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— Part One — 
 
 

The Adventures of The Quasar Lite 
 
 

— One — 
 
 

Travis and Company 
 
 

Travis Wheeler pedaled his bike uphill along the sparse stretch of 82-N that led to Cliff’s 

Peak. The morning sky above was clear and blue as he worked up to the pinnacle of the hill 

where his friends, Dan and Miles, were waiting for him. He parked his bike next to a bench 

overlooking the hills to the north of Perry, Arkansas. Dan and Miles emerged from the brush 

nearby looking disgruntled. 

“Man, pushing your junk up this hill better be worth it!” Dan said, holding out his hands. 

There were several blisters and a band-aid around his thumb where it looked like he’d gotten a 

splinter. He was a big guy—largest of the three: tall and muscular. He wore an under-armor shirt 

that looked a size too small for him, and black running shorts with matching black sneakers. His 

forehead was sweaty beneath his red hair that stuck up like the leaves of a palm tree. 

Miles paused next to Dan with his arms crossed, a jaded look on his face. His hands were 

clean and unharmed. He had short black hair, and one green eye and one blue eye. He wore a 

green soccer shirt tucked into his blue jeans and almost always wore a faded army green Nike 

baseball cap. 

“It will be worth it. Just let me finish getting her set up.” Travis said and hurried into the 

brush to their makeshift hangar. 

Travis ducked beneath tree limbs and stepped over gnarled roots. Saplings and branches 

smacked him in the face as he emerged into the daylight shining upon a small grove. There were 

wooden parts that the three had cut with Dan’s dad’s jig-saw littering the leaf-covered area. 



Sitting in the middle of the grove was a nearly completed makeshift wooden aircraft. Quasar 

Lite was scrawled across the side in black paint. It looked fairly operable in spite of how 

dangerous everyone knew it was—everyone except Travis. Dan and Miles had helped him build 

the thing, but neither of them actually thought it was airworthy. 

“Almost launch time.” Travis said, withdrawing a pocket-full of nuts and bolts. He climbed 

into the makeshift plane and began rummaging around with his legs sticking out of the cockpit. 

Miles and Dan heard the clinking of a wrench as Travis put the final bolts down on his ultimate 

project. He’d spent months and all his allowance to create this bad-boy so he had to hope it 

would do its job. “I’ve just got to figure a way to get enough speed for the lift force to overpower 

the weight of this thing. Should be easy right?” 

“Do you ever think when you wake up in the morning that this might be a day that ends with 

you talking to the news or the police?” Miles asked. 

“More likely the paramedics.” Dan said. 

“All right guys.” Travis said at last. He surfaced and climbed out of the mock Quasar to 

admire the completed project before sending her on her first voyage. “How’s she look?” 

“Like the perfect example of foreboding,” said Dan. 

“Something tells me you should probably not test-fly this thing, or do it in a way where you 

won’t die if it doesn’t work.” Miles said. “Your wings don’t have any ailerons, and your fuselage 

is the treehouse that used to be in my backyard. This hill is too steep and that drop is too far for 

this to be the first run. Further testing would be advised.” 

“There’s no time.” Travis shook his head. “Today is the last day of summer and it’s storming 

all next week. Gentlemen, if we don’t do this today we’ll forever regret it till the day we die.” 

“Which could be today for you.” Dan said, raising his eyebrows. 

Travis took a step toward Dan who was nearly a foot taller than him. “Maybe you’re right. I 

could die today and you could die tomorrow. Each breath does not ensure the next. It’s what you 

with the time you have that makes life worth living. Now help push me off.” Travis started for 

the plane. 

“This is going to be a disaster.” Dan said. 

“Yeah, we’re about to learn an important lesson.” Miles followed him to the right of the 

plane. 

“You thinking about about bailing?” Dan glanced at Miles. 



“No way! This is going to get so many hits on YouTube.” Miles withdrew his phone to bring 

up the camera app. 

Climbing inside the wooden Quasar, Travis strapped elbow and knee-pads to his joints, and 

tugged a blue and black Muzumo baseball catcher’s chest protector over his torso. He pulled a 

pair of goggles over his eyes and slipped his black bike helmet onto his head. Finally, he put on a 

pair of gloves, and then yanked the lever on the left side wall of the cabin. The contracted wings 

expanded. Travis locked the lever in the wooden niche in the wall, pinning the wings in place. 

He turned to Dan and Miles, giving them the thumbs up. The two looked as though Travis was 

asking them to commit some horrible crime. 

“Guys, we’re doing this for our future and America and stuff—whatever, push me off. 

You’ve got to be my thrust force so we can beat the drag!” Travis said. 

“We can’t do this.” Miles turned to Dan with the camera recording the stationary wooden 

Quasar. 

“Yes we can,” said Dan. “Have a good flight, Travis.” Dan ran to the tail of the plane, and 

shoved it through the brush wall and into the field preceding 82-N. 

“WAIT DAN!” Miles yelled behind him with the camera on the plane as Dan pushed the 

wooden Quasar over the knotted grass, causing the vessel to bounce. A wooden panel fell off the 

side as the front wheel bounded over a small trench. The curb leading to the road was only about 

thirty yards ahead. Miles ran forward and tackled Dan to the ground, but the Quasar was still 

bobbing downhill with its inertia. Since it was too late to stop this, Miles got up and ran as fast as 

he could with the camera trained shakily on the plane. Dan got up and laughed with grass all 

over his front. 

The wooden Quasar bounced over the curb and onto the street. A black Chevrolet SUV going 

five over the speed-limit swerved around Travis, blaring its horn and barely avoiding the plane’s 

left wing. Travis yanked the control stick—or yoke, as it was called—and turned onto the 

highway. The plane scraped across the asphalt, riding up on its right wheel and very nearly 

toppling over. Travis had to throw his weight to his left in order to get all three rubber wheels 

back on the road. 

“TRAVIS!” Miles yelled as he reached the street, but it was too late to stop him. The wooden 

Quasar was already speeding downhill at thirty miles per hour and climbing. He followed as best 

as he could with the camera still rolling. 



For a brief period, as his speed climbed from incredible to dangerous, Travis was free. He 

was the closest to being happy that he had ever been. Then the wheels began turning too fast. 

The feeling of ecstasy burned away and from the ashes, terror rose throughout his body. 

The wooden Quasar was going so fast that the whole fuselage began to turn sideways. Travis 

had no way of keeping the narrow nose forward. He watched the non-functional propellor vibrate 

and slowly spin around in the rush of motion. Travis began to shakily yell for help, knowing that 

this wasn’t working in his favor. Gripping the control stick as tight has his gloved fingers could, 

he looked to his right and saw the ramp at the base of the hill coming up. He must have been 

going fifty or sixty miles-per-hour. 

He torqued the yoke to the left, hoping to straighten out. Somehow, miraculously, the plane 

did level out, but the column leading to the chassis broke in Travis’s hands. He gasped and felt 

the plane hit the wooden wedge Miles had built. The vessel ramped over the curb and smashed 

into the soft grass. Travis felt and heard the front and left wheel break away. 

Travis and the wooden Quasar were going about forty-miles-per-hour when they hit the big 

ramp that Dan had built. Miles saw and captured the Quasar hitting the ramp. It rocketed over the 

edge with one of his good friends inside and soared out of sight. 

A silence filled the area. Miles heard Dan jog to his side and stop. “Holy wow.... That was 

awesome!” 

Miles didn’t say anything. He ran down the steep hill, turning off the camera. This wasn’t 

funny or cool anymore. The two met the base of the hill and approached the ledge where Travis 

had flown off. 

“Dude.” Dan said. 

“Lucky!” Miles yelled and laughed. Suspended from the oak trees in three different pieces 

was the wooden Quasar Lite. Travis was dangling from one of the wings by a strap on his 

catcher’s uniform. Other than a few scratches, he looked fine. 

“I might need to make some adjustments!” Travis yelled. 

“How about an ejection seat?” Dan called. 

“Are you guys just going to stand there or can you help me down?” Travis flailed, unable to 

dislodge himself from his position. 



Dan and Miles jogged down the hill, and then climbed over the barbed wire fence separating 

the brush and oak trees from the highway. They followed Travis’s constant commotion and 

found him pinned in a fork in the tree branches by the wing. 

“Are you okay, man?” Dan asked. 

“A little bruised.” Travis winced. “I need help getting down.” 

“Miles, climb that tree. I’m going to see if....” Dan grabbed a piece of rope that Travis had 

wrapped around the propellor during phase one of the construction. He had intended for the 

propellor to be live, but that required an engine and none of them had one so that didn’t happen. 

“I’m going to see if I can pull the Quasar out of the way. Just hold on, and don’t fall if it works.” 

Dan tugged the rope as Miles scaled the tree as quickly as he could. Travis yelped when the 

Quasar was no longer pinning him down. His legs flopped back and forth, swaying the branches 

that held him. The wooden Quasar sifted through the tree branches and leaves. It fell and 

smashed to the ground next to Dan. He pushed the wooden pieces out of the way as Miles 

climbed down the tree limb holding Travis. 

CRACK! 

Miles and Travis met one another’s eyes as the branch began to give way beneath their 

combined weight. Dan yelled from below as he watched another accident begin to unfold. The 

branch gave. The two fell about eight feet. Dan manipulated his position so that he could try to 

catch Travis. Travis successfully landed on Dan as the other end of the tree branch crashed onto 

the forest floor, jarring Miles off the limb. 

Dan and Travis emerged from the tree-leaves, laughing until they couldn’t breathe. Dan bent 

over and slapped his knees for support. Travis rolled on the leafy earth, feeling pain in his sides 

from laughing so hard. Miles collapsed on a piece of the broken Quasar, snickering his goofy 

laugh. 

“So,” Dan said when he was finally able. “I should probably get home soon before Travis 

gets hit by a meteor.” 

Miles got to his feet and helped Travis up. Other than the scratches on his arms and a tear in 

his shirt, Travis had survived the experiment. 

“See you guys tomorrow?” Dan asked as they reached the fork in the road where they would 

part ways. 



“Sure.” Travis said, disappointed that he didn’t remain airborne for very long. “Quasar 

Season three starts over this afternoon, so I’ll see you later, Dan.” 

Miles walked with Travis until they reached their neighborhood and then split off to go to his 

house. Travis got inside, changed, and dropped in front of the glow of the wide, flat-screen 

television as the theme song for The Adventures of The Quasar Lite flowed through the high 

definition speakers his father had spent most of the previous Christmas installing. Travis grabbed 

a pillow and reclined on his back to watch TV. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Two — 
 
 

The Golden Key 
 
 

The Quasar Lite Sport Aircraft glided over Stephenville Lake beneath the star-dotted night 

sky. Sharp rocks jutted from the water as the plane soared toward the rock face on the eastern 

edge. Pans Falls poured majestically over the cliffs ahead, crashing into the basin below. Inside 

the airplane, Daniel Davis examined Uncle McClean’s map on his lap. Amber McClean, in the 

pilot’s seat, leveled out the plane and directed it straight for the towering waterfall. The propeller 

hummed as they neared Rurik’s sanctuary. 

“Wait Amber!” Daniel grabbed her wrist. “Are you sure about this?” 

She shrugged him away. “Sure I’m sure! When am I not sure?” 

“This is crazy!” Daniel knocked the map to the floor as he shot one hand to the canopy of the 

Quasar and one to the plexiglass window. Amber ignored him, narrowing her eyes on the 

yawning cave entrance beyond the waterfall. 

Water slammed through the whirling propeller and crashed the nose of the plane downward. 

As Amber aimed the Quasar vertically between the rush of the falls and the rock-face of the 

mountain wall Daniel wondered if they were going to live to see the light of day again or if they 

were going to crash Uncle McClean’s Quasar Lite directly into Stephenville Lake, ending their 

lives. At the last second, Amber tugged the stick back and leveled out the Quasar. 

The light of the Quasar’s instrument panel illuminated their faces. Domes of electric light 

glowed in lines along the walls, providing the only illumination as they flew through the eerie 

darkness beyond the waterfall. Amber guided the Quasar Lite through the cave with ease until 

they came to a long, flat corridor that extended the length of two football fields and ran between 

long curtains of waterfalls. She set the Quasar down in the hall, rolling to a halt. 

The two got out of the plane. Daniel fell to the floor and hugged the ground. “I am never 

flying with you again, Amber!” 

Amber hauled Daniel to his feet with both hands. “This Quasar is one of the rarest aircraft in 

all of North America. I had to borrow from my uncle’s museum. Now, I have to clean your 

grubby hand-prints off the window! Come on, let’s go.” She paused to withdraw one of the 



torches from its sconce beside the archway. The one on the opposite side was missing. Someone 

had been down here recently. 

“According to your uncle’s markings,” said Daniel as he struggled with the map, “there’s a 

trap door in the passage floor ahead of us. We’ll have to shimmy across the ledge on the left as 

soon as we get through this doorway.” 

The two passed through the threshold. On the other side, they stood on a small square 

platform preceding a deep pit. There was a ledge along the left side of the pit that extended out a 

few inches. Amber walked to the ledge and faced the wall. She placed one Converse shoe on the 

extension and noticed her heel sticking out over the edge. “This isn’t going to be easy,” she said, 

positioning her other shoe next to the first, and slowly inched down the small path. 

Daniel swallowed. “I can’t do it, I just can’t!” He stepped back. 

“Fine,” called Amber. She had reached the middle of the ledge. “Go wait in the Quasar and 

I’ll be along to take you home once I’m finished.” 

“That’s not funny!” Daniel said 

“It’s kinda funny.” Amber smirked at him over her shoulder. She moved her toe forward and 

shrieked when the ledge broke. Stone crumbled down the inner wall of the pit, bouncing away to 

disappear into the depths below. Amber caught herself, but only barely. She clutched the wall 

with her arms and took several deep breaths. 

“NO—WAY!” Daniel crossed his arms. 

Amber held onto the wall for what felt like a long time while Daniel paced back and forth 

before the pit, shaking his head and muttering under his breath how crazy all this was. “Daniel,” 

Amber sighed. “I need your support here. I can’t do this alone.” 

Daniel stared into the trench. He didn’t have a choice. Amber needed him, and he had 

promised he’d help. “You owe me Amber.” Squeezing his eyes closed, Daniel followed the wall 

as she had. He counted to sixty in his head, starting over several times before he reached 

Amber’s side. 

“You good?” She asked. 

“Yeah, let’s go.” 

Amber stuck her foot across the gap she’d made and gripped the wall as she crossed. Daniel 

did the same. He continued counting in his head as they moved up the incline. Amber reached 

the landing above and breathed a sigh of relief. Daniel carefully made his way well past the 



platform until he met the wall near the passage to the next room. He stepped back onto the 

platform and turned around to find Amber stifling laughter. 

“Just being careful.” He stated. 

Amber and Daniel hurried up the enormous ancient spiral staircase leading around the central 

pillar of the cavern. Each clockwise circuit they climbed took about a minute. By the time they 

came to a spot where the path turned and ascended inward toward the top of the column, the two 

were exhausted. They could see and hear the waterfalls crashing into the lake that lay beneath the 

cavern. Panting, they climbed the steps and slowly made their way forward. Before them stood a 

massive stone door bound with thick silver bands, so old that the hinges had long since petrified 

into stone. Standing just to the side of it holding a flashlight was none other than Doctor Roberts, 

a scavenger of ancient artifacts and a frequent adversary of Amber’s Uncle, Aaron McClean. He 

was alone, scrutinizing the ancient symbols carved around the edges of the door as well as the six 

interconnected holes near its center. 

“All right, Roberts.” Amber’s hands curled into fists. “Where’s my uncle?” 

“The two bratty followers of Professor Aaron J. McClean.” Doctor Roberts said, and turned 

around. He wore a fine black suit and a green ascot tucked into the open throat of his white dress 

shirt. “I suppose you came here thinking I’d captured him in some way or another. I don’t 

understand why you and the professor believe I intend to thwart your discoveries when I, like 

you, am only interested in studying long lost civilizations and cultures.” 

“We didn’t ask why you’re here or what you’re interested in, Roberts!” Daniel snapped. 

“We’re here to find the professor. Since you’re here and he’s not, we’re assuming you’ve done 

something with him. So spill it already!” 

“Ah, the ignorance of youth,” sighed Doctor Roberts. “Your foolish uncle was inspecting the 

door when I arrived. When he saw me at the top of the stairs, he quickly used Rurik’s key to 

open the door and enter. He closed it behind him, and now no one can pass.” 

“That sounds like a load of crock to me!” Amber yelled. 

Doctor Roberts shrugged and faced the door once more. “You’re entitled to believe whatever 

you wish, but if you ever intend to find your uncle again you’re going to need information that 

only I can give you.” 

“We might as well just leave,” said Daniel. “He’s just going to keep jerking us around.” 



“Ah, on the contrary, the man you’ll need to investigate before you can move any further is 

named Larry A. Shepherd. As far as I know, he has the only other key to Rurik’s Lost 

Sanctuary.” Doctor Roberts said. 

“Probably made up.” Amber rolled her eyes. “He wouldn’t tell us anything unless it meant 

something for himself.” 

“I have already probed Shepherd for information to no avail. He won’t listen to me because 

the only man alive in the world today who figured out the secret to opening this door happens to 

be your uncle. Perhaps if you were to go through the good professor’s research you could figure 

out how to proceed from there. For now,” Doctor Roberts turned and strode past the two to the 

top of the steps, “I intend to return home for some much needed rest.” 

“Why give us this information? How do we know you’re not leading us in the wrong 

direction?” Daniel asked. 

“Paranoia is a curse and a gift, boy. Unless you intend to convince the Stephenville City 

Council to allow an excavation that could damage the natural habitat of Stephenville Lake and 

potentially mar the tourist attraction, Pans Falls, as well as risk destroying this perfectly 

magnificent ancient tomb there is no other course of action other than to goad Shepherd into 

giving you that key. Think of it as a morsel of gratitude for all the times you’ve helped me 

uncover new artifacts. I bid you both good day.” Doctor Roberts said and started down the stairs. 

“You never uncovered anything!” Amber yelled. “You’ve only tried to take credit for all the 

work Professor McClean put into his discoveries!” Doctor Roberts waved over his shoulder and 

disappeared down the steps. 

The two investigated the mammoth door and found nothing. They tried pushing it, sliding it, 

pulling it, staring at it, kicking it, punching it, and even tried reciting poetry and singing music to 

it. It would not budge, move, or open no matter what they did. Their only option was to return to 

the Quasar Lite and leave the cave empty-handed. As the two hurried back through the cave, the 

screen faded to black. 

“Buzby’s Cola is BACK!” The announcer on the commercial called. The screen filled with 

bubbles and faded to a young boy taking a drink from a long orange can with the word Buzby’s 

scrawled across the side. “To quench that thirst when you don’t have time for anything else!” 

The boy finished the can, shook his head of brown hair, and crushed the can in one hand before 

jumping out his living-room window. “Grab a Buzby’s today and enter the code at buzbys.com 



on the inside of the can in order to win a VIP pass to see the Quasar Movie next year!” There 

was a brief scene from the Quasar television show involving Daniel screaming soundlessly as 

Amber spiraled the Quasar through the air. “Go to Buzbys.com/quasar lite experience to enter 

the code and win today! Offer only valid in select movie theaters. Must have an adult of over 

eighteen present to honor tickets.” 

