each other slowly and intensely, with the occasional twitch and attempt of attack. The man thought that if the bear felt obligated not to let him pass, then he'd have no other choice but to kill it. He whacked the angry beast on its shoulder with the blunt end of the spear, causing it to stumble. Over and over, he hit the bear, weakening it until it couldn't stand back up. It was at that point, the man stopped. The spear was turned to its more deadly end, inches away from ending the animal's life. “Don't hurt him!” screamed Wick as he forced himself through the fierce bushes, causing the man to jump. He continued to hold the spear with one hand whilst aiming a tomahawk in the boy's line of sight. Relieved to see a mere child, but confused at the same time, he lowered one of his weapons. “It's a bear, child. Besides, it wouldn't back away!” he tried to explain as a means to justify killing, unknowing of the two's companionship. The man sported a scraggly beard and messy, dreaded hair. His clothes were just as rough-looking as his face, as both were cut and wrinkled slightly. His uneven fingerless gloves were weaved into the ends of his long jacket sleeves and his trousers were ripped at the bottom, only reaching three quarters down, showing off his bruised shins. His boots had seen better days as well. They looked like they were made of ancient hide from an animal that went extinct long, long ago – so old that they could crumble and decompose at any moment. His tired and weary features was a deceitful excuse for his opponents to use, for they would end up underestimating his actual strength and agility. His fighting skills made it clear that he was a master of survival, but whether he was good or evil at that point for the boy was unknown. “He's my only friend,” cried Wick. The bear grunted and barged past the man whilst he let his guard down. He didn't retaliate but instead watched on in astonishment when the unlikely pair comforted one another. He'd seen many animal-human relationships such as cats and dogs, but for a bear to befriend a boy, it was beyond any conventional understanding, or any form of sorcery he had knowledge of. Greenwick wiped his tears away as his sniffling came to an end. His protective accomplice grunted angrily at the bewildered man then escorted the boy back on their walk. The man stood and watched them walk away, confused for a while, but then decided to walk swiftly behind them in seek of answers.

 

“Ahem, e-excuse me, child?” the curious man nagged from ten feet behind them. Whenever he got too close, the bear would swing its head around and growl. He should have considered himself lucky that the beast was too busy transporting the boy, or else there would be another fight. “She doesn't want to listen to you,” Wick huffed in defence, also not in the mood to talk to someone who tried to stab things before asking questions. “She? I can tell from here that he shares the same traits as us, young man,” he responded.

“You're a he? Sorry,” Wick gasped, looking across to the large, grumbling animal. Their pace quickened in hopes that the man would go a separate way, but travelling with a large, scary creature was bound to gain the surprising eyes of passers-by. “My name's Yewki. I'm just intrigued is all,” he blabbered.

“I don't talk to strangers anymore. It's already gotten us into enough trouble already,” Wick sighed.

“That's a rightful policy, boy… but you seem perfectly fine talking to a wild bear? That's stranger than me trying to ask you questions, don't you think? We're the same species at least. I can't be that much of a stranger, surely”.

“You can ask us from a distance”.

“Pardon?”

“I said, you can ask us from a distance!” the boy shouted, keeping his ears perked, listening to the squishy footsteps behind him which soon sped up and got louder, indicating that Yewki had tried getting closer again. After a roll of his eyes, Wick nudged his companion. The two of them turned around and directed their flames of hatred at the man's face. “I'm sorry, I couldn't hear from a distance,” he lied.

“Oh, right,” Wick said, pretending he didn't realise it was all a ruse to get near. The bear prodded the boy with his nose and they continued their walk. Yewki was allowed a couple of feet closer at that point, simply because they had given up telling him to get away. “So, are you two performers from afar? Because we don't get many acts like yours around here,” he asked.

“It's not a performance. Go away,” Wick moaned.

“So you just chose to befriend a giant grizzly?”

“I don't know, now go away!”

“What do you mean, you don't know?”

“It means I can't remember anything,” Wick muttered.

“You hit your head?” Yewki asked, instantly wondering if his own head had been hit, looking over at the unorthodox situation walking in front of him. “I don't know. I just woke up on the floor and this bear seems to be my friend, like I'm supposed to know him,” Wick sighed.

“Does he understand you and I?”

“I'm pretty sure”.

“Does he talk back?”

“Not that I'm aware”.

