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    Dedication
This book is dedicated to the Lord Jesus Christ and to the sanctifying work the Holy Spirit performs within the church. When we rise from the waters of baptism with our sins washed away, the most amazing work of God begins, our transformation into the image of Jesus Christ.

      

    



  	
        
            
             
Hebrews 5:8-10
"Although He was a Son, He learned obedience from the things which He suffered. And having been perfected, He became the source of eternal salvation for all those who obey Him, being designated by God as High Priest according to the order of Melchizedek."(NAS)
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What might our world be like if Adam and Eve had never sinned? That's the thought-provoking, spiritual quest Chuck Richardson invites readers to imagine in Paradise Unfallen, a beautifully constructed, fictional account of the first man and woman on an imaginary planet similar to Earth. This story grabbed my attention from the beginning and kept me page-turning all the way to the satisfying end. As a regular reader of non-fiction, this book surprised me with the power of fiction to delve into serious issues of life and faith. I recommend Paradise Unfallen to any adult who enjoys a good story, imagination, and theological pondering.

—Ben Wilder, Bestselling author of Jesus in the Buddha Belt: Untold True Stories of a Mighty God and Messy Mission

In Paradise Unfallen Chuck Richardson takes you for a walk on the dark side—temptation, spiritual warfare, the consequences of disobedience. But you don’t stay there. When Solis receives a divine command in a dream, we see the challenges of duty, sacrifice, and obedience. But also see the reward. Chuck’s command of storytelling will take you on a thrilling adventure that'll make you smile, but also consider what changes you can make in your life to enjoy a oneness with the holy trinity.

—Larry J. Leech II, writing coach of award-winning authors

If you like alternate histories and parallel worlds, and you love the Lord, read on! Paradise Unfallen shows what would happen on Earth’s twin, Erimea, if its first man and woman, Solis and Livi, forego the forbidden fruit and remain in their garden, Chara. Satan and his minions won’t give up that easily as God charges His people to multiply and rule their paradise and planet. Blending sci-fi, spiritual warfare, and biblical wisdom, Paradise Unfallen presents the ultimate what-if and uplifts readers on Adam and Eve's broken world.

—Jason William Karpf, award-winning Christian sci-fi author.

Paradise Unfallen offers readers a vivid and immersive journey through the depths of the human experience, focusing on the enduring challenge of maintaining your faith and obedience to the Creator. Set against a backdrop of relentless and aggressive demonic warfare, the novel masterfully portrays the struggle between good and evil, allowing readers to connect deeply with the characters and their battles.

Throughout the novel, unexpected twists and turns serve to keep the reader engaged and invested in the outcome. Each new development adds excitement and intrigue, ensuring that the reader remains immersed in the story and eager to discover the conclusion of this adventurous journey.

—Larry Sanders, Elder Newburg Church of Christ, Louisville, KY

What would the battle between good and evil look like on a planet where humanity hadn’t rebelled against God? Paradise Unfallen follows the exploits of Solis and Livi, the first couple on Erimea, the sister planet to Earth, as they discover the new world God created and struggle against the attacks of Lucido and his army of demons. Chuck Richardson skillfully weaves a story of faith, suspense, and exploration that challenges your thinking and leaves you in awe of the God of the universe.

—Carol Schlorff, author of How to Kill a Giant and How to Make a Miracle

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Erimean Calendar
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Erimeans use the traditional Hebrew accounting of days with the days beginning and ending at sunset.

First month: Shap

Second month: Brea

Third month: Awak

Fourth month: Nam

Fifth month: Helpe

Sixth month: Marri

Seventh month: Unio

Eighth month: Mult

Ninth month: Teac

Tenth month: Bui

Eleventh month: Rul

Twelfth month: Atta

Content Preview

Rated PG-13 for mild violence, fade-to-black sexual content, and spiritual warfare."
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Chapter One
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Garden of Chara, Year 1, Shap, Day 6

On the sixth day of creation, Erimea stood poised for human hands to shape it; every good thing awaiting their tender touch.

The Lord God knelt in the dirt, scooped up a man-sized portion of soil, and molded it like clay. When the soil had the form the Lord God desired, he breathed into it. The form became a living soul.

Solis. The first. A model for all who would follow.

At the same time, the Lord God breathed life into Adam, Solis’s twin brother on Earth.

The Lord God said to the animals, “This is your new master and ruler. He shall be called Solis, for he was taken from the soils of Erimea.”

Creatures hopped, turned, and twisted, attuned to the voice of God. From towering trees and sprawling green shrubs to flowers bursting in blue, yellow, and red, all listened. Slippery river dwellers of silver, green, and black peeked from the rushing currents, while curious critters emerged from the tall grass, eager to behold their new master.

Yet, unseen enemies searched for the weakness of this new creation.