 
 

— 
 
 

Travis got up from his position on the floor in front of the TV. He ran to Justin’s bedroom 

where his brother was reading a comic book in his bed. It was The Fantastic Four. Justin loved it 

and had nearly every edition in existence. When he saw Travis, he lowered the comic book to his 

stomach and stared at him from his reclined position. 

“What’s up?” Justin asked. 

“I’m just about to watch season three over again.” Travis turned around in a circle, dancing 

as he did so. “It starts off so cool. First, they finally figured out where Professor McClean 

disappeared, then they take the Quasar and fly it into a waterfall that leads to a secret passage 

behind it! After that they’re up against this wall, right, and Daniel doesn’t want to do it. Amber 

doesn’t care, she just goes right on, but she almost slips and falls! She doesn’t, but that gets 

Daniel to go ahead and follow her. It’s so awesome!” 

“Sounds like fun, little bro.” Justin looked back down at his Fantastic Four comic. He had 

heard Travis recount the Quasar series at least a dozen times. Travis didn’t really understand 

what was going on with his older brother. He knew he had leukemia, but Travis didn’t grasp 

what that really meant. Justin didn’t seem to want to tell him, knowing that would just make 

Travis depressed. Their father had talked to Justin about sickness the night before. He’d said that 

it’s okay to be afraid. “Tell me what happens next in a bit.” Justin flicked his eyes to the panel 

where he’d left off. 

Travis grabbed his History book from his room, jogged down the hall, and fell onto the 

carpet before the television. He heard the word ‘Quasar’, and immediately turned his attention to 

the screen, thinking the show had come back on. It hadn’t. On the television set, a tall man with 

white hair stood before the red, white, and blue Light Sport aircraft known as the Quasar Lite—



the very same one from the show. The numbers on the tail of the plane read: N5QL. The man 

stared at the screen through thick black sunglasses and smiled. 

“My name’s G,” he called as the wind blew a tuft of his white hair across his forehead. “I and 

the rest of the Quasar gang will set up in Brandy Airfield from August 14th through August 16th. 

Just thirty minutes north of Perry in North County, Arkansas. Bring the whole family to check 

out the Quasar Lite. Take a ride in the Quasar, see Elizabeth Bell Heart who plays Amber, 

Joshua Jones Harding who plays Daniel, and more! All of us will be signing autographs. Get a 

picture of you in the Quasar and experience the adventure!” 

“JUSTIN!” Travis roared as he rocketed into the air. “YOU WON’T BELIEVE IT!” 

He ran down the hall and into Justin’s room. Justin folded his comic across his lap again and 

gaped at his frantic little brother. 

“THE QUASAR’S IN TOWN!” Travis yelled. “We gotta go! Tonight! Tomorrow! Sunday! 

We’ve gotta go see the Quasar!” 

“Stop yelling.” Justin grimaced, clutching his forehead. 

“Sorry, where’s dad?” Travis asked. 

“Dad’s upstairs in his room. He got home ten minutes ago.” 

“Thanks.” Travis dashed from Justin’s room and raced upstairs. He pounded on their dad’s 

door until it swung open. 

Travis’s father slipped his enormous hand over his son’s head and ruffled his hair. “What’s 

with all the noise, Half-Pint?” Joseph Wheeler asked. He closed his door behind him and started 

down the hall. Their father worked at an office in downtown Perry. He always took Travis to 

school in the morning at eight, then went to work and got home at around five in the afternoon. 

Travis took the bus, or rode his bike home with Dan or Miles if he had his bike. 

“The Quasar’s in town!” Travis said, following his dad downstairs. “Can we go, can we go 

please?” Travis asked as they descended to the bottom floor where the sun setting in the west 

illuminated the kitchen floor and living room. 

“Where is it?” Joseph entered the kitchen and opened the fridge to browse. His eyes panned 

over all the food he didn’t want to eat before he withdrew some chocolate milk and drank it 

straight from the carton. 

“Umm, Brandy Airfield? North County?” Travis shrugged. 



His father returned the milk carton to its position in the refrigerator door and closed it. 

“North County? That’s thirty minutes north of Perry.” 

“That’s what G said. They’ll be there all weekend. I really want to go.” 

“Who’s G? How much does this thing cost?” His father made his way to the living room and 

sat down on the couch. The Quasar Show was back on. Amber and Daniel were taking turns tip-

toeing over a bridge across a deep chasm. 

“G owns the Quasar, Dad. I don’t know how much it cost; they didn’t say.” Travis sat down 

on the floor in front of him. 

“Of course they didn’t. You drive all the way out to the airport then they charge you fifty 

bucks. It’s not like you’re going to pass it up and leave since you already drove out of your way 

to get there.” 

“It’s the Quasar!” Travis craned his neck to stare at his father. “You know how much I love 

the Quasar. Amber and Daniel will be there, too, and probably Professor McClean and Doctor 

Roberts.” 

“You know these people are just actors right? They don’t actually exist.” 

“I know, but I really want to go. Please Dad... Can we?” 

“Maybe,” his eyes widened. “We’ll see. It all depends on whether or not you do your chores 

and get your homework done. If you mow the lawn tomorrow morning, I’ll see about taking you. 

I’ll have to take the wheelchair so Justin can come with.” 

“Alright!” Travis whooped. 

“Oh, and I talked to Mrs. Shell, your Science teacher for next year. She said you need to have 

your summer project finished and the essay submitted online by the 15th of August. You did 

well last year, Bub, but don’t get lazy. If you fail a class the first six weeks and your mother 

finds out, she’s going to be really mad. And then no one will be watching Quasar, got it?” 

“Got it, Dad.” Travis agreed and returned to the living to continue his television show. His 

father joined and sat on the couch behind him while checking the news on his uBox smart phone. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Three — 
 
 

The Quasar Lite 
 
 

The scene opened with Daniel pedaling an old Huffy bicycle down a dusty paved road 

toward Amber’s house. After a long day of dealing with homework—doing it as quickly as he 

could but still catching an hour or two in the computer lab to do some research—Daniel decided 

to meet Amber at her uncle’s big mansion on the hill on the west side of Boulder, Colorado. 

Amber had been absent from class. That worried him because no matter how busy they were 

solving mysteries and exposing myths and legends for what they truly were, Amber had always 

remained a model student while Daniel worked extra hard to keep up. The disappearance of her 

uncle had taken a toll on Amber’s mental well-being. 

Daniel parked his bike at the base of the stairs leading to the front door of the house. He 

climbed the steps and rapped on the door. There was no answer. Daniel knocked again. He heard 

an engine in the distance, rumbling over Boulder Mountain Park nearby. It got louder until 

Daniel watched the red, white, and blue Quasar Lite scream over the tree-line and rocket against 

the overcast sky above. 

It reminded Daniel of their first time in the Quasar, how Amber had tried to explain 

everything to him. She had gotten frustrated because Daniel did what most people did on their 

first trip into the air: he froze up. She had tried to pry his death-grip from the control stick, but he 

was too nervous. 

“The Quasar Lite is what is known as a fixed-wing aircraft, meaning you have to consider 

your wing-span and how the air moves above and below the wings, unlike if you were flying in a 

hot-air balloon, or in a helicopter—also known as a rotary-wing aircraft.” Amber said from the 

pilot’s seat of the Quasar as Daniel guided the plane from the co-pilot’s seat where he had his 

own control stick. 

“What’s the difference between a hot-air balloon and a giant zeppelin?” 

Amber laughed. “Hot-air balloons and zeppelins are both lighter-than-air vehicles, that 

essentially float in the atmosphere, but a zeppelin, or dirigible, has a form of propulsion, like one 

or more motors with propellers, as well as control surfaces to make steering easy.  A hot air 



balloon has no form of propulsion, and only moves laterally as it’s pushed around by air 

currents—steered by changing altitude to find air currents moving in the desired direction. Relax, 

Daniel.” She touched his wrist, which was white from holding the stick tightly. “There’s no 

reason to be so nervous if you just understand how it all works. Didn’t you ever learn Bernoulli’s 

Principle? Geez, Daniel, you’re in tenth grade!” 

“Yeah—I mean, maybe. I can’t remember now, Amber. Why did you bring me up here 

again?” Amber ignored his question as turbulence buffeted them around in the Quasar Lite while 

they flew over her uncle’s property. 

“Bernoulli’s Principle states that the pressure of a liquid or gas decreases at points where the 

speed of the fluid or gas increases. Air traveling over the upper surface of an airfoil, or wing, 

goes faster than the air traveling under it, because the path from the front of the wing to the back 

of the wing is longer over the top surface of the wing than it is along the bottom surface.  

According to Bernoulli, the air pressure on the top side of the wing would be less than the 

pressure on the bottom side of the wing because of the faster airspeed on the top. This difference 

in pressures creates an upward force on the wing, usually referred to as lift which at certain 

airspeeds is enough to overcome the weight of the plane.” 

“Okay Amber—you know I'm terrible at science, but I think I get that more air pressure 

under the wing than on top of the wing pushes the plane up against the force of gravity—I’m just 

not feeling too secure about whole ‘at certain airspeeds’ part!” 

Amber turned to grin at Daniel’s discomfort. “Yeah, well that just means that if we go too 

slow we fall out of the sky—so keep your speed up!”   

Amber pointed out the side window and continued “Now, the side to side movement of the 

control stick controls the flat surfaces on the back edges of the wings. Those are called ailerons. 

When one of the ailerons moves upwards it breaks up the smooth fast flow of air over the wing 

so there’s less lift force on that wing due to Bernoulli’s principle: that will make the wing drop. 

If the aileron moves down, the smooth path that air takes across the top side of the wing will 

become even longer, causing a larger differential in airspeed and air pressure above and below 

that wing, creating more lift, which will make the wing move up.” 

“So aileron up equals wing down,” said Daniel, still white-knuckled on the control stick and 

now nervously glancing out the side windows at the ailerons, “and aileron down equals wing up? 

I hope I wasn’t supposed to get more out of that, because I’m still pretty focused on airspeed.” 



  “Your airspeed is fine. Maybe you’re not as terrible at science as you thought.” Amber 

smiled. “Move the stick gently to the right. The right aileron will go up and the left aileron will 

go down: meaning that we—and the plane—will roll to the right. That’s the roll axis.” 

The Quasar Lite tipped to the right as Daniel lightly moved the stick on her instruction. 

“Get your feet on those pedals to control the rudder.” Amber ordered. 

“Okay, okay.” Daniel did as he was asked. 

“Now, if you direct the pedal at your feet down to the right, the left pedal will move up and 

you’ll direct the rudder to aim right, forcing the front of the plane to go right as we roll, see?” 

She asked as they banked to the right with the Quasar’s breezy motion. “That’s the yaw axis.” 

Amber twisted around to look outside towards the back of the Quasar and continued: “Move 

the handle forward and backward to control the elevators, the control surfaces on the back edge 

of the short wings under the tail of the airplane. Moving the elevators by pushing the stick 

forward or pulling it back changes the lift of those short wings, and moves the tail of the plane up 

or down. Of course moving the tail of the plane up or down makes the nose of the plane move 

down or up, which is what we call changing the pitch of the plane—that’s the pitch axis. 

 “It may seem complicated at first, but it is actually all pretty simple, and once you 

understand what’s happening when you move the controls, you’ll just think of yourself as a bird 

eventually. Keep it flying and keep your speed up so you don’t stall out.” 

“That’s all well and good, Amber, but I’ve never been a bird before and I never will be!” He 

snapped. That had been the third day they hung out, and the first time Daniel had been over to 

Amber’s uncle’s house. 

He remembered all of that first day as he watched Amber circle around and line up with the 

perfectly level pavement driveway that doubled as the Quasar’s runway. The Quasar Lite bobbed 

onto the quarter-mile strip of runway, and rolled to a halt before Daniel. 

He stood with his hands in his jacket pockets as Amber took off her headset and popped the 

canopy open. She wrote her time into her flight logbook and climbed out of the Quasar Lite. 

“I haven’t seen you in class. Is everything okay?” Daniel asked. 

“Yeah, just working a lot,” she said, pulling a pair of nice leather gloves from her fingers 

before pocketing them. She began putting her long brown hair up into a ponytail as she spoke. “I 

think I’m close to figuring out what to do once we get that key. My uncle didn’t explain or leave 

much in his notes about the door, but he did discover some parallels between the six slots in the 



door where the key fits and a verse Rurik and his men always sang as they climbed the steps to 

the door. The verse was written on several of the artifacts he studied from the museum, but he 

never did find the last of the poem. 

“I’m not sure, based on my uncle’s information,” continued Amber, “how he was able to use 

the key he created to figure out the combination without that last bit of the poem. I did find the 

receipt for his key from a man named Scott Welling. It cost nearly a hundred-thousand dollars to 

make, and had to be made of solid gold. I’ve tried calling all my sources and the only Scott 

Welling capable of doing this anywhere is in Lakewood. As far as anyone knows, he went 

completely off the grid six months ago—shortly after the date of that receipt.” 

“So, I guess finding Larry Shepherd is our only solution. That cocky Doctor Roberts!” Daniel 

glared at the ground between his feet. “Well, I did some research last night and figured out who 

Larry Shepherd is.” 

“Come on, let’s get out of the wind.” Amber began to climb the steps to her house nearby. 

Daniel followed. Amber opened the door and allowed Daniel to enter the house. She peered out 

at the vast yard before the mansion as though someone might be listening before she closed and 

locked the door behind her. 

“Larry Shepherd is the CEO for Captain Bank LLC. He owns a huge chain of banks in New 

York City.” Daniel said. 

“That’s about as useful as a two-legged dog, Daniel.” Amber sighed. “Please tell me there’s 

more.” 

“There is. Larry Shepherd also owns one of the biggest art museums in the USA for Norse 

artifacts. He is a fanatic about Norse lore, and he even wrote a book about Rurik and his band of 

warriors. He explains how they conquered hundreds of merchant ships, tracked down and 

defeated every pirate and mercenary who sought to end his good fortune, and how Rurik finally 

retreated from the Holy Roman Empire, migrating to the mid-west.” 

They climbed the dark steps to the professor’s study. 

“Everybody thinks that Columbus was the first one to sail west to reach the New World,” 

continued Daniel, “but vikings did it all the time apparently. The only reason they didn’t make a 

big deal about it is because there wasn’t anyone to conquer, and there weren’t any rich 

settlements to be sacked. Rurik’s expedition was an exception. Shepherd wrote in his book that 

Rurik believed North America was the holiest of all lands.” 



“That’s incredible! Great work, Daniel.” Amber grinned as she sat at the stool before 

Professor McClean’s messy drawing board. His notes were scattered everywhere on the table 

behind her. “So, if Shepherd is a collector and a Rurik scholar then maybe he has more of the 

artifacts from Rurik’s sanctuary. Maybe he found something with the rest of the poem written on 

it.” 

“Possibly. Supposedly, he’s hosting an art banquet—open to the public—this weekend at his 

museum. The only problem is, Larry Shepherd is in New York City.” Daniel said. 

“Why is that a problem?” Amber asked as she grabbed a leaflet of notes from the drawing 

board and slapped it down on the only clean part of the table behind her. “We have the Quasar 

Lite, and my uncle’s credit card—we can certainly go to New York! Heck, if we bring our 

passports we can go anywhere in the world if we need to. That being said, I think it’s time we 

went shopping.” 

“Shopping?” Daniel furrowed his brows. 

“Of course. We’ve got to look nice for the banquet. I love visiting New York. This will be 

fun!” Amber beamed. “I’ll have Karl bring the car around to pick us up in twenty minutes.” The 

scene dimmed to black. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Four — 
 
 

The Party 
 
 

Daniel dressed in his expensive gray Armani business suit and sat on the end of his bed. They 

had checked into a hotel using Amber’s uncle’s credit card and ID. Since Amber’s last name was 

the same as his and she had his valid driver’s license, she was able to convince the clerk that they 

were booking the room for their father—a ploy that might not have worked if the clerk hadn’t 

been in her first week while her training manager was trying to work out a debacle that had 

gotten two couples in the same room. Amber told the attendant that her uncle would be along 

shortly to join them. Daniel had a mild case of fatigue and was hungrier than he’d ever been in 

his life but all in all, he felt well enough to associate with rich art collectors and pretend like he 

cared what they thought. 

Amber left the privacy of the restroom dressed in her gorgeous wine-red velvet dress with 

her dark brown hair up and long, silver earrings dangling from her ears. Daniel’s jaw dropped as 

he watched her prepare the information she’d brought with hopes of getting Larry Shepherd to 

hear them out. She noticed and blushed, but didn’t say anything. 

“You look amazing, Amber.” Daniel said. 

“I feel like a total poser.” Amber’s eyes flared. 

Outside the hotel, in the busy New York City streets, they took a taxi to The Museum of 

Norse History and Mythology. There were hundreds of people standing in line at the front steps 

to the beautiful marble-fronted museum when the two arrived. They mingled with the art-

collector crowd until they were inside the museum, and then broke away from the flock to do 

some investigative work on the artifacts up for display in the corridors. 

“I don’t see anything from Rurik’s collections.” Amber scowled. “All of this stuff is junk! 

My uncle would be furious if he saw some of this garbage on display in a legitimate museum.” 

Not two minutes after she had mentioned her uncle, a security guard approached and asked 

for their IDs. He glanced at Daniel’s, handed it back to him and did a double-take at Amber’s. 

“Miss McClean,” he said in a strange tone. “Would you two please follow me? I believe Mr. 

Shepherd would like to speak with you in private.” 



Amber and Daniel exchanged a look of anticipation. They followed the security guard to the 

front lobby where two other security guards were waiting. As soon as Amber and Daniel came to 

a halt before a series of older artifacts, a portly bald man in what looked more like an evening 

robe than formal attire, made his way down the nearby staircase. He held a martini glass with an 

olive submerged beneath the cool clear liquid. He wore a monocle over his right eye. As he made 

his way toward Daniel and Amber, he paused next to a man surveying a set of Nordic vases. 

“Good to see you, Mr. Sanders. I read your article in the Times last week. Very interesting to 

know about the recent rise in falsified artwork.” 

“Mr. Shepherd,” said Mr. Sanders. “We should sit down and talk about some of these pieces. 

I’ve already seen several indications of forgery in two of your other expositions. It might be of 

use to have a true collector look at them.” 

Larry Shepherd smiled nervously, and then forced a fake laugh. “I assure you, Mr. Sanders, 

all of my artwork has been inspected by my art consultant, George Speigleman.” 

“Isn’t George Speigleman currently being investigated for art forgery?” Sanders cocked his 

brow at Larry, whose face went a shade whiter. The security guard who brought the two over 

approached Mr. Shepherd and whispered something in his ear. 

“We’ll pick up where we left off momentarily, Mr. Sanders. Just give me a minute.” 

Shepherd said and turned to Daniel and Amber. “So these are the two trespassers?” He asked the 

guard as he looked over Daniel and Amber. Amber took a step forward. 

“Mr. Shepherd, my uncle’s name is—” 

“I know what your uncle’s name is,” he squawked. “I assume you came to see me for the 

same reason your uncle and the other man did: to borrow one of my valuable artifacts to go on a 

wild goose chase after some viking’s hidden sanctuary in the Colorado Mountains. I’ll give you 

the same answer I gave both of them: behind the door in that cave is nothing but a wall of stone 

and more rock.” 

“But Mr. Shepherd,” Amber began, but Larry Shepherd wouldn’t hear her. He shook his head 

and waved both hands as if fighting off a ghost. 

