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			To Peter, Wil, Armaan and Noor—thank you so much for your support and encouragement, it is very much appreciated! Thank you for believing in me, and in Ituria!
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			Dear Reader,

			I have been asked by Ituria to document the interactions between his realm and the human world. This story takes place many years ago when a boy named Russ first visited Ituria’s Island. A mysterious illness had attacked the plants, endangering the inhabitants of the Island. We needed a human knowledgeable about the flora on Earth, to help us save the plants and the Island itself. I learned on this adventure that help can come from the most unexpected of places!

			Sincerely,

			Knocker

			First Guard to Ituria

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			The Moonlight Path
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			“The moon is full,” whispered Knocker. “We can do it.”

			“But should we?” Ituria whispered back. “Is it worth the risk? Is he worth the risk?”

			Knocker nodded. “I’ve been watching him. He’s different than the others who enter the forest, only taking what he needs.”

			Watching from the shadows, the moon cast enough light to see two men creep up on a teenage boy as he slept on the riverbank. The boy was tall in stature, wearing only a pair of cut-off shorts, and there were a few rabbits in traps near him. Without warning, the men quickly grabbed him, blindfolded him, then tied his arms and legs with rope. Caught by surprise, the boy couldn’t escape his bonds.

			After securing the boy, the men argued between themselves for a minute as he lay on the ground struggling to free himself. Suddenly, they picked him up and threw him in the river. Try as he might, the boy could not keep his head above water and was sinking slowly to the bottom. Grabbing the trapped rabbits, the men ran off, not bothering to look back as the boy struggled beneath the surface of the water. One shouted to the other as they ran away, “I’m coming back later to get that rope; that was a good rope!”

			As soon as the men were out of sight, Knocker jumped up and ran toward the water, calling out, “My observations show he was hunting for a family, and he leaves when he has enough to feed them.” As Knocker got close to the boy, he turned and looked at Ituria for final orders.

			“I will go by your judgment,” Ituria answered. “I agree he should be saved and quickly!”

			Within seconds, Knocker yanked the boy from the water, holding him up as he gasped for breath. Knowing certain discussions were required before they could reveal their identities to him, Knocker didn’t untie him or remove the blindfold. Firmly, but gently, Knocker held the boy, letting him catch his breath and regain his composure. The boy struggled against the ropes and Knocker’s grip, not knowing who was holding him, but he could not get free.

			Knocker murmured to him, “Young man, we have rescued you from a most unfortunate situation. However, in doing so we have broken some rules, and we must reach an understanding.”

			The boy stopped struggling as he heard Knocker speak. Still blindfolded, he was at a loss of what to say. “What do you want… I don’t have much. Do you want me to pay you for rescuing me? I have no money, but you can keep the rabbits I caught today. Is that enough?”

			“Please be calm,” responded Ituria in a reassuring voice. “We do not seek payment for our deed. However, we do need to reach an understanding. My name is Ituria. What is your name?”

			“Russ,” he stammered. “My name is Russ. I live a few miles from here.” Talking quickly, he continued, “I come out here to hunt in the woods to feed my family. I don’t steal from no one; I try to get by with what I can catch in the woods.” Pausing a few moments, he continued a little slower, uncertain of why they had saved him but wouldn’t untie him, “What do you want from me?”

			Ituria explained, “Since we disrupted the time flow by saving you from those criminals, it must be reset before you can return home. We need to take you to our island so you can better understand what we are doing and what needs to be done.”

			“You will have time to determine how you’ll handle these events, and whether you wish to return to this land or stay with us.”

			“What if I just want to go home?” Russ shouted, starting to panic. “Why do I have to … leave?”

			“Do not worry,” Ituria interrupted. “Should you wish, you will have the opportunity to return to your home,” Ituria commanded. “But for now, we must leave.”

			Turning to Knocker, Ituria called out, “Knocker, create a transport beam! Let’s head home before these men return!” Looking skyward, he shouted, “Guardian, we are returning!”

			“What!” cried Russ. “What are you doing? Where are we going?” Struggling again, he tried to get away from the rock-hard grip that held him, but to no avail.

			Without another word, Knocker’s arms tightened more firmly around Russ. Flapping his large wings forward, he created a blue circle of light that he and Ituria entered and within moments the trio disappeared into the moonlight, on their way to Ituria’s Island.

			Chapter Two

			A New World Revealed
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			Russ woke, still blindfolded. His arms were still bound behind his back, a thick rope wrapped multiple times around his hands and chest. Trying to clear his head, he took a deep breath. Where am I? He remembered a voice saying they were heading to an island. However, the air was not heavy or stuffy, and there was no wind to speak of, so maybe they were inside a building.

			Using his back and legs, he moved as best he could to figure out what he was lying on. He was on something hard, extremely hard, like solid rock. By wiggling a bit, he was able to sit up. There was a ledge to his left, and he was able to twist and turn so his legs were hanging off the side. Unable to see where the ledge went, he didn’t want to jump down into the unknown, so he remained seated on the ledge.

			“Ah, you are awake,” he heard a voice say. “The vortex trip takes time to get used to, most fainting on their first few attempts. Knocker and I are used to it, so it doesn’t bother us anymore.”

			“How are you feeling?” said another voice. Russ recognized this voice—it was the one who had rescued him from the water but not released from his rope and blindfold. This voice had said something about rescuing him and broken rules that had to be fixed.

			Trying to get some context of what was going on, Russ turned his head to face the direction of the voices. “Where am I? Who are you?” His last memory was of heavy ropes dragging him to the bottom of the river as he struggled to breathe, when he felt someone—or something—grab him and pull him out of the water; “something” because the hands that had rescued him were not human hands. What else could it be—possibly the rescuer wore leather gloves?

			“How much do you remember about last night?” said the first voice.

			“Not much,” Russ replied. “I had done some hunting earlier in the day, then rested with my catch before heading home. Some men, I think two men, grabbed me while I was napping, blindfolded me, tied me up, and threw me into the river. I remember someone pulling me from the river, and hearing talk about having to fix time or something, and we had to leave before the men returned. I am thankful to you for rescuing me, but I am at a loss as to who you are and where you came from. And by the way, where am I?”

			“You’re on Ituria’s Island, and I’m Knocker,” replied Knocker, adding with apparent pride. “I am First Guard to Ituria, the ruler of this Island.”

			“And I’m Ituria,” said the second voice in a friendly tone. “Welcome to my home. Knocker and I visit your forests on occasion to scout out activities and the residents.” Pausing for a moment, thinking of how to proceed, he continued in a more thoughtful tone, “Knocker had observed you on several occasions over the past few weeks. He thought you had the knowledge and integrity that made you worthy of meeting. As we watched what those men did to you, our plans quickly changed. We could not wait until it was appropriate to introduce ourselves as immediate action was required to pull you from the river, and we brought you here.”

			Another pause, and Ituria’s voice got serious. “Interfering with your forest is not something we take lightly, as anything that changes your timeline must be fixed before you can return to your home. In your case, we had no choice. If we had not intervened, you would have drowned. But,” Ituria said, “before we remove your bindings, please be aware things aren’t what you would expect. Hopefully, you realize we’re here to help you. Don’t feel threatened by us.”

			Russ could hear Ituria pacing before him as he spoke, rocks being scattered and sounds of shoes walking on stone, even if he could not see him. Ituria was pacing back and forth as he was explaining the situation. “If we wanted to harm you
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