“Solis, you are human,” Lord God said to the man, “and I am the Lord God who made you and everything you see. I made you in my image. Therefore, you are to abide by my every word so you can rule well over all I have made. I place Erimea into your care and protection.”

“I am Solis.” The man lifted his head and made eye contact with the Lord. “I will live by your word.”

“You will be a great man and teacher to your children. This world will be blessed because of you, if you keep my words. I shall never abandon you; do not falter during hardship. I have given you a mind to remember, so you can lead your descendants.”

Solis laughed to himself. “I am the ruler of everything.” He puffed out his chest. “I will be great.”

“What do you want to do right now?”

With steady dark eyes, Solis peered into God’s face as if to absorb his essence. “I wish to learn and understand.” Solis placed one hand on God’s cheek. The other hand, he wrapped around his own chin. “We are both warm. The Lord breathed into me, and I became a living soul. Are you me?”

The Lord took the man’s hands, gentle yet strong. “I am not you, and you are not me. But if you walk in my ways, you will become like me.”

“I will become like Lord God.” The man turned in a slow circle to gaze at God, the animals, and the surrounding garden, eyes wide with wonder. “Yes, and we will be one.”

“We may become one if you walk in my ways.”

“Am I not merely soil? Dirt? Is the dirt alive and aware?” Solis turned and knelt in the soil from which he had been taken. He scooped up some, and tiny creatures scurried to escape his hand. “Is this like me?” Solis showed it to the Lord God. “Do I have such things crawling through my body?” Solis released the soil and watched the remaining bits of dirt descend to the ground as he brushed his hands. “I know some things, but I perceive that you, Lord God, know all things. I want to be you.”

The Lord God laughed. “You are my beloved son, and you have so many questions. Did I not make you myself? When I breathed into you, I gave instructions to every part of your body. To your mind, I added memory.”

A small, fat, furry animal with a bushy tail pressed its soft paws on Solis’s feet as it crossed between him and the Lord. It stretched toward a nearby bush and munched on berries.

“What’s this?” Solis picked up the creature. “Is that good for eating, pouchy cheeks?” The man sampled the berries and fed some to the hungry beast. “These are tasty. Thanks for letting me know.” Solis stroked pouchy cheeks and placed it on the ground. “I have a memory?”

“I’ve given your body and mind the information needed. Other things you must learn. If you love me, walk in my ways.”

“I love you, Lord. My heart burns when you speak. Let me be like you now.”

The Lord nodded and stroked Solis’s midnight-black hair, thick and silky. “It will take time. Though I took you from the soil, you are not the soil. You live. The soil is not alive.”

“I want to create.”

“You will build and create.”

“I want to take the soil and give it the breath of life, so it will be like me.”

“Some things only God can do.”

Solis lowered his head and frowned. “I want to create life, as you do.”

“You will take part in bringing new life into the world.”

“Yes, new life like me.” Solis clapped. “Let’s do it now.”

“Not now. You have much to learn.”

Solis grinned. “Learn to wait.” He looked around at the plants. “What else is there to eat? I’m hungry.”

The Lord God carried Solis through the garden and showed him every edible tree and plant. In the middle of the garden, the Lord God placed Solis before two trees. One was the tree of life. The other was the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.

“You may eat from any tree in the Garden,” the Lord God said, “except the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. If you eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, you will die.”

“What is the knowledge of good and evil?”

“Something you do not need to find out.”

Solis raised his chin and smiled. “Maybe it’s something I will learn on my own?”

“Remember my command. You may eat from any tree in the Garden except from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil.”

“Yes, Lord God.”

“What is it you want to do now?”

“To learn this place.” The man strode through the garden greenery and examined everything that caught his attention. “I am Solis. I am master, ruler, and caretaker of the Garden of Chara.”

The Lord God clapped Solis on the shoulder. “Yes, you are.” The Lord disappeared.

***
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Only one creature objected to his new ruler and grumbled in his language, “No. Never. Never my master ... Return to dirt.” His forked tongue flicked in and out as he surveyed for food. Sometimes, he crawled on all fours, and other times, he walked on two legs. He wiggled his long, thin body and a triangle-shaped head on his way. This creature was more self-aware and craftier than the others. He called himself Sizraar.

***
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Lucido, leader of the rebel spirits, observed the exchange between Solis and the Lord from a spiritual domain engulfed in billowing winds and the haze of a raging sea. His darkling insight allowed Lucido to see and hear what was happening wherever he focused his attention.

He turned and spat. “The creature wants to become like the Creator. Can dirt attain such a lofty position? Foolishness.”

