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Chapter 1
 
The time was 11pm. The evening air was cold and quite chilly.
Clouds covered the stars and the sky looked as though it would pour a heavy rain.
Even the moon could not peek down at the earth and stream its glow upon the dim forest.
A man came out of the woods moments later. Disoriented, he slowly trudged away from the forest. He walked like an intoxicated man, a puppet on a string and with no direction whatsoever. He made it to a few more feet before he slumped underneath an enormous tree. The man felt the warmth of its vast trunks that seemed to grow and reach up for the sky with its leaves. He laid there and gazed towards the night sky. The moon managed to sneak a little and shone on the man's face.
His name was Brandon. No expression could be seen on his face, except of confusion. And he seemed to be muttering something... over and over again.

Chapter 2
 
Brandon was a man at the peak of his youth and athleticism. He loved travelling to different remote areas in the world in search of unique adventures. He had been to lots of places but he hadn’t stopped searching for more. It appeared as though his enthusiasm and thirst for the exotic beauty of nature had not been satisfied yet... especially by the mysterious secrets revolving around these locations.
“Well I haven't seen anything odd or weird so far. It’s as if the strange creatures in those places I went to were trying to hide from me... as if they knew I wanted to see them.” Brandon remarked to his fiancée Sandra and smiled. “That is why I'm going to the Acosta Forest in San Marco. I heard that a lot of vacationers who went there were never seen again.”
Sandra, who grew up in the city, did not like what Brandon said at all, not one bit. She gave him an angry look then pouted.
Brandon continued, “Maybe the enchanted creatures are the ones taking them,” then began to laugh.
“It's probably just wild animals. But even so, I still think you shouldn't go,” replied Sandra. “I really have a bad feeling about this Brandon. I'm worried.”
“You always say that to me, but you shouldn't worry,” Brandon explained in more comforting tone. “When didn't I ever return? I'll come back. Ok?”
Brandon picked up his bags and bade Sandra farewell. “I really have to go. The journey's going to be a long one.”
Sandra gave him an embrace and they kissed. “I'll come back in a few days, ok?” Brandon assured her. “I love you”
“I love you too”, Sandra silently replied.

Chapter 3
 
Brandon arrived at the town of San Marco before 4pm. An hour later, he started his hike into the forest.
The locals near the area all stared at him as he walked by. They were startled to see someone going into the forest around that time. One of the old men called out to him, pointed upward and said, “It's going to be dark soon. You should not go into Acosta. It's going to be dangerous.”
Brandon sarcastically responded. “The sky is telling me it is still early, old man. And besides, I can handle a few wild animals.”
“It's not just the animals I'm worried about,” the old man answered him. “The place itself is not...”
“Don't you worry, old man,” Brandon retorted, angry at the local's persistent warning. “I'll be back here before you know it,” he said and left quickly.
The old man sighed, disappointed at Brandon's stubbornness. As he shook his head he said to the others, “Looks like we'll be losing someone else tonight.”
Almost as soon as Brandon went through the forest, he felt a different sense of wonder. The light of the slowly fading sun could not penetrate the thick expanse of the forest. As such, it caused the illusion that the hour was later than it really was. The trees around the forest were huge and the leaves were countless. There were wild plants scattered all around the vicinity. They looked misplaced against their gigantic siblings. Nevertheless, they all looked naturally beautiful to Brandon.
It was nearly dark when the trail Brandon followed abruptly came to a stop. Everywhere he looked, huge tree trunks surrounded the area, seemingly hugging the earth as it twisted and crawled on each available space. Undaunted, he pushed through, believing he should now be in middle of the forest. Dense patches of grass dotted other areas of the forest and Brandon felt as if he no longer walked on land.
He pulled out his flashlight when he could no longer see through the trees and bushes to where he was headed next. When he looked at his watch, he realized it was already 7pm... He had been walking for almost two hours. Brandon assumed he would be in the middle of the forest by then, where he supposed he should have seen really enormous trees that were bigger than what he had seen so far. But he realized he would not make it there tonight.
Disappointed but nevertheless satisfied, he decided to rest there and head out early the next day.
“It would be much more dangerous if I turn back now,” he said to himself. “I might just get lost.”
He sat down on a huge balete tree and looked around him. “It really is very dark here. And it is quite scary,” he shouted towards the vast stretch of forest in front of him. “But it's PERFECT!” He laughed gleefully into the night and thought proudly of how he found a beautiful yet mysterious place.
However, his laughter quickly faded when he felt a cold wind blow around him. His usual calm and collected behavior turned to fear. For the first time, he had goose bumps. “That wind felt too cold. It doesn't seem natural for this type of place... “
“Brandon...” a soft voice called out to him.
Brandon quickly stood up when heard the chilling voice. He picked up his flashlight and swung it around, looking for where it might have come from. All he saw were the huge trees and some plants... and the darkness. Terror filled his heart when he did not see anyone... nor anything.
“Brandon... come with me...”
He spun around and unconsciously let go of the flashlight as he saw who the voice belonged to. His mouth dropped as he stood in awe at the stunning woman who walked out of the darkness towards him. He was instantly mesmerized.
The dark night glowed brighter as she came closer. Then she stopped right in front of him.
The lady had a calm yet pretty face. As Brandon stared into the woman's dazzling blue eyes, all of his fears moments ago were washed away by care... trust... and love. He felt like falling in-love again. Brandon could make out the woman's smooth, fair skin from her simple yet elegant white gown while the wind softly blew on her long black hair.
The woman whispered to him “Come with me to my world. It's what you've been searching for.”
His rational thinking seemed lost as he quickly followed the woman without any second thought. A glowing strip of light emanated from within a balete tree. The woman held his hand as she went through the light inside the tree. Brandon never noticed anything else. He was still fixated on the woman in white leading him through the portal.
“I've never seen anyone so mysteriously beautiful,” were his thoughts.
As they both stepped through the light in the tree, it disappeared. All that was left was the balete tree... and darkness of the forest.