“Good. So it's only half-odd”. The three of them walked on a little further into the thicker areas of forest. The daylight was vacating quickly, and the looming branches blocking the sun weren't helping. The only positive for them was that the moody drizzle of rain had stopped. For some strange reason, Yewki didn't mind being side-tracked by the duo. They had moved a hefty way from where they had met, and he was no longer moving towards the destination he was aiming for. He seemed to have no time to waste explaining his own motives and continued to interrogate the tired child. “So, where is it you're going exactly?” he pondered out loud. After a large, weary exhale, Wick answered, “I don't know. The bear's leading the way”.

“Remarkable. And how do you know he's leading you somewhere safe? How do you know he's leading you somewhere particular at all? What if-”. Before he could ask a hundred more questions, the beast turned around and ran towards him, knocking him over into the sloppy mud. “I think you should leave us alone now,” Wick spoke for the bear. The startled man stayed down and raised his arms in surrender, lacking the breath in his lungs to respond with actual words. He sat in the dirt and watched them turn to specks between the trees, preparing himself for an alternate approach. His curiosity wasn't done with them yet. Thankfully, he was an incredible tracker, and following the large footsteps was all too easy.

 

After hours of walking, hiding and sneaking, Yewki stopped and crouched behind an old stone wall. The boy had stopped, but the bear was trying to pull him by his sleeve. Ahead of them was a small, charred building that had fell victim to a fire. Black wooden beams pointed where the roof once was and soot buried the surrounding grass and soil. The walls were noticeably once a grey clay, but had cracked and burnt into an ugly mess of materials. Wick felt no significance to the demolished structure, but the bear clearly did. “I'm not going in there!” the boy complained whilst being pushed and pulled. Yewki hurdled over the mound of stones and attempted to intervene. “I knew he was dangerous!” he announced, then pulled his spear from his back straps. “Don't hurt him!” Wick cried again.

“He's trying to move you to that scorched house… that's not normal. Run to me, boy… I'll protect you”.

“No! You, Yewki-man; I don't need your help. Adults have done nothing but try and stop us and you're no exception! And you, stupid bear; I'm not going into that burnt down place. Don't you see? It's destroyed, broken, no more. I don't know if it was your home or what, but it's gone! All gone, Moon!” Wick's hurtful words struck a particular nerve in the bear's body, causing him to stop tugging and sit down to face the building. He regretted losing his temper almost instantly, but he didn't dare touch his fur for comfort. Yewki crept up and dragged the boy away slightly. “So, he's called Moon?” he asked.

“What? I don't know,” Wick whispered.

“You just called him Moon when you shouted at him”.

“I did? I didn't even notice”.

“The fact that you didn't pick up on it shows that it must be second nature for you to call him that. His name must be Moon”.

“Wow. I wonder why he's called that,” Wick gawked. The name seemed ominous yet elegant, odd yet fitting, and a possible title was better than none. Finally knowing what to call him suddenly gave the bear more of a sense of identity in Wick's eyes, and the more he said the name in his head, the more it felt normal. His lack of memory was relieved slightly, but it only created more branches of questions on the tree of mystery. Whilst the two humans thought about it, Moon stayed sat down, looking over to the crispy house as though it had value in his heart and soul. “Do you not feel the same way as the bear- oh, Moon?” Yewki questioned.

“No… and I don't know if I should or not. All I know is that whatever I said to him has made him realise something,” Wick murmured.

“Try your hardest. Think back. Was this house your own? Did you live here with Moon? Surley that necklace has something to do with this”.

“There's too many questions to count. Wait, why am I still talking to you?” Wick gagged, tucking his necklace on the inside of his shirt in annoyance. “Just give me a chance, please. It's gotten pretty dark and I'm assuming neither of you know how to get a fire going. Unless that bear can breathe flames like a dragon”.

“Fine. But if you try to kidnap me, kill me or steal from me, I think Moon will probaly devour you,” Wick huffed, finally giving in to Yewki's constant pressure, but only because of the heated moment and the engulfing night sky. Before he could move along with the man, he wanted to apologise to Moon who was still deep in a woeful trance. He strolled up to him slowly with his arm out. “M-Moon?” he called, using his name for the first time intentionally. To his surprise, the bear turned his head with a sudden delight upon properly hearing his name. After only managing to get halfway through saying how sorry he was, Wick was bumped to the floor gently by his furry friend and was met with licks and sniffles. There was no doubt about his name anymore. Moon was just happy that Wick had remembered at least one thing, but it was a humbling bonus that it was regarding him. “Extraordinary. He must be really special to you if that's the only thing you remember,” Yewki smiled warmly. Moon broke out of his burst of happiness after hearing the intruding man speak then ran towards him roaring. “No, no, no, Moon! He's on our side!” Wick panted, jumping in between the two former fighters. The tension radiated back and forth from them both. “I'm just going to make a fire for your child friend, okay? Then I'll be on my way. He doesn't have fur like you. He needs warmth for the night,” Yewki stressed, dropping his spear to the floor. After a few seconds of thought and hesitation, Moon walked to him slowly without taking his eyes off of him, then picked up the spear and began chewing and scratching on it. “Moon! That's not very nice,” Wick gasped.