“Now listen here, girl,” Larry Shepherd squinted at Amber, “your uncle is a brilliant man, but 

sometimes the line between brilliance and insanity can become exceedingly fine. I have been to 

the door of which you speak. I have put the key into every one of those silly slots and tried all 



there is to try. There is no secret passage or sanctuary, and if there ever was then it’s long gone 

now.” 

“My uncle went through!” Amber spat. “Doctor Roberts saw him go through.” 

“Impossible! Security, throw these silly children with their pathetic fantasies out of here!” 

Larry Shepherd ordered. “My museum is a place of facts and scientific evidence. I won’t have 

you nattering on of lost European tribes and other nonsense.” The security guards on either side 

of Amber and Daniel took hold of their arms and escorted them to the front door of the lobby. 

“Let me go!” Amber wrenched her arm away from the man and continued forward on her 

own. Daniel’s security guard released his grip as well. 

“If I ever see either of you two again, I won’t hesitate to have you arrested and prosecuted for 

trespassing!” Larry cried at them from behind his guards. Mr. Sanders, the art critic, watched 

them go by but said nothing. The patrons of the banquet stared down their noses at Amber and 

Daniel as they made their way down the steps. 

When the guards finally left them at the street, the two walked to a coffee shop on a nearby 

corner. Inside, Daniel ordered an iced coffee and Amber got a mocha hot-chocolate. They sat 

down in a booth opposite one another and sipped their drinks. 

“Well, that was a bust.” Daniel took a deep breath. “Plan B?” 

Amber looked tired and depressed. “Not even the start of one. We’re right back where we 

began.” 

They sat in silence. The door opened and Mr. Sanders entered. He got a complicated drink 

from the barista and started toward Daniel and Amber. They watched him stop by their table. 

“Is this seat taken?” He asked, taking an empty chair from a nearby table and sliding it to the 

end of their booth. 

“Help yourself. No need to be courteous or anything.” Daniel looked to Amber, but she only 

appeared interested. 

“I couldn’t help but overhear your argument with Mr. Shepherd. I have a proposition for you 

two, if you’ll hear me out.” 

“Go on.” Amber said as Mr Sanders settled into his seat. 

 
 

— 
 



 
Daniel and Amber, with Mr. Sanders in the lead, strode into the cafe where Larry Shepherd 

was holding his after-party rendezvous. They made their way through the aisles, past the bar 

where the baristas were prepared to take orders, and continued around the corner to the back. 

Larry Shepherd sat in one of the cushy armchairs with several acquaintance collectors in the 

chairs next to him. He was like a large toad, smiling and laughing as he gathered the room’s 

attention through his sheer presence. When he saw Mr. Sanders his expression darkened. When 

he saw Daniel and Amber his lip curled with outrage. 

“I told you I never wanted see you two again! And, Mr. Sanders, I don’t see why you’d 

degrade yourself by socializing with a bunch of children. You shouldn’t encourage their crazy 

fantasies.” Larry Shepherd said. 

Mr. Sanders glanced at Daniel and Amber, and looked Larry Shepherd directly in the eye. 

“Mr. Shepherd, Professor McClean is a very intelligent and respected scientist. The evidence 

these kids have shown me checks out. May we use your key to investigate Stephenville Lake? 

You’d be out nothing.” 

“Give us a little credit,” said Daniel. “I mean we are fifteen years old. At least stop referring 

to us as children.” 

Amber took a step forward and brandished the notes at Larry. “Mr. Shepherd, my uncle 

figured out a pattern in the Norwegian poem Rurik and his men used to recite that matches the 

patterns on the door. We have a source that allegedly saw my uncle go through the door using a 

key he had specially made. All I ask is that we try using your key and Professor McClean’s notes 

to get through. If we can get through to that sanctuary, you’d have your pick of the artifacts we 

could potentially find there.” 

Larry Shepherd rolled his eyes and huffed. 

“You should look at these notes,” said Mr. Sanders. “This is some very interesting evidence. 

God only knows what’s sealed behind that door or what time could be doing to deteriorate the 

relics inside. You’re all that’s standing in the way of making an extraordinary breakthrough in 

history, understand?” 

“I’ve tried.” Larry protested. “It didn’t work! Some of my most trusted archeologist friends 

have tried and they couldn’t get it open either.” 

“Try again!” Daniel said. “If one method doesn’t work, you’ve got to try another.” 



“None of your friends had my uncle’s information,” said Amber. “This comes from detailed 

study of Rurik’s rarest artifacts. If I could just spend twenty minutes researching some of the 

more private works in your collection I could piece together the last part that Professor McClean 

surely figured out before going through. We haven’t seen him since.” 

Larry Shepherd stared at his coffee cup intently. He looked like a child who was being forced 

to share his toys with his siblings. “If I allow this, I am entitled to everything we find.” 

Amber shifted the papers in her hands uncomfortably. “We’ll work out the legal details in 

writing later.” 

“Fifty percent sounds fair,” said Mr. Sanders. 

“No deal.” Larry Shepherd crossed his arms and glared at the three of them. 

“Okay,” Mr. Sanders shrugged and grabbed the notes from Amber’s hand. “We don’t need 

him anyway. Let me see the receipt from the man your uncle used to manufacture that key. Scott 

Welling was it?” 

Amber didn’t bother mentioning that no one had been able to locate Scott Welling in six 

months, but that didn’t matter. “Scott Welling, yes that’s correct.” She confirmed. 

Sanders nodded. “Fine. I’ll help you if no one else will.” 

“Wait!” Larry cried as the three started walking away. “Fine! Fifty percent is fine. I’ll give 

you the key already, and I’ll throw in my own personal excavation team to help. You may have 

two hours to investigate the items from my personal collection of artifacts that I have concluded 

date to Rurik’s time and and place.” 

“Sounds like a deal.” Daniel said. 

“We’ll do it tomorrow,” said Amber. “I don’t know why my uncle hasn’t returned yet, but 

it’s been days since he went through. I want to know that he’s okay.” 

“Tomorrow?” Larry groaned. “You think I have all the time in the world to indulge in your 

outlandish hypothesis? I have a business to run and banks to manage!” 

“Then give us the key and we’ll figure out the door. You won’t need to be there at all.” 

Daniel suggested. Larry’s face went white. “Fine,” he said grudgingly. “We’ll do it tomorrow.” 

Daniel and Amber high-fived one another and shook hands with Mr. Sanders. Larry shook 

their hands as well despite the miserable expression on his face. After, Mr. Sanders drove them 

back to their hotel in his limousine and promised that he would make sure Larry didn’t back out 

on the agreement before their meeting the following day. Once he left, the two went upstairs to 



their room, ordered pizza, and watched Comedy Central on the hotel television until two in the 

morning when they fell asleep. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Five — 
 
 

Beyond Rurik’s Door 
 
 

Amber skillfully flew the Quasar Lite through the curtains of water at Pan’s Falls and entered 

the foyer preceding Rurik’s Sanctuary. Larry Shepherd and Mr. Sanders were already waiting for 

them by the great archway in their archaeologist’s attire. After she and Daniel disembarked the 

Quasar, the two hurried through the archway and waited by the pit on the other side. 

“You know,” said Larry Shepherd, “there is a walkway and a path that leads off the trail... 

meaning you don’t have to fly your airplane into the cave!” He yelled. 

Amber glanced over her shoulder at the Quasar Lite parked in the middle of the stone 

walkway leading to the archway. “She’s like my car, or my motorcycle. I’ll fly her to the mall 

sometimes.” 

“I’m sure that’s illegal.” Daniel nodded. 

“I’m joking.” Amber rolled her eyes and started toward the pit in the corridor ahead. 

“This part always freaks me out.” Daniel frowned and started for the wall where they would 

each have to shimmy their way across. 

“What are you doing, you simpleton?” Larry scoffed as he walked to the nearby wall. “I can’t 

believe you kids would endanger your lives so recklessly; must run in the family.” Larry slipped 

Rurik’s key from his coat pocket. It was a large key, almost the size of his forearm, and had 

multiple distinguishing features that allowed it to specifically fit the locks that existed in the 

sanctuary. He slid it into a dark keyhole neither Daniel nor Amber had seen the first time they 

passed through and turned it. A moment later, a long, flat wooden bridge began to extend from 

the opposite side of the pit. “It pays to have the right tool for the job. You’ll get yourselves killed 

if you’re not more careful.” 

The four of them crossed the bridge with ease and entered the chamber with the doorway. 

After the excruciatingly long climb around the central pillar, they filed onto the platform and 

paused before the immense petrified door. Amber, who had been looking over the notes 

constantly since they arrived, stepped forward and tried to match the information she’d gathered 



early that morning to the pattern of slots in the center of the brass-bound stone slab that was the 

entrance to Rurik’s Sanctuary. 

Amber muttered under her breath as she reviewed the ancient Norse scripture, sometimes 

repeating phrases to herself. She sounded like her uncle when she did this: lost in her own train 

of thought while onlookers wondered if there truly was a method to her madness. She took 

Larry’s key and began placing it in the different slots, but didn’t turn it. She marked on her 

papers, moving and removing the key around the enormous door as she assessed how the 

combination should go. 

“What exactly does all that mean?” Larry asked, watching Amber work. 

Amber ignored him, trying to remain focused. “Fylkir means... commander. That’s two 

syllables, and another fricative... Rekkr is man, and... Rann is home. That’s gotta be how it 

goes.” She stood up and turned to the others. “I believe I can open this door whenever you’re 

ready.” 

“Do it.” Mr. Sanders said. 

“Do whatever you feel is necessary, so long as the key remains intact.” Larry said cautiously. 

Amber nodded and turned back to the door. She began to speak the verse in Old Norse. With 

every line of the rite, Amber placed the key in one of the slots and turned it one way, then the 

other with every added syllable. By the middle, she had slowed down to second guess herself, 

but shook her head and continued forward. When she reached the bottom two, she turned the key 

back and forth, placed it in the final slot, and came to the last word. 

“Tifar....” Amber spoke, and turned the key in the final back and forth motion. 

She stood up, and took a step back. The key remained in the door. For a long time it seemed 

as though nothing was happening. Then, out of nowhere, the wall began to shake and the floor 

began to tremble. Larry quickly grabbed the key from the slot and cradled it like it was his child. 

The massive door slowly rumbled forward and slid sideways, opening to a misty darkness 

beyond. 

“I can’t believe you did it!” Larry gasped. “I thought it impossible!” 

“Let’s go find my uncle.” Amber nodded to Daniel. The two friends hurried through the 

portal with the Sanders and Shepherd close behind. 

Traveling through the vast, cavernous passage through the mountains, the four explorers 

passed skeletons wearing old iron helmets and armor dating back to possibly a thousand years 



earlier. Larry wanted to stop at every inch of the room to examine the area for artifacts, but also 

wanted to stay with the kids in case they came upon something especially rare. They crossed an 

old bridge that Rurik and his men had crafted to cross a large chasm. After that, they stopped at a 

round ledge that looked off into a valley of nothingness. The cave ended. The trees of a 

wilderness began below underneath the darkened orange sky. The four exchanged confused 

looks as they tried to figure what was going on. 

“Isn’t Stephenville Mountain supposed to be here?” Amber asked. “What is this valley? 

There’s no valley like this on any map I’ve looked at of the region.” 

“It is very strange.” Mr. Sanders agreed. “It just keeps on going, like the mountain doesn’t 

exist at all.” 

“What’s with the orange haze?” Daniel asked. 

“It looks too thick to be light pollution,” said Mr. Sanders, “and smells odd. I’ve never 

smelled this smell before.” 

“This is too weird.... Is this the sanctuary Rurik spoke of: an empty wilderness?” Amber 

asked. She glanced down and saw boot prints in the dust. They were from her uncle’s hiking 

boots. 

“Congratulations, and thank you for opening the door for my research team.” A familiar 

voice spoke from behind them. The four turned around and saw Doctor Roberts standing at the 

end of the bridge with a group of armed men directing their weapons at them. “Your uncle has 

enough findings to his name, Miss McClean. I’ll field this one if you don’t mind.” 

“Fool!” Larry Shepherd growled at him. “You haven’t the first clue of what we’ve 

discovered here today!” 

“No, but I’m going to be the one to figure it out and tell the world what it is. Not any of you, 

and especially not Professor McClean. It’s good to see you again, Mr. Sanders. I hope life is 

treating you well.” 

“Not well enough, Phillip.” Mr. Sanders murmured. 

“Of course, things are bound to look up someday.” Doctor Roberts clapped. “Here’s how this 

is going to go. You four will stay here while my men and I continue forward. Sound good? 

Fabulous.” 

Larry Shepherd, Daniel Davis, Amber McClean, and Mr. Sanders stood against the wall out 

of the way as Doctor Roberts and his crew climbed down a rope to the valley beyond the cliff. 



Two of his men remained behind to watch the four and make sure they didn’t follow. The guards 

paced the walkway before the ledge, occasionally turning their backs to the hostages. Amber 

leaned over to Mr. Sanders and whispered, “Make a distraction. I have a plan.” 

Mr. Sanders nodded and sighed loudly. The guards immediately turned their attention to him. 

“I have a splitting headache. Sorry,” he chuckled. “I get nervous in high pressure situations. 

Sometimes I faint. Other times I begin vomiting violently. The two glanced at one another 

quizzically. Mr. Sanders shrugged to Amber. After a few minutes, he sighed again and collapsed 

to his knees. 

“Stand up!” One of the guards shouted and pointed the muzzle of his gun at Mr. Sanders. 

“I just... need some fresh air.” Mr. Sanders clutched his chest. As one of the guards 

approached him, Sanders grabbed the gun from him and planted his knee in the guard’s stomach 

as he stood up. Going with the plan in fluid motion, Larry Shepherd pushed the first guard down 

and then turned and ran back toward the entrance. During this struggle, Amber snagged Daniel’s 

sleeve and pulled him backward. They retreated through the corridor, through the doorway and 

down the spiral staircase back to where they had left the Quasar Lite. It took forever for them to 

run down the entirety of the passage. 

“Jump in!” Amber yelled as she undid the canopy to the Quasar. “I have a plan.” 

“Not another one of your plans!” Daniel slapped his forehead. 

“DANIEL, THERE’S NO TIME! GET IN THE PLANE!” Amber ordered. Daniel didn’t 

hesitate, but climbed in after her. They pulled down the canopy, and Amber started up the 

engine.  

“What is your plan? Tell me right now!” Daniel stammered. 

“Quit being such a girl, Danny. I know what I’m doing.” Amber went over her checklist in a 

matter of seconds: first the master switch, check the fuel selector and electric pump switch, 

checked the engine gauges, and set the flaps all as the plane began moving forward. She taxied 

through the archway leading to the passage where they had to climb around the pit. Amber set 

the trim-tab as the Quasar climbed in speed. They saw Larry waddling down the corridor. He 

jumped out of the way as they rocketed by. 

Once through, Amber steered the aircraft down the center of the bridge Larry Shepherd had 

formed with Rurik’s key. Fortunately, the bridge was long and straight, and without any 

obstacles tied to it for them to avoid. Three-fourths of the way across, they had reached sixty-



miles-per-hour, but Amber didn’t pull up yet. As they sped for the pillar housing the spiral 

staircase, the three tires rolling them along bounced and shuddered over the ground, threatening 

to push them into the air and keep them there at any moment. 

Right as they passed through the archway and before they could crash right into the central 

pillar, Amber pulled the control stick back and kicked the pedals to the right, moving the rudder 

on the tail with their movement. She retracted the flaps slowly. In the narrow space between the 

stairwell and the wall, they soared upward and around the central pathway spiraling up to the 

bridge. 

Narrowly missing the wall of the chamber, Amber maneuvered the plane and lined up the 

nose with Rurik’s doorway. Her eyes were filled with determination as she revved the engine, 

tugging them forward. The two guards running across the bridge far below could do no more 

than crane their necks and gape in awe as Amber and Daniel flew the Quasar Lite through 

Rurik’s door. She turned the plane sideways and knife-edged the Quasar through the passage 

leading to the overlook where Doctor Roberts and his henchmen had found them. 

Without a hello or goodbye, Amber leveled out and flew them past the ledge where Mr. 

Sanders had been detained again, through the narrow V where Doctor Roberts and his men had 

climbed down into the mysterious world beyond. 

Below them, mountains and rock formations slowly drifted by. The Quasar lugged along, the 

high altitude and lack of oxygen straining the engine. In order to keep them going, there had to 

be the right amount of oxygen and fuel pumped into the engine to burn and keep them motoring. 

When there is very little oxygen in a given volume of air—which happens at high altitudes—the 

amount of fuel that can be burned per unit time is small, so the engine is weaker. 

“Do you have any idea where you’re going?” Daniel asked Amber as they flew through the 

dusty, cloudy air.  

Amber shook her head. “Not a clue, and the engine is straining as if we were at ten thousand 

feet altitude when we should only be at about five thousand. We’re definitely not in Colorado 

anymore, that’s for sure. Can you see the sun or not? I can’t tell if it’s day or night in these 

conditions, and the radar and compass are all screwed up.” 

“Yeah, this is really weird.” Daniel crooked his head sideways to look out the window. “It’s 

really hazy like maybe there’s a big factory—WOAH!” 



From out of the swirling orange mist, an enormous rocky hand swooped by the window as if 

trying to grab at the plane. Amber pushed the pedals and moved the ailerons into a roll before 

pulling back on the control stick, barely missing the swipe. As soon as she reached the height of 

her ascent, a gigantic falcon appeared from their left. It squawked and grabbed hold of the 

Quasar in its talons. Flapping its wings, the bird and plane spiraled out of control in a violent 

spin. The throttle choked and the propeller slowed. The bird pushed off of them and disappeared 

as the plane began spinning wildly.  

“Come on, girl,” said Amber. She switched on the auxiliary fuel pump. “Don’t give up on me 

now.” She kicked the opposite rudder and forced the stick full forward, pointing the Quasar 

straight down. They glided without the tug of the engine as the orange fog rushed around them. 

The propeller kicked back on. Amber applied power and leveled out the plane. 

“That was the biggest bird I’ve ever seen in my life!” Daniel cried. 

Amber breathed a sigh of relief. Her heart was hammering in her chest. They spent a few 

more minutes climbing back to a comfortable altitude. Every now and then bulky, lumbering 

shapes passed below. She maneuvered the Quasar left and right as if to seek out something other 

than the peculiar orange fog. The air grew thin but dark in front of them. A wall of stone and 

thick trees materialized from the haze. Amber pulled up and sideways, allowing the plane to 

glide alongside the wall until the wall and fog ended. Towering men slowly marched back and 

forth along the lofty stone barrier. Great buildings that must have been massive housing 

structures rose to the starry night sky. 

“Giants.” Amber uttered as she directed them over the wall and low into the city. “The giants 

of Jotunheim. They can be nothing else.” 

“What are you doing? You’re not about to actually land are you?” Daniel asked. “They don’t 

look friendly.” 

“I have no choice. Uncle Aaron might be here, and I need to know. If he went through the 

way we did on foot then this is the closest thing to a settlement he might have found. Some of the 

giants were friendly if I’ve got my mythology correct. If worse comes to worst we can just fly 

away again.” 

“I hope you’re right.” Daniel said. 