He towered above his chief lieutenants, Mactan and Vik. Lucido smiled as his worker angels constructed Aetherdon, City of the Air, a royal dwelling for his glory. Most fallen angels had mottled skin of green and gray laced with scars. Burn marks from the lake of fire. The rebels had mangled limbs and fingers that had become deformed while they struggled to break free from the chains that once held them. Lucido’s countenance still held remnants of its original luminescence, yet dimmed by the flames of hell. He remained a beacon of hope for his followers.

Mactan’s yellow eyes bulged. “What are we going to do about the man’s foolishness?”

“Observe until we find a point of attack. First on Erimea and then on Earth.”

“Look how God has misshapen us.” Mactan beat his breast with gnarled claws. “I want revenge now.”

“Patience, Mactan.” Lucido marched through the crowd of angry demons and growled. “I vow we will oppose the work of God and men at every turn. One day, God will regret his obsession with humanity. He will fall before me and worship me. The throne will be mine. The universe will be ordered as I suggested long ago. Do not fret. Payback is coming.”
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Chapter Two
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Solis measured distances by counting his paces. When he had proceeded fourteen paces, the ground shook and something big lumbered straight for him. He gasped and whirled around to escape, but there stood a great, four-legged, brownish-gray beast covered in mud. Solis crashed into the animal’s snout and barely missed being impaled on a horn that rose from the creature’s nose. A second horn grew directly behind the first. A moment later, another beast of the same type appeared next to it.

Solis caught his breath. “What are you? You scared me.”

The pair eyed Solis through half-closed lids, and they snacked on the shrubs growing around the tree of life.

Solis examined the creatures, which had hooked upper lips and hairy ears like tubes that stood upright and wiggled as they ate. The beasts had great, wide pot bellies and rough, lumpy skin. They were of the same kind, but with differences that he described as male and female. “The Lord sent you to me for a name. You shall be called nose horn.”

As the nose horns departed, other animals approached Solis. He thought carefully about the designs the Lord God had given them. He chose many wonderful names for the Lord’s creatures, such as featherone, bump back, and climber.

When the animals stopped coming, Solis continued his trek through the garden. Gradually, he realized he couldn’t see well. “What is it?” He rubbed his eyes, but the light around him continued to fade. “Why can’t I see clearly?” Solis returned to the riverbank where God had formed him. The night’s darkness engulfed him for the first time.

Solis stretched out on the ground. Dark gray clouds blanketed the sky. The river broke against rocks. The water’s sound and scent comforted Solis. The cloud curtain drifted and introduced a great white circle and a broad expanse of tiny points of light. Darkness fled.

Solis reached out. “Lord God, what is it? Why can’t I touch it?”

The Lord God appeared and sat next to Solis. “It’s one of two great lights I have placed over Erimea. This light shines at night. The other shines during the day. What do you want to call it?”

Solis studied the sky. “It shall be called glow, for it shines in the darkness and comforts me. If I touch it, I’ll understand it. Let me fly across the sky.”

“Glow is too far away to touch. In time, you will understand things that cannot be touched.”

“Explain the tiny dots that shimmer. What are they?”

“They’re like the light that shines on Erimea during the—”

“Day.” A grin spread across Solis’s face. “It gives light to all things on Erimea. How?”

“The light that shines in the day is a fire, a burning ball of gases and—”

“Burning gases?” Solis’s brow furrowed as he tried to decipher the meaning.

“Yes, my son. Burning gases give light. What will you call the light that illuminates the day?”

“There is power there?”

“Yes, great power.”

“It shall be called daylight. Lord God, teach me to harness the power of daylight.”

“It’s not for you to harness the power of daylight. That’s reserved for your distant descendants. Your work is here on Erimea.”

“My descendants?” Solis raised his eyebrows and smiled. “If the tiny dots of light are like daylight, they must be very, very far away. That’s why they appear very small?”

“Yes, you are correct. What will you call them to distinguish them from daylight?

“They shall be called distant daylight. No. Distant glow.” Solis shook his head. “No. They shall be called sparkles, for they sparkle in the night sky.”

“Can you count the sparkles?

“I’ve already counted them. Two thousand six hundred twenty-four. How did they get there?”

“I put them there.”

Solis sat up and leaned toward the Lord. “And where did you get them?”

“I made them.”

“From what did you make them?”

The Lord chuckled. “Your questions are endless. There was a time when there was nothing but God.”

“Nothing but God? Now I’m here to keep you company.”​

The Lord explained how daylight and glow could be used to track the passage of time in quarters of daylight and night, days, weeks, months, and years.

“From now on, you are to keep track of the days. For six days, do your work, but on every seventh day, you are to rest from all your labor.”

Solis pondered names for the days and months as the conversation came to a close.

“You’re my beloved son,” the Lord God told him. In a blink, he was gone.