“No, no, it's quite alright. If destroying my spear makes him feel safer then let him get on with it I guess,” he sighed, failing to mention how long it had taken him to design and carve it. He walked away to gather fire wood as an excuse to be alone and mutter angrily to himself whilst Wick stood and took a second glance at the broken old house. No matter how hard he tried, no memories were pulled from it, and he didn't want to try too hard searching for answers in case he unintentionally started to make things up. The troubled and lost mind of a young boy could have easily blended dreams and ideas with past time memories if he wasn't careful, and that wouldn't have made anything easier. For the time being, he was happy and serene with just knowing the bear a little better. Although, there was still the matter of why he was called Moon. “The clouds are clearing up. We should be alright starting a fire here in the open,” Yewki stated on his way back to them. “Ah, I see you've made quick work of my spear. I suppose we could throw the remains of it onto the fire too,” he scorned.

“Do you want me to help with anything?” Wick asked.

“Not really, I can manage. But you could tell me your name if you feel comfortable with that”.

“It's… I think it's… Greenwick,” he hesitated.

“Pleased to meet you, Greenwick. Alas, I already spoilt my name on our walk here didn't I,” he sniggered.

“You weren't walking with us… you were following us. You've already told us your name, but you can move on to the important things… like why are you trying to help me?” Wick awaited an answer but Yewki kept his mouth closed whilst setting up the fire to try and construct a sentence in his head. “I'm just a traveller… and there's nothing more to it really,” he finally said.

“I'm sure there's more than that”.

“There's a few things I may have left out, yes… but it's nothing for the ears of a child”.

“I've let you stay with us. The least you could do is answer properly,” Wick whinged as he folded his arms. Yewki sighed then lowered himself to his knees to get closer to the pile of wood. “All you need to know is that I'm not going to hurt you, or Moon”.

“So you're just here to ask us things and start a fire?” Wick complained. The only thing Yewki had managed to ignite so far was the boy's desire to know more. However, it didn't take the man much longer to give up and spill a little more information, as though he only enjoyed the novelty of being shrouded in mystery. “I'm on an important quest at the moment. Don't worry, neither you or Moon have anything to do with it,” he revealed whilst getting the fire going successfully, showing that he was obviously used to living in the harsh outdoors. “So why are you so interested in us then?”

“Because it's not every day you see a child alone with a domestic grizzly bear. This world has been uncovering some particularly strange things lately. New and potentially dangerous things have stepped forward from the depths of shadows and into the light of society. You'll have to forgive me if I was easily provoked by the existence of the two of you in the circumstance you're currently in. Do you understand?”

“I think so… but if Moon and I have nothing to do with what you're talking about, why have you put aside your quest? You said it was important”. Yewki ignored the question for a moment and looked around to avoid eye contact, but he soon came around, remembering that it was only a boy he was talking to and deep feelings and excuses meant nothing to someone he'd be saying goodbye to shortly. “It's because I'm delaying my orders for as long as I can. The bear attack was unexpected… but it was a blessing in my eyes. It gave me an excuse to get lost from my duties. Even if it was just for a few hours”. Wick copied Yewki and sat down beside the growing flames. Their skin soaked in the heat like water on sand. It was a much-needed surge of warmth for Wick, especially after lacking even an ounce of peace for the past few days. The two of them sat in the comfort of their seclusion, forgetting their worries and troubles for as long as possible. They didn't know each other, but the fire was incredibly welcoming, seemingly spreading an aura of tranquillity within its light. The mud and wet grass up until that point had frozen Wick's feet stiff, so to be able to stick them close to the crackling blazes gave his spirit a second wind. The spontaneous shifts and pops amongst the heap of wood broke Yewki out of his daydreams, allowing him to focus his mind on the boy in front of him. He recalled saying that he'd leave the two of them be after starting the fire, but he was hoping they'd forgotten. So far so good. The warmth was too enjoyable for him to leave. He looked behind Wick's head and noticed the bear sat in the cold dark, looking up to the sky without moving the slightest bit. “I see why he's called Moon,” he alerted Wick, nodding his head over towards the frozen beast. The boy got up and ran over to him, but no matter how hard he pushed or pestered, Moon didn't want to move. “What are you doing? Why won't you move?” Wick began to panic. The most he could do was lift one of his paws but when he let go, it just flopped back to the ground. Finally, through the worry and confusion, he looked at the bear's head and how it pointed up to the night. The only thing of interest besides the dazzling stars was the moon itself, shimmering brightly like a gaping hole to the heavens. Moon was somehow mesmerised by his orbiting counterpart. It was unknown how far the sky jewel was from Earth, but Moon's connection meant that it didn't matter. His black, beady eyes were pulled directly towards it, if not into it, as though it had swallowed his consciousness and his body sat waiting for its return. “Does he do this every night?” Yewki wondered.