 
 
 



  



 
 

— Six — 
 
 

Riddling With Giants 
 
 

Amber landed the Quasar between two buildings, kicking up huge clouds of dust, lint, and 

wiry hairs. After the two climbed out, Amber and Daniel tugged a thick sheet of musty fibers 

from the ground and threw it over the Quasar to hopefully keep anyone from finding it. When 

they exited the alley, they emerged in an otherworldly city where giants roamed freely. 

As Amber and Daniel walked through the vast streets of the city built to allow passage with 

ease for the largest of creatures, they only fell into deeper confusion. Not only were there giant, 

rocky people the size of large houses, but there were also dwarves. They moved like ants in and 

out of tunnels in the rock faces between buildings. Some of the giants were helping the dwarves, 

lifting large structures and ferrying the little people around in their hands or on their shoulders. It 

was a peculiar alliance between the two very different races, but one that was not altogether 

pointless. One giant, wearing a tarp of ivy and flowers over his enormous hulking shoulders, rose 

up to his full height above the rooftops with a rock twice the size of his head in both hands, and 

launched it out of the city. He turned slowly, and a crew of dwarves clambered down his tarp, 

and hopped onto a narrow landing formed into the rock giant’s chest where they scuttled into a 

small hole in his side and disappeared. 

“This is wild!” Daniel said, watching a giant on his side munching from a stack of oval black 

stones while six dwarven children ran up his leg and into the building behind him. 

On their left, a road led to a square where a circle of young giants sat cross-legged with 

drums in their laps, hammering away with a constant rhythm. Daniel and Amber turned down 

another street and paused to ask a dwarf carrying a stack of papers if he had any idea where they 

were. He shouted several things in a dialect neither of them understood. Frustration crossed his 

beady eyes as he pointed at a sign built into the wall of a nearby mountainside shadowing the 

city. It read UTGARD in great blocky letters. 

“Utgard,” said Amber, biting her fingernail. “So it’s true, we really are in Jotunheim. I 

wonder where Uncle McClean could be.” She sighed and walked across the road. 



Daniel turned to the dwarf. “You wouldn’t happen to have any food, would you? I’m 

starving.” 

“Ut’Leck?” The dwarf cocked his head. His beard turned with his chin. Daniel shook his 

head and shrugged. The pounding of an approaching giant rumbled the ground beneath them. 

“Daman ashtek, daman ashtek!” The dwarf shouted. 

“I don’t get it.” Daniel said. 

The dwarf growled and grabbed Daniel’s hand, wrenching him around. Amber was crouched 

on the ground in the middle of the road, examining another boot print. Daniel’s jaw dropped as 

the approaching giant—clearly drunk from the look of ecstasy on his face as he stumbled down 

the street—stepped forward and lifted his foot. He was about to step on Amber! Daniel 

reflexively ran for her, interrupting a school of scampering dwarves nearby. Just as the heel of 

the giant’s great stone sandal hit the ground behind Amber, she stood up and looked around. 

Before the giant’s whole foot could come down on her, Daniel shoved Amber out of the way. He 

clenched his eyes tight, bracing for the inevitable squish that would end him, but it never came. 

When he finally drew up enough courage to open his eyes, he saw the giant in mid-step, looking 

down at him. Another giant was at his back. The second giant had wrapped his arm around the 

first giant’s stomach, keeping him from moving any further. 

Daniel quickly got out of the way. The first giant, watching the two kids carefully, continued 

down the road. The second giant dropped to his knees and surveyed the two human kids. 

“WHO?” His great, bassy voice rumbled through the two. Amber and Daniel exchanged a look 

of worry. The giant didn’t wait for either to respond but moved his open palm forward and rested 

it on the ground before them, indicating that the two should climb aboard. Amber pulled herself 

up and grabbed Daniel to help him on. The giant stood tall, giving the two the same vertigo 

feeling of being lifted by an elevator. The giant turned in several different directions, as if 

deciding where to go before marching down a nearby road with Daniel and Amber in hand. He 

stopped near what could only be a round bench big enough for a giant, spun around, and sat on it. 

Amber and Daniel had to both hold onto the rocky surface of his dusty palm in order to keep 

from being jostled off. 

The giant stared at them for what felt like a long time, his stony eyebrows vibrating every 

time his eyelids fluttered up and down. He began speaking to them in the same dialect that the 

dwarf had attempted to use, but the two still couldn’t understand what he was talking about. 



When neither responded, his brows moved closer together in thought. The eyebrows shot 

upward, and the giant shoved one blocky finger of his free hand into his ear. He withdrew a clot 

of mucky, brown goop with flies hovering around it, and held the finger close to them. Amber 

clutched a hand to her chest and tried not to retch. 

“No.” Daniel shook his head and clamped his thumb and forefinger over his nose. The stuff 

smelled like two-hundred year old gym socks. The giant continued looking at them as though the 

next step should have been obvious. One of the flies landed on Daniel’s arm, but he shook it 

away. The same fly immediately hovered around his ear. He swatted, but it kept at him 

relentlessly until it wormed its way to the side of his head. Daniel got to his feet quickly as the 

thing squirmed into his ear. There was a strange popping between his ears, followed by an itch 

that he couldn’t scratch, but it went away quickly. When he looked around, Amber was 

combating several of the flies, but to no avail. One landed on the side of her face. She screamed, 

but it wiggled its abdomen and squeezed into her ear. She shook her head violently and hit the 

side of her face, hoping the knock the thing out. 

The giant, watching the two, smiled and began to laugh. “You two are funny,” he said. 

Daniel looked to the giant. “I can understand you!” 

“I can understand you,” the giant replied. “My name is Vathruder. I am the wisest of the 

giants.” 

“Daniel.” Daniel nodded. Amber was still frantically trying to get the fly out of her ear. 

Daniel put his hand on her arm and she glared at him. “It’s fine,” he said. “Just relax.” 

“What are you Midgardians doing here in Utgard?” The giant asked. 

“Ugh!” Amber dug in her ear. “Trying to find my uncle.” 

“Your uncle?” The giant stroked his chin interestedly. 

“Yes, have you seen anyone somewhat like us—perhaps a little older?” Daniel asked. 

“Maybe,” the giant drawled. “I see many things.” 

“Did you see that?” Amber asked. 

“Before I answer your question, you must first allow me to ask you three questions. If you 

answer true, I will answer whatever questions you wish to ask.” Vathruder said. 

“What if we don’t know the answers to your questions?” Daniel wondered aloud. 

“Then your head I shall take and it will be mine. What say you? Care for a challenge worthy 

of the Gods?” 



Amber and Daniel glanced at one another. 

“May we have a moment in private to discuss your proposition?” Amber asked. 

“Of course, Midgardian, take all the time you need.” Vathruder lowered them to the ground 

and, with a heavy sigh, reclined in his seat. The two walked five yards back and came to a halt. 

“I don’t know if this is such a good idea, Daniel,” said Amber. “My mythology is kinda 

rusty. And you don’t know anything about it, do you?” 

Daniel shook his head. “Nah, not really. I wasn’t the best student in history class.” 

Amber rolled her eyes and groaned. “English, Daniel—literature. Mythology isn’t history, 

it’s literature. We’re never going to find my uncle.” Amber said. “Fine. I’ll do it. If I get my head 

taken, it’s your fault and you’re going to have to figure out how to get back or find my uncle by 

some other means. Otherwise, I don’t have any ideas.” 

“I believe in you. No one but a mythology buff would’ve been able to open that door in 

Rurik’s cave.” Daniel said. 

“Right,” said Amber as they turned back to Vathruder. “Why am I the only one doing 

anything around here? Okay Vathruder,” she called to the giant, “I accept your challenge!” 

The giant grinned. “Let us begin at once. Question the first,” began Vathruder, “Where was 

Miolnir crafted, the great hammer of the mighty thunder god, Thor?” 

Amber smiled at this question. “In the underground realm of Ivald, in a city called 

Svartalheim. The dwarven brothers, Brock and Sindri, were tricked by Loki into creating three 

tools that bested Loki’s gifts to the gods. The hammer was one of three. I can’t remember what 

the belt and gloves required to wield the hammer were called.” 

Daniel gaped at Amber in disbelief. Why would she give Vathruder fodder to use against her 

by telling him she didn’t know the answer to another potential question? 

“Hmm.” Vathruder stroked his chin as though he wasn’t sure if her answer was accurate. 

“You answered the location closely enough, so I guess that’s all that matters.” His giant, stoney 

face grinned at them, causing sand and grit to crumble from his cheeks. “Question two: you 

might not remember what the belt and gloves were called, but I do. All questions are fair game. 

What were Thor’s gloves called, the gloves he used that increased his strength to carry the great 

hammer Miolnir?” 

“Iron-Grip!” Amber responded immediately. Vathruder looked taken aback. Amber had 

tricked him. She smirked, crossing her arms smartly. 



“You’re tricksy, little Midgardian.” Vathruder growled. 

“You have only one question left to ask me, and I wouldn’t ask what the belt is called if I 

were you.” Amber said. 

“If you’re so smart,” Vathruder glared at Amber, “what was the name of my cousin’s brother 

who actually succeeded in stealing Thor’s hammer? He buried the hammer six miles under the 

ground before he decided to give the hammer back out of his generous hospitality.” 

“I learned that Thor had to dress up in a wedding dress, pretending he was Freya—the 

goddess whom all the giants wished to marry—in order to receive the hammer in exchange for 

Freya’s alleged marriage to the giant,” Amber’s eyes widened and she stared at the dirt. She 

couldn’t remember the giant’s name. Pupils darting back and forth, she looked up at the giant, bit 

her lip, and said, “Geirrod? Is that it?” 

A huge smile appeared on Vathruder’s face. He released a low, raspy laugh before 

straightening up. “No, little Midgardian, I’m afraid Geirrod isn’t correct. It’s not a good idea to 

bring up Geirrod. He’s a bit of a touchy subject.” 

Amber’s face went pale. “Geirrod was the giant who had Loki trick Thor into going to his 

house without his gloves and belt. When Thor found out from Geirrod’s wife that he was being 

tricked, he got mad and killed everyone in the house, including Geirrod’s daughters.” 

“Yes, two out of three, Midgardian,” boomed Vathruder. “Your head belongs to me now!” 

Amber looked at Daniel for an idea, but he didn’t have one. Even if they did have a plan, giants 

surrounded them. And the Quasar Lite was hidden between two buildings at least half a mile 

away. Before they could figure out something more to do, Vathruder took hold of Amber’s arm 

in his fingers and yanked her close to his gargantuan stone knee. 

“Be still, this will only hurt for a moment.” Vathruder chuckled. 

“Daniel!” Amber shrieked. “Daniel, do something!” 

“I-I-I don’t know what to do! We lost!” 

“WAIT!” Amber screamed just as Vathruder made the U shape with his thumb and 

forefinger to pluck her head from her shoulders. He stopped and stared at her. “My neck was 

never part of the deal, Vathruder! You may take my head, but you can’t have my neck.” 

Vathruder bellowed a husky laugh and prodded her in the shoulder with his long, grimy 

fingernail. “Loki’s tricks won’t work with me, Midgardian. You lost the bet fair and square.” 



“Halt, Vathruder!” A voice called from on high. Daniel and Amber looked up to see a tall 

man standing on the collection of cliffs that made up the bench carved into the wall. He wore a 

long coat that was buttoned up from his knee to his shoulder. He had a pointy hat on his head 

matching his cloak. His leather boots were shiny and black, which made him look less like a 

wanderer and more like someone who belonged to nobility. “By order of King Vili of Asgard, 

you shall not remove that girl’s head from her shoulders!” 

Vathruder crinkled his hands into fists and glared at the intruder. “Ah, Jarl: still doing the 

dirty work of the Asgardians I see. With your intellect, you should be king of Asgard—not a 

brother of Odin, uncle to the disgraceful Thor.” 

“The universe is full of shoulds and shouldn’ts, Vathruder. You know that better than me. It 

is not my place to make orders and rules, only to carry them out. I am to retrieve that girl and her 

friend at once.” The man called Jarl nodded at the two kids. 

Grumbling about how the Asgardians never play fair, Vathruder stood tall and stared down at 

Amber. “Consider yourself free of your debt, Midgardian. Go and see the Asgardian king, but 

riddle with me again and I shall have my reward.” With that, Vathruder stepped over the nearby 

building and began lumbering onward through the city of Utgard. 

Jarl hopped down from the bench and stood before Amber and Daniel. “Are both of you 

okay?” He dropped to one knee cordially. Daniel and Amber exchanged a look of relief. 

“A little shaken up, but we’re fine.” Amber answered. 

“Come then, it might not take Vathruder very long to remember that I don’t work for King 

Vili anymore. He didn’t actually know the answer to your question about your uncle, but I think 

I do. You must follow me at once. Where is the flying machine of which the prophet from the 

mountains spoke?” 

“The Quasar?” Amber asked, turning to Daniel. “We left it back in the alley. It will only take 

a few minutes for us to run back and get it, but—” 

Amber turned back to face Jarl, but he was gone. Not far away, a great golden falcon was 

rising into the sky. Once it reached a certain altitude it began circling the air high above Utgard, 

waiting for them. Daniel followed Amber back through the city and found the Quasar. They 

pulled the cover off and climbed inside. Amber spun up the prop and taxied to the street, which 

was wide enough for giants to walk through so it made a pretty good runway. 



They sped between falling feet and enormous bulky thighs until they were clear of the giants 

and quickly leaving Utgard behind. The falcon saw them and motioned for them to follow. Soon, 

they were flying over endless white mist with pine trees peeking from the field of fog below. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Seven — 
 
 

How Not to Land a Plane 
 
 

The Quasar Lite soared through the chilly night air as stars and galaxies filled the heavens, 

lighting the way ahead of them as they followed Jarl’s lead. He had no trouble flying as fast as 

the Quasar’s cruising speed. Amber and Daniel suspected that he could probably fly significantly 

faster, but saw no reason to hurry them along. 

“Since you’re literally the one keeping us alive on this trip,” said Daniel from the passenger 

seat, “no more gambling your life for answers to stupid questions. Did you really think that giant 

knew anything about your uncle? Weren’t giants opposed to the gods and people in the 

mythology?” 

“Okay, didn’t think so, and yes.” Amber answered as she guided the Quasar over the sea of 

leafless woodland. “And FYI, just because the stories generations of northern Europeans told one 

another for centuries portrayed the gods as the good guys, doesn’t mean that the gods were good 

and the giants were evil. Their quarrels were really more metaphorical of man versus the 

harshness of nature and of facing himself.” 

“Yeah, yeah—totally.” Daniel agreed with the air of one who has no desire to understand the 

nature of what is really going on. 

“I find that the gods were frequently petty and vengeful and not compassionate or even fair. 

As for the giants, they inherited their beef with the gods when Odin and his three brothers, Vi, 

Vili, and Ve—born of the first giant, Ymir―killed Ymir and made the world from his body. The 

giants fought the gods because their parents fought the gods, and the gods fought right back. 

Sound at all familiar? Doesn’t sound like a picture of good versus evil; sounds like a picture of 

one culture of people fighting another.” 

“All right already. I didn’t ask for a history lesson.” Daniel rolled his eyes. 

Amber’s fingers tightened around the control stick. “Literature, Daniel... Literature.” She 

said through gritted teeth. 



“No,” Daniel responded, “because literature implies that whatever you’re studying is 

metaphorical, usually told to us in story format, right? Well apparently, we just figured out that 

the Norse gods and the giants really do exist! Therefore, it’s history, not literature.” 

“Want my fist in your face?” Amber growled. “We learned it in English class. You knew 

what I meant.” 

“Fine. I can agree to that, but first—” 

“Just be quiet!” Amber interrupted. “You lost your talking privileges when you just stood 

there looking at me like a dog watching a card trick while Vathruder got ready to take my head 

off!” 

Daniel said nothing while he looked out the window. They had left the orange mist of 

Jotunheim behind, and passed over endless forests of dead trees. The stars glittered down at them 

from their positions in the sky. Daniel didn’t know how the stars existed in this place. Since 

Jotunheim didn’t show up on Google-maps or any local map—that or the government was doing 

a stupendous job covering up the entire realm—he didn’t understand how any of this was 

possible. 

Throughout his life, through all of the adventures he and Amber had shared, Daniel had lived 

a life where physics applied to everything. Here, giants made purely of stone were lumbering 

around as though it were commonplace. He had watched a man turn into a bird. Dwarves like the 

people of so many stories, movies, and video games were living on mountains, making homes in 

caves, and possibly mining for gold or other buried treasure. All he knew was guided by reason 

and logic, and yet nothing he had seen today made sense as part of anything he had ever learned. 

They exited the mist and flew low over a vast lake. The moonlight shined off the water as 

they made for a crop of stony pillars rising out of the waves. Huge mesas towered from the lake 

surface into the night air around them. Atop the highest land formation was the bowl of some 

great creature’s nest. Jarl wove between the tall cliffs with ease, leading them to the Norse city of 

Asgard. 

From his roost atop the nearby watchtower the dragon, Scorheim, opened his yellow eyes 

from his slumber for the first time in one hundred and sixteen years as the hum of the Quasar 

Lite’s engine echoed in the distance. He let out a low growl as he realized the aching hunger in 

his stomach. His hyper sensitive sense of smell depicted the aroma of flesh, blood, and bone; 

unknowing prey oblivious to his presence like small animals wandering into the den of a bear 



recently roused to the smell of a meal. Scorheim stretched to a stance, popping his thousands of 

muscles and joints as if waking from a long nap. He lumbered over to the ledge of the roost and 

lazily stepped off. He spiraled downward and plunged into the churning waves of the lake. The 

dragon fired out of the water like a rocket, its broad wings extended as he started to pursue his 

breakfast. 

“Who do you think that prophet from the mountains was that Jarl was talking about?” Amber 

asked after a long period of silence within the cabin of the Quasar Lite. Daniel shrugged without 

responding, so Amber continued. “He knew we were coming, in the Quasar no less. Jarl called it 

a flying machine.” 

“Maybe it has something to do with your uncle,” said Daniel 

“That’s what I was thinking, but even so: how would he know we were coming, and what 

made him so sure we would bring the Quasar Lite, or even be able to fly the Quasar through 

Rurik’s mountain passage? And how would he be able to know exactly when and where to send 

Jarl to come find us?” 

“Maybe he sent Jarl to wait around Utgard and look out for us.” Daniel suggested. “I mean, 

your uncle has got to know by now that he can’t just leave us and expect us to sit around while 

he has all the fun.” 

“Uncle Aaron sounded serious this time when he told us not to follow him. Something’s up 

and we need to figure out what it is.” 

Amber noticed an odd shadow overhead. Amber blinked, and when she opened her eyes, a 

huge winged reptile was coming right at them. Daniel and Amber screamed in unison. The 

dragon’s face was covered with menacing spines. It opened its mouth to a nest of jagged, razor 

sharp teeth. Its veiny wings expanded like two gargantuan sails as it slowed down. Amber jerked 

the stick to the right and flew through the space between the dragon’s lower body and its wing. 

Before she could do anything else, the massive wing soared downward and struck the cabin of 

the Quasar Lite. Amber managed to hold on to their stability and keep flying. The dragon aimed 

downward and glided on the wind until it swooped around in a circle. 

“I think it’s coming back!” Daniel yelled. 

“Really, you think, Daniel? It’s only a hundred times more maneuverable than we are and ten 

times as fast!” 