Solis basked in the love of the Lord, his gaze still on the sky. The burning gases of the sparkles, so far away, fascinated Solis. How could he make light? He closed his eyes and slept on the riverbank from which he had been taken.

***
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The demon Vik crept closer to Solis’s bedside. “Do you really want to become like God?”

From his slumber, Solis answered, “Yes, I will become like God.”

Vik sneered. “You will never be like God. You are ignorant, a big pile of dirt.”

Solis did not respond.

“But perhaps there is one way you can become like God.”

Solis tossed and turned in his sleep. “Who are you?”

“A friend.”

“How can I, a lump of clay, become like God?”

“Rest now. We will let you know soon.”
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Chapter Three
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Solis woke while darkness still filled the garden. The words “a big pile of dirt” echoed in his ears. What did that mean? Where had it come from?

“It’s what I was.” He spat out the words. “Should I be ashamed? I’ll become much more.” Why had he thought such a rotten thing?

Several dozing creatures surrounded his bed by the river. He sat still, but his pulse quickened as he resumed studying the Garden of Chara in the growing morning light. The silence of night gave way to a symphony of featherones, insects, and other creatures announcing their pleasure at the day’s dawning. Animals stirred from sleep, and others that had been foraging for food all night settled down to rest.

Daylight rose over the eastern mountains—first dark blue, then with reddish-orange and yellow lights reflecting through the clouds. Near the ground in the distance, an uneven black line formed against the light. As daylight rose, the ragged black line became clearer: the top of a distant green hedge that circled the garden. Far to the south, a black-and-gray rock formation interrupted the hedge, rising high above it. Solis planned to explore the rock and the hedge later in the day.

Solis’s animal companions drifted to the river and drank. Solis crawled on his hands and knees over the short, squishy distance to the water’s edge. He splashed the water with his hands.

“It’s wet.” He laughed as water droplets streamed down his hands and arms. With both hands, Solis scooped up some water and drank it. “It’s good. Delicious. I’ve discovered water,” he exulted with both hands raised. He waded in the water and threw it on his face. Its moisture and coolness refreshed his waking body and mind.

Solis splashed water on the animals lying on the bank and chuckled at their bewildered gazes. As he reached for another handful, Solis paused and peered into the water.

“More creatures in the water? How do they breathe? The big swallow the small alive. Is this permitted?” Solis reached his hands into the water repeatedly to block the wriggling creatures. He twisted around and called to the animals resting on the riverbank, “They’re ever turning this way and that ... breathing water? These water creatures shall be called always turnings.”

Solis crouched and pushed his feet against the riverbank, propelling himself underwater toward the middle of the river. His head broke above the water’s surface, and he drew a deep breath. With a shake of his head, he flung water off his hair and skin. His feet no longer touched the riverbed.

A rush of undercurrent dragged Solis away from the bank and yanked him underwater for several seconds before he bobbed back above the surface, arms flailing. “Lord, save me.”

The current overpowered him. Again, he went under and came up screaming. The land jutted out into the river and slowed the flow, but the water was still too deep for Solis to stand. He was about to go down a third time. As he tried to avoid breathing the liquid death, his mind flashed back to when he had enjoyed his first taste of sweet, refreshing water. Now, it would be the end of him. Why?

The Lord God stood on the bank and shouted, “Swim, Solis.” The Lord motioned with his arms.

Solis beat his arms against the water until he got close enough to shore for his feet to touch the riverbed. He pushed hard, straining with his legs toward the Lord. His leg muscles burned as he stood and attempted to walk in the waist-deep water. He slipped and smacked his knee on the rocks. He again sank beneath the water and floated downstream.

Solis popped back up, coughing water, and crawled on all fours to the riverbank. There he lay, spitting up water. Water dribbled down his chin and aching chest. The water had turned treacherous and attacked his lungs with intent to kill.

The Lord God waited while Solis recovered, then squatted at his side. “Why were you so afraid?”

Solis beat the ground with a desperate cry and staggered to his feet with petulant stomps. “Why didn’t you save me? I could have ... I could have—”

“What?” The Lord stood, compassion in his eyes.

“I could have ... died?”

“Do you know what death is?”

“It means to be sucked into the river, the way one always turning beast sucks in another and eats it. Why do you permit it?”

“Are you afraid of being eaten by the river?

“Of course.” Solis hid his trembling by kicking at the mud puddle beneath him. He pointed to the river. “It’s dangerous. A living beast.”

“Do you remember the promises I made to you about your children?”

“Yes, Lord.”

“Do you believe my word?”

“Yes, Lord.”

“Then, no longer be afraid. Remember, I’m always with you. Call on me, but do everything to save yourself.”

“Yes, Lord.” Solis bent to examine his knee, which throbbed with pain and oozed a red substance. “Ouch. What is this?”