Chapter 4
 
As soon as they came in, the place was aglow, as bright light shone from almost everywhere. The light was not blinding like the sun, but was actually pleasing to the eyes. They crossed a very narrow bridge and a thick white smoke greeted them at the end of it. The lady let go of Brandon's hand and went through the thick smoke. Without any hesitation, he followed as well. On the other side of it, the woman welcomed him saying “This is my world...”
Brandon looked around and was in awe. Only one word came out of his mouth, “Paradise...”
What he saw astounded him. This was the paradise he never found in his own world.
As he stood in the meadows with the beautiful lady in white beside him, Brandon clearly saw the picturesque view of this world. He noticed dozens of plants and flowers around the area. He stood close to one of the pretty flowers and stooped down. “These are nice daisies”, he said as he touched one of them. As soon as he did, the daisies slowly changed their appearances and became roses.
“Magic,” Brandon whispered to himself and smiled.
All of the trees he looked at have fresh green colored leaves and were bursting with fruits. The lady in white pointed to one of the trees and blew in its direction. One by one, the fruits fell down on the ground. Brandon smiled then later grinned as he saw the fruits transform to something different as they touched the ground.
While he beamed like a kid who has just opened his first birthday presents, Brandon walked around this astounding world some more. All the while, he held hands with the lady in white. At a nearby mountain, he observed a crystal clear and strikingly fresh river. Above it was a rainbow. But instead of an arc, the rainbow formed a circle which appeared as a halo over the river. Though it already had different colors, it never stayed the same and always changed. A moment ago, it was blue and on another, it became red.
He tried to look for the source of the sparkling river and gazed upon a steep waterfall. On top of it was a thick and very dark cloud. “Wow,” he exclaimed. “The water flowing from the waterfall into the river is actually rain.” The sound of raging water pouring down towards huge stones into the river was music to Brandon's ears. He approached the river and was amazed by how clean it was. The water was so clear he actually saw the stones at the bottom. Brandon stared deeper into the river bed and noticed something which excited him. He exclaimed, “Those aren't stones, they are corals”, fascinated at what he saw.
Brandon's eyes roamed once again and became aware that thick white clouds surrounded the whole place, which was why he could not see beyond that paradise. That was the only moment he realized it. Moments later, he began to feel emptiness inside of him. He looked up at the sky. The bright light was beautiful. The clouds seemed like cotton which formed objects of various cheerful shapes. The rainbow never seemed to lose its colors and shine.
But in his heart, something was missing. He felt lonely. At that moment though, he saw it.
 