“We probably woke it up or something. Look at that!” Daniel pointed at a mountain climbing 

out of the other end of the lake, wrapping around the basin like an arm. It didn’t look like just 

any mountain either. Caves honeycombed the side like entrances to an anthill. Daniel looked 

around to see if he could make out the dragon, but he could see nothing. Somehow they had lost 

Jarl as well. The nose of the Quasar tipped upward as the tail moved down. Amber reflexively 

threw the stick to the left and applied her foot to the full left rudder while lifting the right, 

barreling the plane out of the way as the dragon whipped past them. It released a bellowing roar, 

which shook the entire cabin and sent icy showers of fear through Daniel’s chest. If he weren’t in 

closed quarters he’d have the distinct impulse to run and hide as fast as he could. 

Amber leveled the plane as the dragon swerved around again. She pitched the Quasar up so 

that they grazed the thin spread of clouds overhead, and aimed for the mountain below. 

“FROM THE RIGHT! FROM THE RIGHT!” Daniel screamed and covered his head as the 

dragon fired at them like a bullet train. 

“Oh no!” Amber blinked as she gaped ahead. She pulled up fast and instantly felt severe 

vibrations from the Quasar. “No, no, no, baby,” she began pressing buttons, flipping switches, 

and pulling levers on the dash. The lights flickered off. Daniel saw that the propeller had ceased 

and half of it was gone. 

“What? What’s wrong?” Daniel asked.  

Amber—her face as pale and sickly as the day she tried to cook and eat an old dinosaur 

egg—looked directly into Daniel’s eyes. It was the look of a pilot who has very bad news for the 

passengers and is debating on whether or not it’s worth explaining that doom was imminent. 

“The propeller is broken.” She said in a voice that seemed far too calm for the situation. “The 

engine needed to be shut off or we would have ripped the engine completely out of the Quasar.” 

“How did that happen?” Daniel pleaded. 

“The dragon hit the propeller when it flew by. It was hard to notice at first.” Amber lowered 

her face. She looked like she was about to cry. The dragon’s enormous form appeared beyond 

her window. Amber snatched the stick and angled them down toward the mountain caves. The 

determination returned to her eyes. “As pilot in command, it is my responsibility to make sure 

this plane reaches the ground safely after take-off.” 

“Yeah!” Daniel nodded and grabbed hold of the handle on the roof of the cabin. “Do your 

thing, Amber!” 



Amber reached over and tightened Daniel’s seat belt so tight that he could hardly breathe. 

She directed the plane toward the largest opening in the mountainside. The dragon made like it 

was going to bash them with its ugly face this time instead of try to eat them. Amber turned on 

the landing light. The bright beam of the Quasar’s landing light struck the dragon’s eyes. It 

rocked its head and gave a protesting groan before pulling up behind them. Jarl flew right into 

the dragon’s face before disappearing once again. He had delayed the dragon for a short time. 

They had gained enough speed with their downward momentum to get inside the cave. Just as 

they entered, Amber tugged the lever for the flaps and pulled up. The impact was bone-jarring. 

The two felt the wheels skid on the ground, but they didn’t slow down. 

“Ice!” Amber locked her jaw as she tried the brake to no avail. Amber shut off the fuel and 

master electrical switch. The front of the plane swerved to the right, maintaining the forward 

inertia from the side of the fuselage. They heard a loud snap, and the nose dropped to the floor as 

the front wheel broke off. The wheels found traction and caught the whole of the vehicle as they 

were still moving about fifty miles-per-hour sideways. The two held on for dear life as the 

Quasar flipped. The left wing of the plane tore away on the first turn, and the right went next. 

The cabin continued spinning across the slick floor until they slammed into a wall. 

Neither Amber nor Daniel were conscious when the broken remains of the Quasar rocked to 

a halt on its side. 

 
 
 
  



— Part Two — 
 
 

Travis’s Adventure 
 
 

— One — 
 
 

Journey Into The City 
 
 

When Travis woke the next day, he watched the morning sun bleed through his blinds. Birds 

whistled and sang their morning songs in the bushes beyond his window. It didn’t occur to him 

that today he would be seeing the Quasar Lite until he dropped his eyes to the framed collector’s 

edition Time magazine with the Quasar parked on the front. The remembrance flooded to his 

mind, inspiring him to jump out of bed and get dressed. He had Quasar models hanging from the 

ceiling; the official Quasar board game sitting on his dresser, dozens of figurines of Daniel, 

Amber, Professor McClean as well as Doctor Roberts, two plastic interactive Quasar planes for 

the action figures to sit in—Quasar playing cards, and all the collectible novelty Burger King 

Quasar toys. On top of his Xbox-360 were the first two Quasar games, both of which Travis had 

beaten several times. At the back of his desk was a scale model of Captain Ripper, the giant 

Tyrannosaurus-Rex Doctor Roberts had engineered on Mastodon Island. 

Travis was obsessed with the Quasar Lite, and he loved and appreciated every single episode 

and novelty invented for his entertainment. To say that he was excited to see the actors and the 

actual plane up close was an understatement. He had to see the Quasar. In his mind, there was no 

alternative. 

After pulling on his favorite T-shirt, jeans, and tennis-shoes, he raced downstairs where his 

father was making breakfast. He downed his orange juice and gobbled his bagel, eggs, and 

bacon. His stomach hurt when he went out to the garage to make sure the lawn mower had gas 

and oil, but he didn’t care. 

Their yard wasn’t very big so he finished the back and front within the hour. His dad hauled 

out the weed-eater and told him to edge the curb as well. Fuming, frustrated and in a hurry, 

Travis walked the weed-eater around the sidewalk and road, then evened the grass next to the 



driveway. His white sneakers were green and covered with flecks of grass. After completing both 

tasks, Travis put away the weed-eater and entered the house. 

He noticed Justin was already dressed and in his wheelchair by the door, but something 

didn’t seem right. He looked tired and pale. A moment later, their father flew down the stairs, 

opened the front door and carefully pushed Justin down the front steps. He was about to close the 

door behind him when he saw Travis. 

“I’m so sorry, Travis. I’ve got to take your brother to the hospital. Maybe we can go see your 

thing tomorrow, but we don’t have time today.” 

“But Dad!” Travis whined. 

“I don’t have time! Stay here and hold down the fort. I’ll be back as soon as I can. If you go 

out, take the cell so I can get a hold of you—but don’t go far. Let’s just hope Justin’s okay. I’ll 

come pick you up if Justin has to stay at the hospital.” 

“Dad, you promised!” Travis protested, but his father didn’t say anything else. He closed the 

door behind him and rolled Justin to the van. Travis heard the van’s engine start-up. A few 

minutes later, the van was backing out of the driveway. “Man, what a gyp!” 

Travis knew what a hospital trip for Justin was like. Doctors pulled out all the stops for 

Justin, running him through tests, scans, physicals, blood work, urine work; it always turned into 

a day-long procedure and by the end Justin turned out to be fine. They gave him some medicine, 

put a sucker in his hand, and sent him on his way. To Travis, it was just another cry for attention 

while his younger brother stayed home by himself to hold down the fort. His dad always asked 

him to hold down the fort, mainly because their mother lived two states away. If she were here, 

they’d already be on their way to Brandy Airfield, no questions asked. 

He took a shower and turned on the television to the Sci-fi channel where a Quasar marathon 

had just started. They were in the middle of the episode from the previous night. Every other 

session of commercials, G came out and called everyone to Brandy Airfield for a good time with 

the Quasar Lite, goading him, tempting him, rubbing in the fact that he wouldn’t be able to go 

and have fun with everyone else. Finally, at around noon, Travis could stand no more and 

decided to call Miles to see if he wanted to walk to Corky’s for some hamburgers. 

Miles told him to come on over. Travis walked around the block and entered Miles’s open 

garage. Miles’s father always kept the garage door open because he liked working on cars. At the 

moment, they had an old Porsche 911 on a jack with the wheels missing. His dad lay on one of 



Miles’s skateboards as he tinkered under the vehicle. Miles came out as soon as Travis arrived 

and grabbed a Dr. Pepper from the garage fridge. They had an endless supply of Dr. Pepper, 

Root Beer and Sprite in that fridge, and stacks of replacement cartons lined up next to it. 

“How’s it going, Travis?” Miles asked, sipping on his Dr. Pepper as he watched what his dad 

was working on. 

“Crummy.” Travis shook his head. “We were supposed to go to Brandy Airfield today so I 

could see the Quasar, but my dad had to take care of my brother.” 

“Oh no,” said Miles. “Is he gonna be okay?” 

“Yeah. He’ll be fine. In the meantime, I’m stuck here. We probably won’t go tomorrow 

either, so I probably won’t get to go at all.” Travis sighed. 

“I’d take you there,” Miles’s dad said without looking up at them, “but I promised my buddy, 

Carter, I’d take care of this for him. I’m replacing the transmission next.” 

“In other words,” Miles rolled his eyes, “I’m not going anywhere today either.” 

“Do the cans, Miles.” Miles’s dad slid out from under the car and got up. He briefly looked at 

his blackened fingers as he climbed the steps and went through the screen door into the house. 

Miles didn’t do the cans, but went back inside with Travis following him. It seemed like every 

time Travis went over to Miles’s house his father asked him to do the cans, and Miles never did 

do them. Travis didn’t know what ‘do the cans’ even meant. It obviously wasn’t very important. 

“Did Dan talk to you about going to see the Quasar in North County?” Miles asked. They 

took a seat at either side of the glass table positioned at one end of the kitchen. The walls were 

turquoise and the floors were tiled white, so when the sun shined through the front windows, the 

room greened. 

“No, why?” Travis asked. 

“I thought I heard him say something about going in Mrs. Brown’s English class yesterday. 

Maybe he hasn’t gone yet and we can hitch a ride with him.” 

“Wanna go?” 

“I really don’t care.” Miles shrugged. “I could stay here and watch television, but there’s 

nothing on until three and that’s just a western marathon my dad wanted to watch.” 

“Let’s go see if he’s home.” Travis got up. 

“Okay, give me one second to get ready.” 



Fifteen minutes later, they left through the front door and walked down the sidewalk to the 

driveway. “Do the cans, Miles,” his father called from the garage. 

“Do you need to....” Travis thumbed over his shoulder. Miles shook his head as they stepped 

onto the street and began walking. 

The sun was high in the blue, cloudless sky as they rounded the block and made their way 

down the long road of Rumford Lane toward Dan’s house. When they turned onto Dan’s street, 

they saw Dan on the front lawn pushing a lawn mower through the front yard. He wore a faded, 

old Quasar Lite T-shirt with the sleeves cut off. Sweat dripped down his face and his frizzy red 

hair draped from his head. He saw them, waved, and stopped the lawn mower as they 

approached. 

“What’s up, guys? How are you on this gorgeous Saturday afternoon?” Dan asked. 

“Quit acting like you care, Dan, because we know you don’t.” Travis said. 

“You’re right, I really don’t.” Dan grabbed his lawn mower and pushed it behind the bushes 

next to his house so no one could see it. “Hey, Travis, were you gonna go see the Quasar today 

or tomorrow?” 

“I was supposed to today, but my dad had to do some stuff with my brother.” Travis said. 

“That stinks,” said Dan. 

“We were hoping you were going so we could bum a ride with you.” 

“Nah,” Dan pursed his lips and squinted his eyes. “Dad’s being lazy, and Mom’s out 

shopping with her friend. I guess none of us are going to see the Quasar. You guys wanna walk 

up to Corky’s, or go get some Jarritos from Bill’s Rush Stop?” 

“We were going to Corky’s for a burger.” Miles said. 

“I’ll come with, but I’ll probably go next door to Subway,” said Dan, pacing himself with the 

other two. 

Travis shook his head. “You know what guys, Brandy Airfield is only thirty miles north of 

Perry. We should just walk.” 

“It’s a mile to school from my house,” said Dan. “Takes twenty minutes to walk there going 

slow. So, if a mile takes twenty minutes—” 

“It’s only ten hours to Brandy Airfield!” Travis clapped. 

“Only?” Miles drawled. “We’d still have to come back.” 



“Maybe fifteen hours round trip if we hustle. We tell our parents we’re going to a comic-con 

at American Comics for the day, and we walk to Brandy Airfield—better yet, we ride bikes. We 

all have bicycles, right?” Travis asked. 

“I do, but it’s crappy.” Dan replied. 

“My bike’s had a flat tire for the last three years.” Miles said. 

“Come on, how hard is it to change a bicycle tire?” Travis narrowed his gaze on Miles. 

“We could cut our trip time significantly if we rode bikes. It’s a beautiful day, too. I’m game 

if you guys are,” said Dan. 

“I don’t think my parents would be cool with me riding my bike thirty miles just to see an 

airplane,” said Miles. 

“It’s not just an airplane.” Travis corrected him. “We’re talking about the Quasar Lite here. 

The movie comes out this Christmas. You should get your autographs and pictures now while 

you still can before it gets too big.” 

“Your parents aren’t going to know anyway.” Dan said. “Your dad won’t even care that 

you’re gone, Miles.” 

“Fine but where are we gonna find an extra bike tire?” Miles asked. 

“There has to be a Wal-Mart on the way to Brandy Airfield. We can get it on our way.” Dan 

stopped, causing the other two to stop in front of him. “Okay, so we’re really doing this then?” 

“I’m down.” Travis said. 

“Nothing better to do today.” Miles shrugged. 

Dan turned around and started back to his house. “Let me go get my bike. We can look up 

how to get to Brandy Airfield at Travis’s house. You’ve got internet, right?” Dan asked as he 

walked backward. 

“Yeah, on my dad’s computer. He won’t mind. We can get my bike, too.” 

“Guys, maybe this is stupid. It’s thirty miles and in a different county.” Miles said. 

“Quit being a wimp, Miles. You never do anything outside your comfort zone.” Travis said. 

Travis, Dan, and Miles spent the next thirty minutes preparing for their trip. Gathering all the 

money each of them could find or had saved brought them to a grand total of $54.67. Dan and 

Travis aired their tires and mounted lights on their handlebars and under their seats in case they 

had to travel later that night. Miles pulled his bike out of his garage, aired up the front tire and 

oiled the chain. All three changed clothes and wore more appropriate travel attire: shorts and T-



shirts. Miles and Dan reunited with Travis at Travis’s house. Travis had Google maps up on his 

father’s computer and a note pad next to him with their pathway drawn and labeled. 

Travis partly wanted to wait until his father and brother got home, but he hadn’t heard  from 

them since they’d left earlier that morning. That meant they probably wouldn’t be back until late. 

Usually, when his dad was gone on most of a Saturday, he’d try to make up for it by ordering out 

or getting something special. If he hadn’t called to confirm that Travis was or wasn’t going to be 

joining them that evening, that meant they had more to do at the hospital. 

“How far away is Wal-Mart?” Miles asked. 

“About five miles from here.” Travis said as the three of them began walking their bikes 

down the sunny street. Miles’s back wheel squealed and squirmed on the deflated tire. 

“I know a shortcut,” said Dan. 

“Jeez, we’re not even out of the neighborhood, and you’re already throwing out shortcuts.” 

Travis said. 

“To Wal-Mart. It’s through the trailer park between Sandy and Worthington. I used to ride 

my bike through there all the time to get to Shelby library.” Dan nodded. 

The three crossed Glendale, leaving their neighborhood behind, and walked on the sidewalk 

parallel to a very long Apostle church and private school. They talked about school, the 

neighborhood, their teachers, their parents, their houses, what came on the night before on 

television, the funny stuff they found while surfing the net, and of course, The Adventures of The 

Quasar Lite. After passing Bill’s Rush Stop, they passed through an intersection and turned into 

another neighborhood on Dan’s instruction. The boys walked side-by-side with their bikes next 

to them beneath trees, blooming with green spring leaves. 

When they left the shade of the trees along the boulevard, they passed into a field of trailers 

parked before the ashen white streets. A disorganized flock of crows soared through the air, 

playfully weaving and doing tricks as they made for the distant power lines. Dan pointed out the 

tall Wal-Mart sign peering over the treetops in the distance. Travis noticed a ramp off to the left 

leading into a grove of grass and trees. A path curled around the edge of the trees and led into a 

wooded area. 

As Travis turned his attention forward, he stopped in time to see a burly boy in a white T-

shirt and blue jeans jump in his way. Travis attempted to go around him, but he grabbed Travis’s 

handlebars to keep him from going. 



“Not so fast, Boy-O!” The boy said and tried to wrench the bicycle backward with Travis on 

it. Dan and Miles stopped and hurried over with their bikes. 

“What’s going on here?” Dan asked in a testing tone, hoping the boy would back down at the 

sight of Travis’s company. 

“None of your business, Fuzz. Now, since I’ve got you all together, why don’t you have this 

kid hand over the bike before I introduce my fist to his nose.” The boy spat. 

Miles and Dan exchanged a baffled look. They weren’t about to be mugged in broad daylight 

when their group outnumbered the mugger. Dan dropped his back left foot and let the kickstand 

hit the road as he got off his bike. Miles clutched his bike lightly, prepared to drop it if need be. 

Travis fought to pull his handlebars free of their assailant, but he was too strong. 

“Let him go, or I’m going to blacken your eye so your mother can see the kind of trash she 

has for a son!” Dan curled his fingers until they popped. 

The boy glared at Dan. “You stinking little—” 

Dan raised his fist over his shoulder. The moment the bully released one hand from Travis’s 

handlebars to defend himself, Travis ripped free. The bully flew backward and landed on his 

bottom in the grass on the side of the road. Dan shook his head and grabbed his bike as the boy 

started to get up. Instead of chasing them, he gave a high-pitched whistle, which was followed by 

a very loud bark. A lean but large Doberman pinscher launched over a bent chain-link fence 

surrounding the backyard of the bully’s house followed by an enormous Rottweiler. The dogs 

bounded across the lawn as the boys frantically gathered their bicycles. 

“RIDE, RIDE, RIDE!” Travis yelled. He ran down the street and jumped onto his bike with 

Dan at his side. Miles screamed in protest as he hopped onto his own bike, trying to keep up. His 

tire flopped and squealed as he pedaled after his companions in spite of his hindrance. The two 

dogs barked and yipped at Miles’s heels. Not a moment too soon, the rubbery tire exploded from 

the wheel and somehow Miles burst into a free, full speed ride. His back tire screeched like it 

was about to come apart. He sped away from the dogs that had stopped to investigate someone’s 

trash, and caught up to Travis and Dan. They had gone back the way they came. 

Travis led the three down the ramp they’d seen earlier and made their way around the grove 

before entering the small, inner-city forest. They traveled a ways down the bicycle trail and after 

taking a left at a fork, they got off their bikes and started walking again. 



“What was that crazy kid thinking?” Travis asked. “Did he seriously plan to sick his dogs on 

us?” 

“I don’t know, but I’m surprised Miles didn’t have to take a trip to the hospital.” Dan said. 

“Yeah, you guys only left me behind!” Miles yelled. “Was allowing me to get attacked by 

trained attack dogs your idea of helping me out?” 

“Everything came out all right,” said Travis. “You’re fine, see?” 

“You guys are jerks.” Miles stated and looked at his bike. “You’re lucky I’m light and didn’t 

break the spokes. You’re not supposed to ride like that.” 