“I've never seen this happen. This is the first time we've slept properly outdoors so it's the first time I've seen him with look at the moon. We've been taking refuge underneath shelters every other night,” Wick stammered. The only way for them to test if it was a frequent occurrence was to wait for the night after, but Yewki knew he'd be outstaying his welcome in the eyes of Moon. The urge to see what would happen the following evening was too strong and was worth challenging the bear for. Suddenly, Moon shuddered and started to look around. “What was that?” Wick asked hopelessly, knowing that there couldn't be an answer back from him. Yewki tried his best to offer a possibility instead. “Well he doesn't look confused. This must be normal for him,” he figured. Upon hearing the man's voice, Moon got back to all-fours and grunted in his face. “Ah yes, the fire is lit. Perhaps I should be on my way as I promised,” Yewki said in an exaggerated sulk, hoping that he'd be able to stay for a while longer. “Wait. I mean… well, you don't have to go just yet… not if you don't want to,” Wick said, giving into the obvious guilt trip. Moon wasn't pleased and followed him closely. Once they sat back down, the bear plopped his large body between them both to act intimidating and to remind Yewki who was in charge. Being unable to voice his opinion like the humans did was proving to be annoyingly tiresome. All he could do was look and point with his nose with the occasional grunt or roar. No matter what though, communication came second and the boy's safety came first. “Why was he staring at the moon like that?” Wick asked himself.

“So, you have a domestic bear which seemingly understands us and sits down for a nightly stare at the moon? Anything else about him you're not telling me before I end up surprised again?” Yewki chuckled.

“Not that I know of”.

“The others won't believe me when I tell them. Mind you, with the things that have been happening lately, it probably wouldn't seem too out of the ordinary”.

“What others? Are you all on important quests?”

“There's a number of us, yes. Doing separate things that come together for a bigger cause I guess is the best way of putting it”.

“What's so important then?” Wick asked, tired of Yewki constantly beating around the bush. Moon looked over at the man the same time the boy did. After the infinite questions he'd asked them, it was only fair for him to be a little more open. Although, what he was about to speak of shouldn't have concerned a mere child. “There is… a man, roaming the world in search of power-”.

“What kind of power?” Wick interrupted.

“While most people would consider power as the ability and wealth to rule over anything they wanted, this man searches for something… different. For what was once thought to be a myth has been confirmed as very, very real. He knows this, but so do I… and now I race towards it in secret, in hopes to stop him stealing it,” he explained, being as unbearably vague as possible. “If you need to hurry then I suppose you should stop wasting time with me,” Wick said. Yewki cracked a nervous smile and looked around awkwardly, knowing that the answer would paint him as both gentleman and coward at the same time. “Well you see, I have a friend who is rather old. He's like a Father to me. He taught me respect and compassion, for that's what he gave me when I was younger. Seeing you walk alone with Moon made my instincts take over. My concern followed you here… and I just wanted to make sure you're okay. But… it was also a distraction. The fact is, I know what I have to do in the days ahead, but I'm struggling to bring myself to it for… personal reasons. I know I shouldn't have been wasting time here with you but… I don't know. My personality and my quest has conflicted my will,” he elaborated. Moon tried not to look too interested or sympathetic, but he had listened to everything Yewki had said. Unfortunately, his stubbornness and concern of people interfering still prevented him from feeling calm and relaxed. He refused to fall to sleep in fear of Yewki killing the two of them, even though the beautiful fire was amplifying his tiredness and making his eyes blink slowly and close for extended intervals. “It's okay. I guess we don't have to talk about that anymore. Well, not if you don't want to,” Wick suggested.
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