“You’ve injured yourself and broken your skin. That’s your blood.”

“My blood must stay in, or else I could die?”

“Yes, if you lose too much blood, your body could die. Life is in the blood.”

“Lord, what is death?”

“Death is the end of life. When you eat the fruit of a plant, that part of the plant dies and becomes sustenance for you.”

“I intend to care for the plants and animals so they will live.”

“Yes, but I determine when they live and die. Upon death, certain animals and the tiniest of organisms grind the remains to dust. By my design, the dust rejoins the ground.”

Solis shuddered at the thought. “I don’t want to die. The grinding is frightful.”

“Your body is perishable, but the leaves of the tree of life restore you. You are different from the animals because you are made in my image, and your spirit comes from me. If you obey my commands, you will never die.”

“In the water, I saw one always turning eat another. This isn’t permitted, is it?”

“I’ve given you plants and trees as a source of food. Do not go beyond what I have said.”

Solis accepted the reprimand with a nod. He determined in his heart he would obey the Lord’s commands.

The Lord God extended his hand. “Come. It’s time for you to continue exploring.”

Solis stood and brushed dirt from his legs. “Lord God, water is great. It tastes delicious and has amazing functions. Why did you make it so dangerous?”

“Many great things are dangerous, but you must master them all. Return to your work, but first go to the river, wash off the mud, and clean your wound.”

Solis stood at the river’s edge and watched the last of the water droplets roll down his legs. The water washed away all traces of mud and blood. He felt good. Refreshed. But why? Shouldn’t he still be furious? He could have died. Why did the Lord allow it?

Should Solis be unafraid to die because of the Lord’s promises? Did God have the power to bring him back to life? Should Solis throw himself back into the water?

Throw his life away to test—

That’s exactly what you need to do. Put the Lord God to the test. Surely he will raise you back to life. A different voice infiltrated his mind, completely unlike his own or the calming voice of the Lord.

Solis considered the idea as if it had originated with him. He didn’t want to die to find out if it was true. He had to be a master of all things, including himself. He must not disappoint God. Why did the Lord’s words stir his heart so?

Solis sighed deeply and then drew the air back into his lungs. He resumed his walk through the garden, following the river.

A new creature bounded through the forest, moving from side to side as though the ground propelled it. It stopped a short distance from Solis and blew air out its nostrils in a great snort and sniffed the air before walking closer. A short brown-and-white fur coat covered its body, and small multi-pronged horns rose from its head.

Solis examined the animal. A male. As it turned to go, it gave several drawn-out whooshes from its nostrils. Several others of its kind came leaping through the air to meet it.

“Your name shall be wild breath.”

The rock formation Solis had spotted earlier was not far away. He quickened his pace, anxious to climb it and have a look around at the garden from above. Before Solis went much farther, he came upon another creature rooting around in the ground with its snout. A low, stocky, and powerfully built beast with tusks. Sparse hair bristles covered its coarse black-and-gray hide. A female in distress dug a hole and made a nest layered with leaves.

“What’s wrong with you, rooter? Why are you unhappy?”

Solis examined the animal as she lay shivering. He felt movement in her belly. Suddenly, she pushed a tiny creature out of her body. With a gasp, Solis stumbled back and landed hard on the ground. The beast was creating more of her kind. Solis watched the creature carefully as another baby came forth from a birth canal. In a short time, ten more emerged. Each wasted no time in searching for a teat on the mother and greedily suckled.

“Are they sucking the life out of you, mama rooter? Solis observed this miracle of reproduction. He looked around for a male rooter, but he saw none. Solis recalled seeing male animals mount females of the same kind. This must be the result of that activity.

God had formed animals from the dust of the ground, but each produced more of its kind on its own. Soon, the garden would overflow with wild beasts.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four
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Sizraar trailed the man and hunkered down while Solis studied the rooter. God had commanded all animals to come to Solis, so Sizraar had grudgingly obeyed. He remained hidden in the growth of the garden for a fast departure after he complied with the letter of the Lord’s command.

Sizraar crouched low and flattened his body defensively. He couldn’t understand why the man was so fascinated by every beast and plant in the garden. Only food interested Sizraar, so he was wary of the man’s intentions.

Why did he hate the man? Sizraar simply did not want anyone or anything to rule over him. He lost sight of the man, but he flicked out his tongue and still smelled his stench.

Solis sprang from behind a tree and swept Sizraar into his arms. “Don’t be afraid.”

Sizraar struggled against the man’s grip.

“Whoa, you’re a slippery fellow.”

He hissed in Solis’s face.

Solis’s eyes grew stern. “Stop. I’m your friend.”

Sizraar clawed the man and snapped, but Solis grabbed the beast’s neck and shook it. He went limp.

“I’m going to let you go. Don’t run away.”