“Unless there’s two enormous dogs on your tail!” Dan laughed, meeting Travis’s eye. Travis 

smiled, but didn’t say anything. He was still thinking about the boy that attempted to steal his 

bike. “Look, everybody’s okay, nobody got hurt, and we all still have our bikes. We’re still on 

track to Wal-Mart, and we’re still on schedule. Everybody just calm down for a minute.” 

“Oh no!” Travis yelled as he wrenched open the back pocket to his backpack. “My notepad’s 

not here. I had it in the back pocket so I’d be able to grab it easily whenever I needed. Where the 

heck could it have gone?” He opened the main part and shuffled through his things. “It’s not 

here, guys.” 

“Let’s go home.” Miles shook his head. “This trip is obviously not happening.” 

“No,” said Dan. “We’re almost to Wal-Mart, and Travis should be able to remember the way, 

right Travis?” 

“Maybe, but that doesn’t mean I want to go the whole thirty miles without knowing where I 

am or where I’m going.” 

“Let’s just get Miles’s tire and put it on, then we’ll decide what to do,” Dan said. “If need be, 

we can just ride back.” 

“Back through your stupid trailer park shortcut?” Miles asked. “I’d rather go all the way to 

Brandy Airfield on my own than go back through that nightmare.” 

“Don’t diss the shortcut! It’s not my fault we almost got mugged and chased down by crazy 

dogs. That’s never happened to me and I’ve ridden through there a hundred times.” 

“In that case, no more of your shortcuts,” said Travis. “We can’t afford more detours like that 

anyway.” They walked the bicycle path alongside a creek until they came to a road along a high 

school campus. Following the road to an overpass above the freeway, they crossed and found 

themselves walking their bikes through the lengthy Wal-Mart parking lot. It didn’t take long for 



them to lock up their bikes together with Dan’s chain, find an inner tube and tire inside and get 

back out. By the time they managed to fix the tire, it was nearing four o’clock. 

“We’re not going to make it to the Quasar Lite before five.” Miles pointed out. “That’s when 

most everybody closes up, especially on a Saturday.” 

“How’d it get to be so late?” Travis glared at the time on his cell phone. 

“Well, time passed, and now it’s too late to go see the Quasar.” Dan said facetiously. 

“Let’s go home. Today was a waste.” Miles shook his head and started across the street 

toward the way they had come. Dan and Travis followed in silence. Once they reached the road 

leading back to the high school, they saw the bike path. 

Miles stopped. “I’m not going back through that trailer park.” 

“You don’t have a flat tire anymore,” said Dan. “Even if you saw that guy and his dogs 

again, you’d blow past ‘em before they knew anything.” 

“I don’t care. I’m not going back that way.” 

“Guys,” Travis interrupted. The two looked at him. “I say we keep going.” 

“What? You’re crazy. We’re only thirty minutes from home. It’d be easier to just go in the 

morning.” Dan said. 

“Yeah, and maybe one of our parents could take us,” agreed Travis, “but that’s not why 

we’re going to keep going. We keep going until we either get there or can’t go any further, 

because that’s the point. It’s not to see the Quasar—well, it is—but that’s not the only reason. 

How many people do you think are going to remember the Quasar one-hundred years from now? 

No matter how good it is, we probably won’t remember anything about an uneventful afternoon. 

It’ll go the way of Lamb Chop, like everything else.” 

“What’s Lamb Chop?” Miles asked. 

“It doesn’t matter,” said Travis. “The point is, if we keep going, all three of us are going to 

remember the time we rode our bikes to see the Quasar Lite up close. We have fifty bucks here. 

We can rent a motel room if we get tired.” 

Dan cocked his brow at Travis. “I’m pretty sure you have to be eighteen to rent a motel 

room.” 

“Yeah, and I don’t think my parents would want me to spend the night at some random place. 

They’d be pretty upset if they found out.” Miles agreed. 



Dan tapped his fingers on his lips. “My Uncle Dave lives in North County. I’m sure he’d be 

okay with lending us a room, but my cousin will probably want to go with us tomorrow. He likes 

the Quasar too.” 

“Great!” Travis exclaimed. “The only problem now is our parents. We’ll have to use the 

oldest trick in the book and hope it works. Miles will call his parents on my cell phone and tell 

them you’re staying at my house. Dan, you’ll do the same. Then I pick one of you two to pretend 

to stay with, and call my dad to let him know.” 

“What if one of our parents tries to call the others?” Miles asked. 

“I’m not worried about your parents, Miles, but Dan’s parents might actually call to make 

sure he’s where he says he is…. C’mon, guys, you’re looking at me like I wanna hold your cats 

and dogs for ransom or something.” Travis said. Dan and Miles exchanged the same glum 

expression. 

“I’ll just tell my parents we’re going to stay at Uncle Dave’s.” Dan shrugged. 

“I’ll tell my parents I’m staying with Dan. It’s true.” Miles said. 

“Cool, so we keep going then? We push for North County this afternoon?” Travis asked both 

of them. 

“Let me call my uncle with your cell phone. I don’t want to go and find out he won’t take us 

for whatever reason.” Dan held out his hand as Travis dug through his backpack for the phone 

that his father allowed him to take on short ventures. The phone was a red no-name brand flip-

phone with weak graphics. He couldn’t text or send pictures or anything, but he could call 

anyone from anywhere assuming he had a signal. Dan took it and walked away from them so 

they couldn’t hear. Judging by Dan’s reactions, they could tell that his uncle picked up within 

three or so rings. Dan walked back and forth as he conversed. He looked at the phone, pressed 

the hang-up button and walked back toward them. 

“Yeah, he said we could stay at his house as long as we take Pat to Brandy Airfield 

tomorrow. He said the airfield’s just a few miles down the road from him.” 

“That’s the best news we’ve heard all day.” Travis nodded. “We only have a few hours of 

light left, so let’s try to get to your uncle’s by dark.” 

“Sounds good,” said Dan. “You cool, Miles?” 



“Yeah, let me call my dad real fast on that phone.” Miles said. Dan handed Miles the phone. 

A few minutes later, Miles handed the phone back to Travis. “Everything’s good with them. 

They don’t mind if I stay with Dan.” 

“Did your dad tell you to do the cans?” Dan asked. 

“How’d you know? He said I could do it tomorrow when I get home.” Miles said. 

Dan closed his eyes, breathed, and shook his head. 

Dan, Travis, and Miles rode their bikes down a bicycle path that shadowed the bridge over 

Rosemary River. The sun was setting, illuminating the underbellies of clouds the color of roses. 

Below the clouds were the trees: a gothic silhouette of piney points on the far shoreline. The 

river below rolled by endlessly as they crossed the middle of the bridge. Travis had to hold onto 

his Quasar baseball cap to keep it from flying off in the wind. Miles brought up the rear, trudging 

against the wind current while Dan led and stood on his pedals with his chest raised as if to face 

the air directly. Once they crossed to the other side they rode to the hilltop where they turned 

onto the city street. 

“So, no more bicycle path?” Miles asked as he surveyed the riverside city streets, jam-packed 

with afternoon traffic. 

“Should be fine.” Travis said. 

“They have bicycle lanes on the road.” Dan indicated as he turned right onto the one-way 

road. The three followed the lane and took the first left. Buildings marched down the boulevard 

on the left and right. They were passing through the heart of downtown. Bars, banks, and hotels 

were everywhere. People walked down the sidewalks wearing anything from tattered rags to 

expensive business suits. Cyclists passed them, most wearing backpacks and helmets. At each 

intersection, the monotonous clinking of the crosswalk filled the air. They rode through when the 

lights were green and stopped with the traffic when they were red. 

After moving beyond the tallest and most extravagant buildings, they made their way north 

on Randolph Boulevard. They climbed a difficult hill and decided to take a rest on one of the 

benches outside the gates of a large walking park. The three panted as they laid their bikes on top 

of one another and sat on the bench. 

“I’m so thirsty.” Travis groaned. 

“Me too. And hungry,” added Miles. “We should have been better prepared!” 



“We have money. There’s a Braum’s across the street.” Dan said. “We can get everything we 

need from there.” 

“At an ice-cream store?” Travis cocked his brow. 

“You’d be surprised.” Dan got up and walked to the crosswalk nearby. The other two 

followed. They entered the Braum’s and spent fifteen minutes trying to figure out what they 

wanted to eat and drink over what they should eat and drink. Dan and Miles wanted to get a six-

pack of root-beer, but Travis wanted only water. They bought the root-beer—Travis accepting a 

free small glass of water from the clerk—and each got a hamburger from the diner area. Miles 

and Travis drank a root-beer each. Dan drank two, leaving them with two extra cans tied together 

with the six plastic rings. 

When the three walked out through the glass doors of the Braum’s, they saw the sun bleeding 

into the horizon beyond a sea of suburban houses. Twilight lavender shaded the sky above. The 

day was almost over and they hadn’t even left the city of Perry. North County was probably 

fifteen miles away, and they’d been stalling for most of the trip. 

“Guys, we’re way behind.” Travis groaned. “It’s going to be after eight before we get to your 

uncle’s.” 

“No problem. Long as I’m in by ten we should be golden.” Dan said. “Think I can land these 

root beers on that power-line up there?” He nodded at the power-line suspended over an 

intersection that was currently deserted. 

“No.” Travis laughed. Miles shook his head, smiling. 

“How much will you two bet?” Dan asked. 

“Nothing,” said Miles. 

Travis stared at the line for what felt like a long time. “Five bucks.” 

“Five bucks?” Dan eyed him. Travis nodded. Dan looked left and right to make sure no one 

was looking. 

Miles held up a hand. “Don’t do it. Someone’ll see.” 

Dan ignored him and drew back the cans. He carefully arced his arm and released the brown 

root-beer cans into the air. They slowly soared upward, the first can hooping over the line where 

it caught and stayed without disturbing the wire at all. Travis’s jaw dropped as Dan whooped, 

punching the air in front of him. Dan had done it. He had gotten two root-beer cans onto a 



power-line twenty-five feet high in one shot without damaging the cans or the line, and he called 

the bet beforehand. 

“What-ever!” Travis called. 

“Can we quit jacking around guys.” Miles crossed his arms. 

“Somebody owes me five bucks.” Dan turned to Travis. 

“When we get done with the trip.” 

“You owe me.” Dan shrugged and unlocked the bikes. 

The three continued through the city, passing restaurants, more bars and more restaurants. 

They passed a university where Dan picked up a flyer for the Quasar Lite that someone had 

taped to the inside of a shaded bus stop. He stuffed it in Travis’s backpack for safekeeping. The 

three moved on. 

One block further, they ran into trouble again. At the top of the hill was a small playground 

in front of a mass of road construction signs and fences closing off the street. Cones, fluorescent 

cans, and markers signaled road work ahead. Dozens of trucks were parked along the curb. 

Behind the cars were several bulldozers and a large crane. Signs reading ROAD CLOSED 

blocked the pathway forward, and it didn’t look like it was just this road either. It went past the 

buildings on their right and left like a river flowing through the city. The crossroad had been torn 

to shambles as well as the sidewalk. They simply could not continue on this path. 

“What should we do?” Miles asked. 

“I don’t know. I don’t have the map anymore. I guess we could buy one.” Travis suggested. 

“No way. Maps are like ten bucks in this town,” said Dan. “Besides, we’re about to be in 

North County, once we get by all this construction.” 

“How do you figure we’re gonna do that?” Miles pointed at the detour sign directing the 

course away from the blocked street beyond it. 

“I saw that earlier.” Dan stroked his chin in consideration. “But when my mom goes up to 

North county to see my uncle she only takes this road. The only time we went a different 

direction it took us like forty-five minutes out of the way. The only other road that crosses the 

river takes you through back country.” 

Travis blinked. “You think we should try to get through the construction even though we’re 

not supposed to?” 

“I didn’t say that, I just don’t know any other way.” 



The three of them sat at the bench beside the playground. A family was at the slide. The older 

two of the three children were at the merry-go-round. Travis, Dan, and Miles watched the kids 

push one another as fast as they could. Each of the boys frowned and screwed up their eyes as 

they tried to figure out what to do next. 

“Man, this trip is a disaster—one disaster after another.” Miles shook his head. 

“We just have to bypass the construction. There’s got to be a way.” Travis said. 

The father of the family called everyone together at the van parked on the curb. The kids on 

the merry-go-round jogged to the car and climbed in. A few minutes later, the family was gone, 

leaving the boys alone in the deserted park beneath the late afternoon sky. Travis gazed around, 

hoping for an idea. Then he saw it. 

“What’s that?” He pointed at a fence to the far left of the park. A small gray lip ran across the 

ground. 

“Fence? Dog? I see a dog in there.” Dan shook his head, watching the collie running along 

the fence, barking madly. 

“No, that cement whatever-it-is over there.” Travis got up. The other two followed him 

across the lawn. He descended down the grassy ramp and was able to see what the gray lip was: 

a storm drain. Travis stared into the gaping darkness that hovered inches from the opening. 

Elaborate graffiti covered every square inch of the cement making up the pathway. “We can go 

through here. Storm drains exit out all over the city. We might not end up where we need to be, 

but it’ll put us a lot closer than we are now.” Travis hadn’t even finished speaking before both 

Dan and Miles were shaking their heads. 

“No way!” Dan said. 

“Yeah, I’m pretty open to whatever, but I’m definitely not going down into the Perry storm 

drains. The gangs here are supposed to be tough, and somebody had to paint all that graffiti.” 

Miles said. 

“Everywhere but downtown Perry.” Travis said. “Gangsters wouldn’t be caught dead in the 

drains anyway. They can’t do anything in there.” 

“Gang members tag their signs and symbols wherever they go.” Dan said. 

“I don’t hear anything now. We only gotta go a few blocks and that’s it. No gangs will be out 

and about this early. Nothing will happen. There are three of us; we can take anyone who gets in 

our way.” 



“You’re crazy, Travis.” Miles said. 

Travis raised his hands to Dan and Miles. “What other choice do we have? We want to see 

the Quasar, right? We came all this way and now we’re going to bail and just go home? We’ll be 

in and out in no time.” 

“We don’t have flashlights. If we weren’t wandering through the darkness, it might be okay.” 

Dan said. 

“We’ve got the headlights on our bikes. Darkness shouldn’t be a problem.” 

Dan glared at Travis. “It’s really tempting.” 

“What could possibly go wrong?” Travis asked. Neither responded, but gazed at the dark 

doorway they were expected to pass through. 

“I’m down, there’s no rain in the forecast.” Dan said at last. 

“Come on, guys.” Miles pursed his lips. “Don’t make me go back home alone.” 

“Don’t go home. Come with us.” Travis said. 

“This seems like a really stupid plan. Why can’t we just take the detour? We don’t know it’s 

going to take us way out of the way.” 

“Because this way is more fun.” Travis shrugged. “And if we end up having to go the long 

way, we won’t be at Dan’s uncle's until midnight.” 

“I can’t believe you’re making me go into this tunnel.” Miles sighed. 

“You’ll be fine,” said Dan. “Let’s go get our bikes.” 

The three got their bikes and returned to the tunnel where the collie in the backyard behind 

them barked like a maniac. “You guys ready?” Travis asked. 

“I’m good.” Dan nodded. 

“As much as I’ll ever be.” Miles said. 

“Let’s do it.” Travis lifted his bike over the ledge and started down the corridor. He clicked 

on his light, which immediately shined upon an endless hall of graffiti. The other two followed 

him into the tunnel where they would make their way to the edge of Perry, hoping all would go 

well. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Two — 
 
 

Trouble in the Sewers 
 
 

With the three of their bike lights combined, the darkened storm-drain ahead was 

illuminated. The walls echoed and screamed their colorful graffiti messages at them, none of 

which were legible in the least. To Miles, it was like they were walking down a constant 

Starburst commercial. Dan tried not to look anywhere but where he was going. Everything made 

him nervous. Travis counted his steps in his head as they treaded onward. The floor was uneven, 

so they were constantly tripping over the conjunctions between slabs of concrete. Every now and 

then, one of them stepped in or on something they couldn’t see and cringed at the squishing 

sound it made. They took a left in the direction of the construction zone. 

“Smells like deuce in here.” Dan whispered, fanning the air in front of his nose. 

“And something else that I can’t put my finger on,” said Travis. He had been breathing 

through his mouth for the majority of their time in the storm drain. 

“It’s so quiet.” Miles added. 

“Better quiet than noisy.” Dan said. 

“Wait, stop!” Miles spoke and took a step backward. His companions obeyed immediately 

and looked around for why he’d halted their progress. Miles raised his front tire so that the light 

shined on the message that had caught his eye a moment earlier. He noticed it because no other 

graffiti marked the area around it. Written in spray paint as legibly as though the writer had been 

writing with his hand and not with a can of paint, was a warning to intruders. 

“Beware: He who walks this hallowed path who knows not himself shall leave the path, only 

to continue searching endlessly. —DH” 

“Well, that’s deep.” Dan furrowed his brows as if he’d missed something important. 

“What’s it mean?” Miles asked. 

“It doesn’t mean anything.” Travis continued forward. “It’s just something somebody wrote 

to sound impressive, somebody with the initials DH.” 

Miles read the message one more time and gulped. 



Dan glanced over at him and clapped him on the back. “Don’t worry. If you want to come 

back, we always know where it is so you don’t have to keep searching. We can come back next 

year.” 

“No thanks. I’m just hoping this place isn’t cursed.” Miles shivered. 

Travis chuckled. “Cursed. Nobody in this town knows how to curse anybody, especially not 

somebody who’d spend most of his time doodling on the inner walls of a sewer.” 

The boys walked until they came to what Travis had hoped they wouldn’t—a split in the 

passage only neither direction promised to lead them the right way. 

“Left or right, guys?” Travis said. 

“Left,” said Miles. 

“Right,” said Dan. He glared at Miles in betrayal before turning his light on Travis. “It’s up 

to you, Travis. Break the tie.” 

Travis slipped a quarter from his pocket and held it up to Dan’s light. “I got a quarter from 

Braum’s, so I’ll just flip it. Heads we go right, tails we go left.” 

“Wait!” Miles grabbed Travis’s wrist. “Are you going to flip it and then turn it again on the 

back of your hand?” 

“Yes?” Travis said in an inquisitive tone. 

“So if it’s tails, then it’s really heads?” He asked. 

Dan slapped his forehead. “And if it’s heads it’s really tails. Luck is part of flipping a coin. It 

doesn’t matter anyway since we have no way of knowing which direction goes where.” 

“Yeah, but—” 

“I’m flipping the coin.” Travis interrupted. The coin jammed the center of his thumb hard as 

he flicked it into the air. The quarter struck the ceiling, ricocheted, and pinged across the floor. 

“Nice.” Dan growled and dropped to his haunches. Miles and Travis did the same. 

“There it is.” Miles pointed to a silvery spot on the floor next to a questionable green pile of 

goo. “Heads.” 

“Woot.” Dan grabbed the quarter and rose. Travis held out his hand for the quarter, but Dan 

walked past him. “You owe me four dollars and seventy-five cents, Travis.” 

They took a right and wandered down the low passage. Dan had hit his growth spurt last 

summer, so he was the only one of the three who had to crane his neck in order to keep from 

brushing the ceiling. The graffiti began to gradually die down. More elaborate and artistic 



paintings that stretched the length of whole corridors watched them as the boys slowly made 

their way by. 

“Think I figured out who DH is.” Miles said from behind them. 

“Who?” Dan asked. 

“Dale Harris. His name’s on almost everything.” 

Travis hummed. “I think I’ve heard that name somewhere before.” 