Despite the pleasing beauty of the sky, no birds were flying upon it. His gaze fell upon the river. It truly was a sight to behold. The water looked fresh and the corals beneath it boasted exquisite features. However, no fishes swam in it. He looked around the meadows and the mountains but did not find a single roaming animal. His heart melted. Overwhelming sorrow replaced the joy he once felt when he first came, a longing for the company of others. The scenic surrounding now looked dead to him. “There is no beauty in nature if there is no life in it. No birds, no fishes... not even another human being. There's no life in this place,” he whispered to himself.
Unbeknownst to him, the lady in white heard what he said. She whispered softly to Brandon “Isn't this the paradise you were looking for? This place is just for you.” She knelt down near the river and touched it. The river changed its color from green to blue. She dipped her finger into it and made a circular stirring motion. The river changed its color once again, this time into gold. A few moments later, it turned back to its green clear state.
She stood up and turned towards Brandon. “In this world, you'll never have to worry about anything ever again. There will be no more pain, nor hate, nor hunger. Everything is always mysterious and mystifying.” She held his hands. She smiled at Brandon and said, “You will never grow old as well, for you will become immortal like me. You and I will be the king and queen of this place.” The lady in white moved closer and embraced him. Then she whispered to his ear, “I will do everything you want, if you would only stay here with me... forever.”
Stunned, Brandon was not able to respond. One part of him wanted to stay in this world forever. Everything he wanted was right here. It truly was the one Paradise he had been searching for all his life.
But his human emotions felt the emptiness of not having anyone else there. His loneliness intensified when his human thoughts realized everything in this world was just an illusion. Slowly but surely, Brandon's logical perception awakened then took over. He gently pushed the lady in white away from him and softly replied to her, “Sorry, I can't be with you. None of these is real.”
The lady in white was furious at Brandon's response. Her rage burst open and her appearance gradually transformed into a horrible and fearsome creature. As she did so, the wonderful enchanted world dissolved and gave way to terrible surroundings. The bright sky turned dark and so did everything else. Healthy looking green trees and plants around them withered. Fluffy white clouds from the heavens changed into thunderous rain clouds that threw sharp bolts of lightning. The glistening rainbow disappeared along with the steep waterfall while the pristine river became a boiling body of molten lava.
In its garbled voice, the creature scolded Brandon and shouted, “You pathetic human! I’m giving you everything but it's still not enough?! You don't deserve to live in my paradise”. With its rotting fingers, it pointed towards Brandon and screamed, “You will die in your pathetic and miserable world! Die!”
The creature disappeared and a massive earthquake shook the whole ground. The sky lit up with massive lightning and exploded with shattering thunder. Brandon felt a splitting headache as his consciousness was unable to deal with the chaos around him. He held onto his head, knelt and closed his eyes. Soon after, he felt an enormous amount of weariness and he slowly fell asleep. As he did, the madness steadily died down. 

Chapter 5
 
Moments passed when Brandon awoke. He slowly rose up and stared ahead.
He had no memory of what happened or of anything before that. Looking up at the sky, he stared at the moon.
He thought of the name of that bright round thing in the sky. Nothing came to him.
Tears flowed down his eyes. He tried to think of something but every single thought eluded him.
All he could make out was one word. “Paradise”, he muttered.
Brandon kept on uttering only one word as he walked around the forest.
Not knowing where he had to go and not knowing why, he walked on and on. He looked for that place he had once gone to... that place called paradise.
He walked on and on, on and on.
He kept on looking… looking… and uttered the word “Paradise” over and over again.
Unknowingly, Brandon walked out of the forest. He made it to a few more feet before he slumped underneath an enormous tree. Brandon felt the warmth of its vast trunks that seemed to grow and reach up for the sky with its leaves. He laid there and gazed towards the night sky. The moon managed to sneak a little and shone on his face. He continued to mumble the word “Paradise” again and again. Slowly, Brandon closed his eyes then fell to an eternal slumber.

About the Author
 
Though the author spent his 10-year career working as an IT professional, he always had a passion for writing. During that period, he often wrote poems for his wife. He also went on to write some short stories and essays for a blog. When his wife received information about sites that offer self-publishing, it renewed that “writing flame” inside of him, triggering him to refurbish three of his surviving works and self-publish them. That compilation was what he first self-published and was something which the author hoped to share with a lot more people… along with the new short stories and the novella he recently finished writing.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
T