When the man released him, Sizraar fell to the ground and thrashed around for a moment. Slowly, Sizraar rose on two legs with his head reaching to the man’s chest and glared at the man with lidless green eyes. The man’s compassion made the creature hate him even more.

“Now we are friends. Yes?” Solis petted the beast.

Sizraar flicked out his tongue and wiggled his spine.

“You don’t have to be afraid.” Solis examined the creature. “You shall be called sneaking thing, because you have followed me for a long time, sneaking along in fear. You are free to go.”

Sizraar scrambled away, seeking a place where he could bask in the dayshine and eat flies and toads. Soon, Sizraar forgot all about the man, but there remained in the beast an inexplicable resentment and disgust for his new ruler.

***
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Solis followed the main river and discovered it watered the garden with many branching tributaries. He named the river Sweet Water Whirlwind, because it was a terrible beast giving life and death. He found debris clogged certain streams that branched from the river. Solis complained to the Lord God. “Why have you allowed this to become so overgrown? This stream has become choked with debris. It’s a tangled mess.”

The Lord God did not appear. “Who have I assigned to be caretaker of this garden?”

Solis didn’t reply.

“Solis, you do your work, and I’ll do mine.”

A grin spread across Solis’s face. “Yes, Lord.” The Lord’s patience pleased Solis. He trekked south along the river path over beaten-down grass. When he had walked two thousand six hundred paces from the tree of life, Solis reached the rock formation at the garden’s southern boundary. It rose with a sheer face to a great height, which Solis estimated was thirty times his own height. He called it Tall Stony.

Solis climbed up the vertical surface, but he stopped and retreated when he spotted a steep path offering a safer way up. He reached the top and found a thick hedge. He pushed through the thick, scratchy bushes and saw the land sloping down into a valley.

Sweet Water Whirlwind River flowed under Tall Stony and divided into four great rivers beyond the Garden of Chara. He turned back to the Garden and sat at the top of the rock formation. In the distance stood the tree of life. The thick hedge encircled the Garden, except for an opening far to his right. A large tributary of the great river curved around the foothills that sloped down from Tall Stony. Daylight shone down on Solis. With an upturned face, Solis basked in the warm rays of light.

An irregular scraping sound grew louder. Several small animals had climbed up the sheer face of Tall Stony. They licked the rocks as they went. Solis’s eyes widened. They had horns and hooves like wild breaths, but they were much smaller. “How do you do that without hands? You are the cliff steppers and rock eaters.” Other small beasts crawled quickly over the rocks, in and out of crevices. They had forked tongues and long tails, though some were missing their tails. Solis called these rock darters.

Bzz ... bzz ... bzz

Small flying creatures buzzed around a nest made in the rocks at the top of Tall Stony.

“You are busy buzzing bees.”

Solis reached into the nest. The bees swarmed around him, but they didn’t sting him. When Solis pulled his hand back, a sticky substance covered it. He tasted it.

“Mmm. So sweet. So many surprises here. It shall be called golden sweet.” With delight, he licked it off his hands. “Golden sweet is a gift from the Lord.”

Savoring golden sweet, Solis again stared into the distance at the garden scenery, but he quickly shifted his gaze to look straight down. Seeing the height he had climbed surprised and thrilled him, so Solis drank in the view. As spectacular as the sticky sweetness.

A dark tone whispered in his mind: You have no fear. Jump. Do it now. You want to do it. Throw yourself down. Surely the Lord God will save you.

“No, I’ll never put the Lord to the test.” What were these strange thoughts? Why was he having them? Solis climbed down the steep path, measuring each step. At the base of Tall Stony, he gazed up at the sheer face of the rugged natural structure of gray, white, and green.

“One day, I’m going to climb up that way like the cliff steppers and rock darters. That will be fun, and golden sweet will be my reward. Lord God will see the strength of Solis, mighty caretaker of the garden.” He chuckled at his embellished title.

***
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Lucido screwed his face into a grimace. “Where is his desire for glory? Why won’t he test the Lord? 

Vik said, “The man is ambitious and proud. He wants to show his prowess by climbing the rock formation he calls Tall Stony.

“Ambition and pride.” Lucido nodded. “We’ll use those to expose his inner corruption.”

“Or to kill him.” Mactan’s eyes danced as he spoke.

Lucido said, “Take a look at that sneaking thing. He’s hostile to Solis. Perhaps we can 

use him to bring down the man.”

***
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On the return journey to the tree of life, Solis came to a stream that had formed a small, calm pool of water, and he stretched out at the water’s edge. When he reached down, he spotted a face. Solis gasped and drew back. The face in the water did the same. What creature was this? It didn’t look like any of the other animals, yet it looked familiar.

“Come out from under there. Do not be afraid.”