“I can’t believe we’re still in this stupid drain,” Miles said from the back. “We’ve been in 

here for longer than twenty minutes. I’m starting to get nervous guys.” 

“Don’t get nervous. Stop thinking about being nervous!” Dan called over his shoulder. 

“Keep your voices down.” Travis whispered. “Just because I don’t think anybody’s in here, 

doesn’t mean I'm right.” 

“Another message!” Miles pointed at the overhead once more. 

“He who seeks sanctuary shall have it. Step lightly. —DH” 

“What does that mean?” Miles asked. 

“It means a child wrote that and he wanted to scare you. Evidently, he succeeded.” Dan 

answered. 

“Watch your step in any case.” Travis warned. The three of them tried to play off the 

message like a joke as Dan had suggested, but all three gazed at their feet passing over the 

smelly clumps of dried and decomposed garbage. 

“They made their way down the corridor. At some point, Dan heard a buzzing in his ear and 

stopped. The other two boys took a few steps before they noticed Dan wasn’t with them 

anymore. When they turned around, Dan was staring at what was unmistakably a glowing light 

fastened to the wall. It wasn’t a large or bright light, but it illuminated a small area of the 

hallway. 

“Maybe I’m crazy,” said Dan as the other two stopped to see what was holding him up, “but 

why is there a light in the sewer? Doesn’t it cost money to power this thing?” 

“Yeah, who cares?” Travis shrugged. 

Dan hummed and walked forward. The three walked side-by-side a ways until they all felt 

the same sinking feeling, followed by an odd clunk. They flinched as a heavy-duty mesh wire 

gate screamed down a track behind them and crashed closed. There was a distinct latching 

sound, which meant the gate had been locked. 



“Uh oh.” Dan muttered. 

“I wonder if this would have happened if we went left earlier.” Miles groaned. Dan glared 

back at him. 

“Chill out—both of you. Probably just a trap to make sure nobody comes down here and gets 

lost.” Travis said. 

“What is this sewer, a secret entrance to King Tut’s lost tomb? I can’t believe we just stepped 

on a trap like something outta Quasar!” Dan punched his palm. 

“Six feet under the streets of Perry.” Miles pointed out. 

“Guys,” Travis continued forward, “quit being a bunch of pansies!” 

Dan and Miles followed him down the channel without speaking. Something about being 

shamed by the shortest of the three kept both their mouths shut. Travis usually didn’t insult 

anyone or get angry unless he was already in a bad mood.They wandered down the hall until 

they came to what was unmistakably a large metal door with a stainless steel handle on the far 

left. The sound of rushing water echoed from the other side. 

“What is this thing?” Miles asked. 

“It’s a door, Miles,” said Dan. “Like the door to your house, only it’s a door in the sewer.” 

“Thanks for clearing that up, Dan.” Miles said, rolling his eyes. 

Travis stepped forward and grabbed the door handle. 

“Wait!” Miles whispered. He turned off his light and took five steps back. “Okay.” Dan 

squinted at him. 

Travis pulled the door back on its hinges. The steady roar of water intensified along with a 

gust of cool air. When his light shined upon the steps before him and he figured out what he was 

looking at, Travis’s jaw dropped in awe. “Wow, it’s amazing!” He stepped into the darkness 

beyond the way and disappeared into the depths of the room. Dan, watching his step, entered 

after him. 

“Wait!” Miles whispered, turned his light on again, and caught back up to the other two. 

“Okay.” 

The first thing Travis saw was many suspended walkways, a whole lot of metal tubes, and 

great cylindrical drums with water inside. Beneath the walkways leading between and over the 

drums, hundreds of streams from different areas of the city poured into a churning mixture of jets 

and torrents. Whatever this place was—to Travis—it was really cool, and really loud. 



“It’s a water treatment center.” Dan called over Travis shoulder. “Remember in the second 

Quasar game, after you get out of that sector Dr. Roberts traps you in, you get stuck in a place 

like this.” 

“Yeah, you had to figure out which levers to press in order to raise the water level so you 

could get out.” Travis nodded. “I don’t think that will help us much here.” 

“Nope.” 

“What are you guys talking about?” Miles asked. 

“Nothing.” Dan replied. 

“I can’t believe we were able to get in here.” Travis said as he walked down the pathway. 

“Everything’s so cool!” He climbed a staircase between two of the large drums, lugging his 

bicycle up behind him. Miles and Dan mounted the steps, gazing around the room in wonder. 

The ceiling was very tall and open with more pipes crisscrossing from different angles. The walls 

were wavy aluminum. There were only two lights on opposite sides of the room, but they kept 

the place sufficiently lit. 

Dan parted from the other two to investigate a suspended walkway leading into the darkness 

between the lights. He saw an enclosed room with two large windows on either side of the 

structure. According to his video game lore, this was a control room—the place where they 

controlled how the water flowed and from where. There were other elements to the room’s 

purpose, but Dan couldn’t know what they were. Someone probably climbed down here every 

now and then to make sure everything was okay and functioning properly. Behind him, Travis 

and Miles found the doorway that reentered the city’s storm drain system. 

“If I wasn’t confused before I entered this room, I sure am now,” said Miles. 

“Yeah, I meant to bring a compass, but I couldn’t find it. Hey, did you bring your compass, 

Dan? I know you have one.... Dan?” They turned around to find Dan missing. “Hey, Dan, where 

are you?” Travis called. 

Dan, standing next to the tall metal door, tried the doorknob. It was locked. He peered 

through the wire glass window and saw panels on either side of the narrow room full of lights. A 

shape appeared in his vision. And then he realized he was looking into the pale-skinned face of 

someone on the other side. 



Dan screamed. He didn’t just cry out or moan—he screamed like a little girl. The person on 

the other side stuck his tongue out and made a face as Dan scrambled away from the room and 

tore down the catwalk to where he’d left Travis and Miles. 

“What’s going on?” Travis asked from a ways down the path intersecting with the tangent 

Dan had taken. 

“There’s somebody in that room down there!” Dan stammered, pointing at the building. 

“Oh come on. If there was anybody in here we’d know about it I’m sure.” 

“No—dude—you’ve got to believe me. Go look for yourself. There’s somebody in that 

room. I swear my life on it!” Dan said. 

“I think the sewers are starting to get to Dan.” Miles said. 

“Let’s just go. If somebody’s in there, they can stay in there,” said Travis. His phone vibrated 

in his pocket. 

“What, so they can sneak up behind us later? Let’s bust down that door and kick some butt!” 

Dan yelled. 

Travis sighed, looking at Dan. “Just because you stumbled onto a hobo or something, doesn’t 

mean we should—” 

His sentence was cut short as a paintball nailed Travis in the arm and exploded with green 

color. A second flew over his shoulder, then a third. Travis pinched the goo on his arm and 

realized it was paint. Someone had shot at them with paintballs. A moment later, shouts 

overpowered the gushing sound of water below. Paintballs filled the air, some drilling Miles and 

Dan as they frantically tried to figure out what was going on. “RUN!” Travis yelped as a series 

of multi-colored projectiles pelted him in the side. With each hit, a fresh wave of pain throbbed 

from the strike. As the three hurried through the portal leading back into the storm drains, Travis 

saw at least five kids—no older than third graders—hurrying down the catwalks after them, 

sporting a variety of paintball weaponry. They howled like savages and carried flashlight lamps. 

The boys ran with their bikes flopping at their sides. They hit another fork, turned right, and 

the sound of more calls filled the corridor. Paintballs peppered them from all directions. The 

three turned around, hurried the other way, and ran straight into another pack of children. The 

sounds were wild and dissonant, crowding them from all directions. They were trapped and 

surrounded. The three fell to their knees and covered themselves from the constant barrage of 

paintballs. 



As they took an assault of fire, Dan rose up and cried, “WE SURRENDER, JUST STOP 

SHOOTING US!” Everyone stopped, and a calm serenity swept through the channel for a 

second. “Thank you.” Dan sighed. One of the kids accidentally fired, pegging Dan right in the 

chest with a blue ball of paint. 

“Make way for the chief!” A young boy with a paintball rifle said and stepped aside along 

with his companions. All of the kids were covered with colored splotches where they’d been 

tagged previously. 

From the darkness amidst the glow of flashlights and electric lamps, a boy older than Dan, 

Travis, and Miles with freckles and shoulder-length red hair approached them. He kept his hands 

in the pockets of his khaki pants and wore a black and red flannel shirt. Unlike everyone else, he 

didn’t have a single droplet of paint on him. The boy could easily have been in late high school. 

“What’s going on here?” The chief drawled. “Who interrupted the game by throwing a bunch 

of bikes in the way?” 

“We found intruders!” One of the children said, glaring over his shoulder at Dan. 

“That explains why the west entrance trap went off. Okay boys, what should we do with 

them?” 

“Sir,” Travis stepped forward. Everyone raised their weapons and focused them on Travis. 

Travis, seeing all barrels on him, stepped back again. “We just wanted to get out of here and go 

see the Quasar Lite. There’s road construction topside, so we decided to take the storm drain to 

get around it. If we knew you and your friends were having a game, we’d have found another 

way.” Travis knew no one had listened to a word he said after he said the word Quasar. All the 

children began murmuring amongst one another. 

“You have lights,” the chief leader said, “could you not see the warnings posted down the 

hallways? Such lack of perception cannot be accepted.” 

“This is city property. You don’t have the power to punish us for trespassing. You’re 

trespassing too!” Dan stammered. 

“Theo, Chris, take this boy to the wall and fill him with paint.” The leader ordered. Two of 

the younger boys grabbed Dan by the arms. A horrified expression crossed Dan’s face. Travis 

knew that his adrenaline was the only thing keeping him from crying in agony from the few hits 

he’d taken. They were going to severely hurt Dan. 



Before the two could haul Dan away, Miles looked left and right, and then grabbed a kid’s 

paintball rifle. 

He directed it at the older boy who gasped as all sights turned on Miles. 

“You would dare strike the chief?” One of the children asked. 

“Don’t worry, he doesn’t have it in him.” The leader narrowed his gaze upon Miles. 

“Tell them to drop our friend or I don’t care how many paintballs I take, I’ll fire everything 

this thing’s got.” 

“He wouldn’t.” Another boy spoke. 

“Quiet.” The leader said. “He’s serious.” 

“How do we get out of here?” Miles asked. 

“Back the way you came, or where you’d like to go?” 

“North. What exit will set us on our way to North County?” 

The leader nodded. “The exit behind me will take you to several exits to the access roads 

along the highway.” 

“Are there any more of your traps along the way?” Miles asked. 

“Several, but take a left at the first fork you see. That way is clear.” 

“What are you kids doing down here?” Travis asked. 

“During the late hours, this is our world. Rarely do we allow trespassers to flee from our 

games,” said the Chief. “But today—for your journey to the Quasar Lite, and for your 

boldness—we’ll make an exception.” 

Travis noticed a boy looking at his Quasar Lite cap interestedly. “Here.” Travis said, tossing 

his cap to the boy. “A gesture of peace and to thank you guys for letting us go.” 

“Thanks bro-man!” The boy looked awestruck by his good fortune, and immediately put it on 

his head. Travis knew it wouldn’t be long before it was so discolored one probably wouldn’t be 

able to see the emblem of the plane anymore. The three turned toward the path as the chief had 

instructed. 

“How goes it, Boy-O?” A familiar voice voice called through the sewer. Everyone looked 

over to a dark channel that fed to the intersection where the kids were standing. Travis, Dan, and 

Miles stopped in their tracks. 

Ahead of them, someone turned their electric lamp on the path. From the darkness, the three 

saw the last person any of them expected to see. The bully that had tried to steal Travis’s bike 



hours earlier stood in the threshold, except he was armed with the most horrifying piece of 

paintball equipment any of them had laid eyes on. At the bully’s hip, he clutched a literal paint-

ball mini-gun with six ports and six long tubes that fed to belts of paintballs strapped across the 

white tank-top he wore above his blue-jeans and boots. 

“Missing something?” He held up the map that Travis had lost earlier. He turned his mini-

gun on Miles. “Drop it, Bones!” 

Miles quickly dropped the paintball gun he had nabbed earlier and put his hands up. 

The chief that had spared the three earlier laughed behind the trio of boys. He took two guns 

from his minions and pointed them at the bully. “It’s been too long, Dale. Didn’t think intercity 

paintball was your thing anymore.” 

“You misunderstand my motives, Randy,” said the bully, whose name was Dale. “I’m here 

for these three. I got my posse outside and they’d love to get their hands on some new bikes, 

maybe some cash and whatever else these guys have on them. We can split the haul if you’d 

like.” 

“I’m not so much interested in petty mugging. We’re only here to play. How about this: 

twenty bucks a head.” Randy, the gang leader, said. 

“Ten.” Dale argued. 

“Fifteen.” Randy stated. 

“Twelve.” Dale squinted. 

“Twelve-fifty.” Randy lifted his chin and stared down his nose at Dale. The two watched one 

another with their weapons fixed on the other for a long time. 

“Deal.” Dale raised two fingers and motioned forward. Two boys wearing full paintball gear 

appeared from the darkness behind Dale as he lowered his mini-gun in order to retrieve his 

wallet from his back pocket. 

Travis turned to Randy. “You’re just going to let them steal everything we own?” 

“Sorry, kid: money talks.” Randy shrugged. “I’m not in the business of good karma either, so 

I’m afraid your problem isn’t mine.” 

“That’s a cheap cop-out!” Travis yelled. “You’re selling out doing the right thing for thirty-

six bucks!” 

“Thirty-seven fifty.” Dan said. 



“Hey kid,” Randy jabbed Travis hard in the chest with the nozzle of his gun. “Do I look like 

your friend? Do I look like I’m your buddy? No, I’m none of those things to you.” 

“I’d go down in a hail of paintballs to protect the underdog, but maybe that’s just me.” Travis 

said to Randy, glaring at him. 

Dale withdrew forty dollars and handed the money to Randy. 

Randy fished in his pocket and pulled two crumpled ones. “Anybody have fifty cents I can 

borrow?” 

Dan tugged two quarters from his pocket and handed the change to Randy. 

“Thank you, Sir.” Randy handed the change to Dale. Dan nodded. Travis gaped at Dan 

exasperatedly. 

“What are we, goods for sale?” Travis asked. 

“Hey, scrawny kid,” said Dale, throwing the length of the mini-gun over his shoulder while 

holding the handle with one hand. “Quit running your mouth and carry my new bike outside for 

me. Move, or you get to see how painful this thing really is!” 

Travis marched down the corridor next to Dale with Dan and Miles behind him. Dale’s 

minions followed from the rear to make sure no one ran away. 

“Let’s take the storm-drain, nothing will happen.” Miles said, mocking what Travis had said 

earlier. “There aren’t any gang members down there or anything!” 

“All right, I messed up, I get it.” Travis rolled his eyes. 

“I’m holding you solely responsible for whatever happens to me from here on.” Miles said. 

“Yeah, me too, Travis,” said Dan. “This whole trip was your idea.” 

“Gee, I wonder where my friends went and why they abandoned me.” Travis sighed. 

Dale turned around and pointed the mini-gun at Travis. “No more talking; none of you. Your 

talking cards have been revoked so you’ll need to turn them in by the end of the month.” 

“Is that supposed to be funny?” Dan asked. 

Dale pulled the trigger on his mini-gun for a split second, causing the six barrels to spin, but 

not fire. Dan gulped and didn’t say anything else. 

“Glad we understand one another.” Dale turned around and continued forward. 

They walked for what felt like five minutes before they turned and saw an exit at the distant 

end of the tunnel. It was a small globe of light at first until they were walking toward a well-used 

gravel pathway where most the gang-members likely entered. Fear struck a chord in Travis’s 



chest as he saw at least ten older boys standing in a semi-circle. They each looked to be about 

three or four grades higher than any of the three. Dan was as tall as the shortest of them. 

One of the boys took a step forward as Dale, Travis, Dan, and Miles emerged into the setting 

evening sunlight. He looked the three over critically. “You needed our help to take out these 

three?” The boy protested. 

“I only called Carlos and Andrew!” Dale yelled. “Why the rest of you showed up is beyond 

me!” Several of the minions looked disheartened. Three of the others moved forward and 

confiscated the three bikes. Two more advanced and shook the three boys down. Dale watched 

the operation like a diligent manager. “Anything else of use?” They took everything and all the 

money from the backpack. They got to the back pocket and withdrew Travis’s phone. “This 

thing must be at least five years old. I’ll let you keep it to call your pop since it’s useless.” 

The boy shoved the pack into Travis’s stomach. “So, was it worth it?” Travis asked. 

“Worth every penny to see the look on your face.” Dale laughed. 

“So, are we done now? Can we go home?” Dan asked. 

“Not yet.” Dale said, keeping his eyes trained on Travis. “You humiliated me, made me hunt 

you down and find you.” Dale grabbed Travis’s shirt front with his free hand and threw him 

toward the ledge nearby. 

“Whoa, hold up!” Dan held up a hand, but several of the boys stepped in the space between 

them, blocking Travis from view.  

“You took everything I have! What more do you want from me?” Travis asked Dale as he 

shoved him closer to the ledge. 

“I want you to dance, Boy-O!” Dale pulled the trigger and aimed the paintball mini-gun at 

Travis’s feet. The gears of the thing whirred, spitting paintballs at a high rate for a few seconds. 

Multi-colored projectiles pelted the earth beneath Travis as he hopped near the ledge of the cliff. 

Behind him, the setting sun sparkled on the river that ran back to Perry. Dale laughed and 

cackled maddeningly as he spewed the ground about Travis’s feet. His face was beat red when 

the mini-gun rolled down and Dale lowered his aim, laughing too hard to continue. 

“That’s it! You know what, they’re just paintballs!” Travis yelled and grabbed two fists of 

dirt. Dale’s eyes widened. He pulled the trigger and aimed at Travis, but it was too late. The dust 

hit him straight in the eyes, blinding him. He fired wildly in all directions. Travis ducked to the 

ground. 



“WHERE ARE YOU?” Dale yelled, wiping at his eyes with his sweaty arm. Travis grabbed 

the end of the mini-gun, and—with all his might—he threw it as hard as he could toward the 

ledge. It slipped from Dale’s grasp and cartwheeled down the side of the hill toward the freeway 

running along the riverside below. 

From the alcove covering the freeway, a police Ford Mustang sped down the road. It 

slammed on its brakes as the mini-gun clattered, smashing into its hood in a spray of paint and 

plastic parts. The police lights immediately flashed red and blue. The siren wailed out, echoing 

off the wall on the opposite side of the river as the officer sped down the road. 

Travis whirled. Dale had finally cleared his vision. The sirens met his ears and he stared at 

Travis in horror. “What did you do?” He ran to the ledge and saw the pieces of his mini-gun 

lying on the road. Full of rage, Dale turned to face Travis. “Shoot them! Shoot all of them!” He 

ordered his minions. 

Dale’s posse drew their own paintball weaponry, but not before someone else got to them 

first. Paint covered their hoodies and jackets as Randy and his company of misfit children fired 

from the mouth of the sewer. “Change of plan!” Randy called. 

“Backstabbing cheapskate!” Dale roared. 

Travis had taken his opportunity to run. He wasn’t scared of Dale or his posse anymore, and 

he wasn’t afraid of the paintball gang or the storm-drain; he was terrified of what his father 

would do if he ever found out that he had thrown a paintball mini-gun onto the hood of a cop car. 