Solis peered over the edge and spied the face peeking back at him. It mirrored his every movement. He laughed at himself. “I believe it’s my own face.”

Solis examined his head and shoulders. A dark brown face with dark eyes. His face was smooth—no facial hair—but on his head was a thick crown of black curls that reminded him of the dense green shrubs adorning the garden. He ran his fingers through his hair, pressing and pulling at it. His hair sprang back a little when he removed his hand, but it continued to stick out where he pulled it.

He stood and splashed across the pool on his way back to the tree of life. Solis had not thought much about his own appearance. The Lord God had made so many other wonderful things to examine. Now, he looked at his arms and legs and saw fine black hair, but not much compared to the animals he had seen. His skin was softer than many beasts of the Garden. And his upright two-legged stance did not match his mostly four-legged companions. His hands were different too.

Solis’s lips parted in wonder, and he shook his head. He knew whose face his resembled. Quickly, he returned to the pool. When he knelt close to the still waters, he smiled in delight. In his reflection, Solis saw his appearance was like that of Lord God. The thought made his chest expand. There was even a slight glow around his face. Solis held his face with both hands. “One puzzlement after another.”
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Chapter Five
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When Solis arrived at the tree of life, he scanned the area. He studied the ground, the animals, the grass, the plants, the trees, and the fruits on the trees. “Everything here has changed slightly. Lord, you keep tinkering and changing this place.”

The Lord God sat under the tree of life. “Do you suppose the Lord tinkers to no effect?”

Solis jerked his head in the Lord’s direction. “The Lord is always lurking—”

“For your good, my son. Sit with me here.”

Solis sat near the Lord.

“What do you want to ask me?”

While he enjoyed all of God’s creation, he felt himself lacking in some way. “Why is there no one suitable here for me? Other animals are male and female. I’m male, alone.”

“You are correct. It is not good for you to be alone. We’ll make a female, a helper suitable for you.” 

“We? Let’s make her right now.” Solis jumped up and paced. 

“It will be soon enough. She’ll come out of your own body. Only wait a little longer.”

“Lord, how is that possible, since I don’t have a birth canal like I’ve seen on female animals?”

“I’ll explain everything to you. Soon, there will be children, and you will teach them to tend the garden, and you will teach them about me. Now, return and sit.” 

Solis hurried to the Lord’s side. “I saw my face in a pool of water. I look like you, Lord.”

“Indeed, I made you in my image.” 

He grinned and clapped. “I knew it. I’m like you. That’s what I want.”

“You have much to learn first.”

Solis’s gaze dropped to the ground. “Yes, I’m ignorant like the dirt ... Teach me everything, so I’ll be a wise teacher, like you. But first tell me who you are. What is your name?”

“I am who I am. I am the Lord your God. You may call me Iam.”

“Iam, what was it like for you to be alone? Before you created me.”

“We have never been alone. We are one, and invite you to become one with us.”

“We?” Solis’s brow furrowed. “Who is we? You’re alone like me.”

“No, we have never been alone. My Father and I and our Holy Spirit are one God. We have been bound together in love from before the creation of the world.”

“How can that be? How can three different persons be one God? Please let me understand.”

“There is much you cannot understand. Only believe I am who I am.” Lord God described the relationship between the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit that allowed them to be one God in three persons. “Such an existence, such oneness, is wonderful and beautiful.”

Solis shook his head. “I don’t understand.”

“We will make a helper suitable for you, and you may begin to comprehend how different persons can become one.” The Lord God disappeared.

Solis slumped against the tree of life. “I’m even more alone than I knew. Why didn’t he make my mate and me at the same time?”

God does not understand, said an unnerving voice in Solis’s mind. He has everything, and you have nothing. Death is better than waiting any longer.

Solis bowed his head and tapped his fingers against his chin. “No, I’ll wait on the Lord God, but I feel ... Where do these thoughts come from?”

***
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Vik gave Mactan a hard smile. “Death? My brother, Mactan, a temptation to die does not fit the moment. He may become aware of our presence before the proper time.”

“No, my brother, you don’t understand. The continual suggestion of death as an option will eventually take root in his heart.”

Lucido stepped in. “We must instill in the man discontentment leading to despair before death will become a desirable choice. Yet, this could be an opportune time. We must—” 

“Yes, let us press the attack,” Mactan interrupted. 

Lucido continued as if he hadn’t spoken, “We must teach the man the truth that God only seeks to justify his punishments on all who choose to think freely.” He raised his hands and beckoned them closer. “My dear brothers, how wrongly God has treated those of us who refuse to submit to his arbitrary rules. We asked only to be free, and he blasted us with fire and brimstone. Soon, we shall blast all God holds dear.”
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Chapter Six
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The air stilled around Solis. Thickness in the atmosphere weighed on his shoulders as if he carried a burden. The featherones did not sing. He stood in the shadow of the tree of life. Daylight still shone above, but gloom engulfed Solis within. He fell to his knees.

What is man? I bear the image of the Lord. I look like him, but I’m not like him. He doesn’t know what it’s like to be alone. My thoughts are not secret. They are laid bare before him. No matter where I turn, he is there. I cannot hide from him. Should I be happy about all this? Why can’t I see the promises the Lord has for me? They seem so far away.

***
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The trio of demons surrounded Solis, plotting to increase his agony. Lucido spoke directly into Solis’s mind. You should not be happy at all. God spies on you continually for one purpose: to catch you in a mistake, so he may condemn you.

Solis vaulted up and cried out, “Dear Lord God, Iam, help me to see what is yet unseen and to wait patiently for the goodness of the Lord.”

At the name of the Lord, Lucido, Vik, and Mactan trembled and withered despite themselves.

The Lord commanded the demons, “Leave him alone.”

The unclean spirits fled.

***
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“Solis,” came the voice of the Lord God.

Solis searched all around. He did not see the Lord, but he knew his voice. “Yes, Lord.”

“Arise and eat. You are famished, and you have a long day ahead of you.”

When Solis turned, he found a meal prepared by God. Four large leaves with edges curled up like bowls sat before him. One contained an assortment of fruit and grains, another held leafy greens, the third offered golden sweet, and the fourth bowl was full of water.

“Thank you, Lord. Humanity needs to eat a lot of food. I’m humanity.” Hmm. All of humanity is within me. I hadn’t thought of that before. He smiled. The thought heartened and amused Solis. The welfare of all the children who will be depends on me. I must never forget that. Solis ate systematically and was careful not to spill anything on the ground. “That was so delicious.” When he had eaten everything, including the leafy bowls, he stretched out and took a nap.

The Lord God woke the man. “Arise, resume exploring the flora and fauna. Also, identify the most beautiful location in the garden. When you find it, call me from there.”

As Solis wended along, he composed a song and sang it:

“I am

The ground,

But he promises the heavens.

Solitary,

But he promises a wife and children.

Ignorant,

But he promises wisdom.

Innocent,

But he will make me holy.

Dirt,

But he has made me

The son of God.”

Solis mused on the lyrics. “I’ll call it ‘A Song of Promises.’”

Solis proceeded from the tree of life in the opposite direction he had explored previously in search of the most beautiful location in Chara. He was observant of the plants he found because he wanted to find more of the leafy bowls and materials to make other items. He sampled more fruits and vegetables he found along the way.

He discovered a tall plant growing out of the river and its tributaries, and it reminded Solis of the tails on some animals he had seen, so he called them water tails. Solis pulled up several of the water tail plants so he could experiment with them later.

The terrain sloped upward and became uneven, so Solis looked for something to make the climb easier. He broke off a sturdy tree branch, grasped smaller limbs, and peeled them from the branch. He used the branch to help him traverse the land. He called it a walking stick. At the bottom, it had a narrow, blunt end. He raised the stick like a scepter, feeling like the ruler he was.
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Mactan sneered. “The man wants to be a king.”

Vik said, “We already know he wants to be like God while fearing he is just dirt.”

Lucido said, “Find a way to use both ideas to tempt the man.” He commanded ten unclean spirits to follow Solis. They were to investigate how to get their claws into him.

***
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Solis leaned on the walking stick with each step until he crested the hill and the landscape became level and spread into a field of waving golden grain with a stream running through it. A thick orchard of flowering fruit trees stood beyond the field.

He let out a gentle sigh. “Now this is lovely.”

However, the sight of the stream made his heart beat faster until he crept closer and saw its shallow depth and gentle flow. Nothing like the violence of the river Sweet Water Whirlwind. Solis hurried across the stream in twelve quick strides. “You shall not snatch me, small river.”

Solis marched toward the orchard, and sweet fragrances met him. Many animals lounged in the orchard and by a stream. Paths ran between the trees, and vines hung from the branches and formed an arch above the pathways. White flowers grew from the trees, and green and purple fruits hung from the vines. Solis pulled two clusters from the vines and tasted the fruit.

“Sweet and sour, you shall be called berries,” he said. He lay near a tree and took in the surrounding scene as he savored his latest tasty discovery. “Amazing juicy orbs with the smoothest skin. This, your home, must be the most gorgeous spot in the Garden of Chara.”

Immediately, animals stampeded down the path.

He jumped up, lest he be trampled. “Four wild breaths, two nose horns, and two giant flying featherones,” Solis counted. “Friends, where are you going?”

He raced after the creatures to the edge of the fruit trees and found the source of Sweet Water Whirlwind. Two thousand five hundred
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