That was a battle he couldn’t win if he tried. 

The scene outside the storm drain had become a war-zone. Randy’s troop was firing on 

Dale’s, and Dale’s troop was firing on Dan, Travis, and Miles as well as Randy’s group. The 

basic rules to the game seemed to have been lost as members on both sides sustained fire but 

continued firing until they were out of ammunition, or in too much pain to go on. Dale sped after 

Travis, but Dan rushed forward and tripped him. He had acquired someone’s paintball pistol and 

straddled Dale. He pulled the trigger and popped Dale in the back until the pistol went empty. 

“Get off me!” Dale heaved Dan off and scrambled to his feet. 

Travis hurried past Randy, into the safety of the storm drain. Miles hurried to his side. Dale 

tried to get at Travis, but Randy and about seven of his kid friends held him back. Paintballs 

were exploding everywhere. Dan squirmed through the clash of grimy hands and paint, and met 



Miles and Travis. Randy glanced over his shoulder. He saw the three standing there, watching 

the fray. 

“GET OUT OF HERE!” Randy yelled and met Travis’s eye. “Go see the Quasar, kid!” He 

turned and drew two desert eagle style paintball guns from the waistband of his jeans. The three 

didn’t get to see what he did with them as they charged down the storm drain from whence they 

came. 

Ten minutes after the three parted from the paintball gang, Travis, Dan and Miles emerged 

from the graffiti-streaked storm drain into the twilight of the evening surrounding a small creek 

running alongside a multistory hospital. Even though Perry lay well behind them, they were still 

in the city. 

“I can’t believe we got out of there alive!” Dan yelled, clambering over several pieces of an 

old road that once bridged through the creek. 

“We lost our bikes.” Miles sighed. 

“No biggie.” Dan withdrew something from his pocket and thumbed through it. “Should be 

able to replace all three of our old garage-sale bikes.” He held up a wallet he had found. Dan 

tossed it to Travis. 

Travis caught the wallet and looked inside. There was at least seventy dollars inside, forty of 

which was theirs. “Holy cow! Who did you jack this from, Dan?” Travis asked. 

“Your sweetheart: Dale.” Dan snatched the wallet from him and pocketed it. 

“Nice!” Miles laughed. “Oh, hey, there’s a stream here, we should clean off all this paint so 

the cops don’t think we just graffitied somebody’s garage,” said Miles. 

“Yeah, they’d know exactly where we came from. I’m pretty sure all my clothes are ruined 

anyway.” Travis sighed, pulling his plastered T-shirt from his chest. 

They spent the next ten minutes washing the paint from their skin, exposing blistering red 

welts and sores where the paintballs had struck. Their clothes looked like tie-dye from all the 

paint splotches. After getting relatively clean, the three were able to get back on the road. The 

humid spring air felt magnificent. Travis was quickly able to assess what road they were on and 

get them on track once more. It was 7:50PM as they walked past the hospital and turned onto a 

main road that carried them under a nexus of overlapping freeways. 

After about twenty minutes of following the same road, they saw a sign that read: “You Are 

Now Entering North County.” The three cheered and whooped as they passed. 



“This means we’re like, ten minutes from my uncle’s house.” Dan said. “Just think about all 

the awesome food my aunt might make us.” 

“Let’s just get there. I’m exhausted and tired of thinking.” Travis murmured. 

“I’ll second that.” Miles added. 

“You guys really want to get back at captain....” Dan held up Dale’s driver’s permit as they 

passed under a street lamp. A pink paintball had struck the permit just next to the name like a 

signature. “Harris, Dale Eugene Harris?” 

“What did you have in mind?” Travis asked. 

“We’ll be walking right by the police station. We can drop this in their night box with a note 

on it, saying that Dale wants someone to replace his mini-gun. It should find its way into the 

right hands of the right police department. All the evidence is here. And once they meet this kid 

they’ll believe he was dumb enough to expect compensation for his own stupidity.” 

“Dale Harris,” murmured Miles. His eyes widened. “Dale Harris! DH! He and the other boy, 

Randy, looked like they knew each other from a long time ago.” 

“It’s possible.” Dan said. To his good fortune, Dan found a broken pen in the gutter with the 

ink tube and writing tip still intact. He used Miles’s back as a hard surface to write the following 

message on the back of Dale’s driving permit: 

“Cant B-leiv U bust up ma mina-gun dawg. Best replace, U no were to find me!!!” 

“That’s terrible, even for a dumb person.” Miles said after reading the note. 

“Yeah, well, serves the kid right.” Dan said. 

The three of them snickered as they crept up to the drop-box of the police station. Travis took 

the permit, pulled down on the metal night-box lever, and dropped the permit inside. The three 

burst out laughing as they jogged into the night. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Three — 
 
 

Uncle Dave’s House 
 
 

They made their way down the brightly-lit street with outlet stores and restaurants peering 

back at them from beyond their parking lots. After what seemed like a long time, they finally 

turned into a neighborhood and passed between the houses. Crickets hummed and sang in the 

nighttime quiet as the boys walked on the sidewalk until it ended. Straight ahead, beyond a small 

metal bridge—in the middle of a large lot of land—was Uncle Dave’s house. 

Travis, Dan and Miles walked down the gravel path to the wooden porch of the large, two-

story house. It was a nice house, but it looked old. Peculiar old photographs covered the walls of 

the patio. A broken porch swing lay on the floor against the wall with its rusty chains scattered 

across the wooden planks. 

As they walked toward the front deck, Travis peered up and saw a boy with thick glasses 

staring down at him from one of the windows on the second story. As soon as he made eye 

contact, the boy turned around and disappeared from view. They climbed the porch and paused 

before the wooden front door. Dan pressed the doorbell button. What sounded like a collision, 

followed by several noisy, struggling thumps resonated from behind the door. Miles and Travis 

took a step back, leaving Dan in the lead. 

The door swung open. A woman with thick black-rimmed glasses squinted through the 

darkness at them. She stuck her head out, peered at the dark bulb sticking out of the porch-light 

socket, and hit the wall hard. The light sparked to life and illuminated the three boys. “Dan?” She 

crooned. “Dan is that you? Who are these other people?” 

“They’re my friends, Aunt Bernice. We talked to Uncle Dave earlier about spending the 

night, and he said that was cool.” 

“Oh okay. You should have come earlier. Your uncle picked up a big cat in the field a few 

minutes ago. Well, I guess you three better come on in. No sense getting eaten up by the 

mosquitoes. You can room with Pat tonight.” She stepped aside, welcoming the three boys 

inside. 



Uncle Dave’s house was like an enormous flea market. There was junk everywhere: junk on 

the tables, junk on the floors, junk on the walls and junk falling out of just about any conceivable 

place one could imagine. Next to a worn American flag tacked to the wall, Travis noticed the 

mounted head of a buffalo with what had to be a full coil of professional fire-hose wrapped 

around it. The few pictures there were of the family were cheesy glamour shots of different 

members mixed with piles of trash. 

“Sorry about the mess.” Aunt Bernice shifted her glasses on her nose. “Been meaning to 

clean up, but I haven’t the time.” 

“Where’s Uncle Dave?” Dan asked. Not a moment later, the three jumped at a loud, 

terrifying yowl coming from the next room. 

“He’s tied up at the moment.” Aunt Bernice said. Several deafening crashes filled the house. 

Glass shattered and carried down the hall to their ears. 

“Bernice! Another steak!” A man yelled from the living room. 

Aunt Bernice sighed. “Your uncle has this thing about helping animals. He can’t say no, no 

matter what animal it is.” She led the boys down the hall to the den where they discovered a 

sanctuary of garbage, knickknacks and useless novelties. An old TV peeked from an igloo of 

ancient VHS tapes with labeled white strips riding across each and every one of them. The couch 

blocked the passage from the hall to the den, and for a good reason, too. In the middle of the 

room was Dan’s uncle in a full embrace with an adult mountain lion. The lion’s right paw was 

wrapped and bandaged. Its face resembled that of a helpless kitten as it gripped Uncle Dave. 

“Don’t worry!” His uncle called as he slid out of the creature’s grasp. “I’ve got it heavily 

sedated; had to in order to bandage up that broken leg.” Uncle Dave stood tall. The cat, sprawled 

out on the floor, groaned and stretched its enormous paws. Dave grabbed his glasses, which 

looked almost identical to Bernice’s, and slid them on his face. Bloody scratches covered him 

from head to toe. His shirt and pants were torn to tatters, but he seemed pleased with himself 

regardless. “Woo, for a little bit there I didn’t think you boys would be along tonight.” 

“We got held up, but everything’s good now.” Dan said. He jumped when the cat gave a 

loud, territorial growl. 

“Umm, that doesn’t sound good. You boys should go on upstairs. You know where Pat’s 

room is, Dan. He should be waiting for you. Go on, go: I don’t want to freak her out any more 

than she already is.” 



“Don’t worry. I’m fine, Dave.” Bernice said in a nice voice from the kitchen. 

“Not you, the cat!” Uncle Dave waved. 

The three boys climbed the steps. Upstairs, in the musty dimness, they passed photos of the 

different family members. Travis noticed a picture of a girl with long brown hair sitting on a 

teeter-totter with a young Pat in the air on the other end. She was craning her head around and 

smiling at the camera. A moment later, someone exited the bathroom. As though by sheer 

happenstance that he’d been looking at the photo earlier, Travis saw an older version of the same 

girl with the same long brown hair exit the bathroom with a toothbrush hanging out of her 

mouth, and enter the room across the hall. 

“That’s my cousin, Haley.” Dan said. He leaned back and lifted his hand to cover a whisper 

to the other two. “I’m praying she doesn’t try to go with us tomorrow.” 

Travis and Miles nodded. They stopped at a door by the end of the hall with a Futurama 

poster on it. Music by the Guns n’ Roses rang from the other side and stopped when Dan rapped 

on the door. Footsteps crossed the room beyond and paused. The doorknob slowly turned. Pat 

opened and stared at the three boys outside his room. 

“C’mon in,” he said shyly, opening the door all the way. The moment they stepped into the 

room, a menacing cat cry roared from downstairs. 

“Does your dad always....” Miles thumbed over his shoulder. 

“Rescue hurt animals?” Pat smiled. “If he can, he’ll bring them home. He’s a veterinarian 

downtown.” 

“That’s really cool,” said Travis. “Where are we going to sleep?” 

“It’s only 8:30. Have you guys even eaten yet?” Pat asked. 

“I’m starving.” Dan groaned. “And your mom’s making steak, so my mouth is extra watery.” 

“I’ll go see if she can make us something. You guys just make yourselves comfortable.” 

After Pat left the room, Dan sat down at the computer desk. Miles sat on the floor behind 

Dan, and Travis sat on the end of Pat’s bed. He withdrew the cell phone and flipped it open. 

There was one new message. He’d forgotten that someone called while they were down in the 

storm drain, or maybe they couldn’t get through due to their location, so they left a message. 

Travis called the voicemail and heard his father’s recorded voice on the other end. 

“Travis, it’s Dad,” his voice sounded dark, “I called the house and you weren’t there, so I’m 

calling the cell. Since you didn’t pick up, I’ll assume you forgot to take it with you when you left 



to hang out with Miles or Dan. I’m calling because of Justin. The doctors say he’s getting 

worse....” 

A long pause followed. Travis could hear nurses calling names over the intercom behind him 

in the background. “I’m going to stay the night here, just to be with him. I’m going to pick you 

up and bring you to the hospital tomorrow. I want you to know and understand, wherever you 

are, that I need you to be here tomorrow. It could be the last time we get to see Justin. He needs 

us, and he especially needs you. Get some cereal when you get home and call me back if you 

need anything. If you decide to stay with Miles or Dan, that’s okay, too.” 

There was another period where all Travis could hear was his father’s heavy breathing and 

the constant commotion of the hospital traffic behind him. “I love you guys.” His father said, and 

hung up. 

“Everything okay?” Dan asked, seeing how Travis’s face had gradually fallen throughout his 

time on the phone. 

“Yeah,” Travis lied, “fine.” He didn’t actually hear Dan because he wasn’t here anymore. 

Travis was thirty miles away in the hospital with his father where his older brother was dying. 

The boy he’d known since he could remember remembering, Justin Darien Wheeler; that boy 

was on his way out. He was walking through the doorway and the door would be closed to him, 

that all-powerful void through which all beings must walk at some time and place. But then, an 

unbearable sensation passed over Travis from head to toe. He wasn’t thirty miles away in the 

hospital by his brother’s side preparing him, saying good-bye to him. Travis was right here, in a 

strange house with strange people, two of his friends and a mountain lion downstairs. He 

couldn’t get to the hospital where Justin was if he wanted to. He felt trapped. 

He recalled the Quasar, their whole reason for being so far away from home. The end seemed 

hollow and frivolous. For what reason was seeing the Quasar Lite, a novelty from a television 

show, so much more important than seeing his brother for the last time? Travis watched Dan and 

Miles fall into conversation, but heard nothing. His entire previous day was dedicated to taking 

him to a place where he could do nothing but continue further toward that useless goal. Shame 

and guilt poured over his insides. He didn’t want his friends to see him cry. He willfully held 

back. 

“Where’s the bathroom?” Travis asked in a small voice. The lump in his throat was getting 

bigger. 



“Down the hall on the right,” said Dan. “You sure you’re okay, Travis? You look like you’re 

about to hurl.” 

Travis nodded and left the room. He passed Pat on the way down the hall. Pat said something 

about food and when it would be ready, but Travis wasn’t able to comprehend what he was 

saying. 

Entering the bathroom, Travis switched on the light. He had never seen a room where there 

were more magazines than space. He squeezed into the room and closed the door. There was a 

wash basin, toilet, and a bathtub full of books. Travis stood in front of the mirror over the sink 

and gripped the porcelain countertop as he peered back at himself. His blonde hair was fluffy and 

up, like he’d been riding his bike all day. His green eyes looked exhausted. He had cuts and 

scrapes on his hands and arms he didn’t remember getting, and a big bruise on the side of his left 

leg. Huge red and yellow welts marked his skin where the paintballs had met their target. 

He felt miserable. After Travis mowed the lawn and realized his brother had to go to the 

hospital, he figured Justin was just angling for attention. In actuality, Travis wasn’t interested in 

what was really going on and—at the time—didn’t care why Justin went to the hospital. He only 

wanted to see the Quasar so that’s all he saw. Pushing for this trip suddenly felt like the 

stupidest, greediest thing he’d ever done in his life. With every opportunity to turn back and 

make things right, he drove farther and farther away from Justin. 

The floodgates broke. Travis watched the tears roll down his cheeks in the mirror. He might 

never see his brother again for his constant efforts to see the Quasar Lite. What could he do now, 

though? He could ask Dan’s aunt or uncle to drive him back to Perry, or better yet the hospital 

where Justin was staying. It might put them out, but Travis knew if someone asked him to do 

something for a dying loved one there was no doubt in his mind he would do it. He wiped at his 

eyes and sniffed through his stuffy nose. He might have every reason in the world to cry, but he 

didn’t want to do it in front of his friends. 

After waiting a few minutes for his face to look relatively normal again, Travis left the 

bathroom and returned to Pat’s bedroom. Dan, Miles, and Pat were crowded around Pat’s 

computer screen, gawking at silly videos. “Just wait for it to get really bad,” Dan said. A moment 

later, something crashed on the video. The three of them recoiled backward, grimacing at the 

sight of the computer screen. 

“How is he doing that? He’s still walking!” Pat pointed at the monitor. 



“I know.” Dan fought back laughter. 

“Hey Pat,” said  Travis. Pat paused the video and the three boys turned to look at Travis. “I 

need your dad to take me home.” 

“Oh, no can do,” said Pat. “Dad doesn’t have a car—well he does, but it doesn’t work right 

now.” 

“You’ve got to be joking.” Travis sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed once more. 

“Nope. Haley and I have to take the bus to school. Dad’s been riding his bike to work.” Pat 

said. 

“Why don’t you just call your dad and ask him to pick you up?” Miles suggested. 

“No, can’t do that.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because then my dad will know I rode my bike to go see the Quasar, thirty miles north of 

town.” Travis said glumly. 

Pat gasped. “You guys were on your way to see the Quasar? Is that why you’re here?” 

“Yeah,” Dan said with a concerned look on his face. “I didn’t think it was that big of a deal.” 

“I’ve seen every episode, and played all the games at my friend’s house. If you guys are 

going, I’ve gotta go with you.” 

“But,” Travis began, but didn’t say anything else. He didn’t want to talk about his brother in 

front of his friends, not like that. If either Miles or Dan knew Justin’s hospital visit had been 

serious, they would never have agreed to come with Travis and would have made him stay home. 

The two really liked hanging with Justin whenever they were over at Travis’s house. Justin was 

smart, philosophical and fascinating to talk to. They wouldn’t respond well to having ditched 

their last opportunity to talk to Justin for a quick visit with the Quasar. 

“Just because we won’t bike doesn’t mean we have to turn back,” said Miles. “We came all 

this way. We went through the sewers to get here and got attacked by dogs and children. I think 

it’s important for us to follow through and see the Quasar tomorrow.” 

“I concur.” Dan nodded. 

“Oh, man, this is gonna be great!” Pat clapped and turned back to his computer screen. “I’ll 

check the map and we can see how to get there by foot. This works out well. I’m thinking this 

place won’t be too pleasant while Dad tries to figure out what to do with that mountain lion.” 



“How do we plan to get home after that?” Travis asked. “In case you guys forgot, we’ve got 

school on Monday.” 

Miles and Dan glanced at one another. 

“Brandy Airfield?” Pat said from the computer desk. 

“Yeah, what about it?” Dan asked over his shoulder. 

“That’s like, fifteen miles east of here.” 

“You’re joking.” Dan turned all the way around to face him. 

Travis moaned. “Dan, I thought your uncle said the airfield is just down the road from here.” 

“Jackson Airfield is just down the road,” said Pat, “but Brandy Airfield is where the Perry 

International Airport is. That’s where they’ll be holding conventions and events.” 

“So what does this mean?” Miles asked. 

“Fifteen miles isn’t that far. We did that twice today.” Dan proposed. 

“What do you think, Miles?” Travis met Miles’s eye. 

“I still think we should finish the trip. We’ll just have to jog,” said Miles. “What do you 

think, Travis?” 

Travis considered this for a moment. Justin would want them to finish. He’d be back as soon 

as possible. If he had to walk home from the airport and through the city, he would figure out 

how to get to the hospital and see his brother. Smiling, Travis breathed easily and said, “I’m up 

for a good jog.” 

“If you guys have any money, you can catch a cab home from the airport.” Pat said. 

“How much do cabs cost?” Dan, Miles and Travis asked in unison. 

“I don’t know.” Pat glared at the three of them jokingly. “Look it up on the computer. Oh, by 

the way Travis, my mom’s going to bring you guys up some plates of mashed potatoes and 

chicken. It’s good.” He nodded. “You guys can just curl up anywhere on the floor whenever 

you’re ready. I’m gonna play Warcraft once you guys are done with the Internet.” Pat got up and 

sat on his bed next to Travis. 

Twenty minutes later, Dan’s aunt brought them each a plate of mashed potatoes and chicken, 

just as promised. The boys ate everything in minutes. When Aunt Bernice came back to retrieve 

the plates, she brought three pillows with blankets—one for each of the guests—and placed them 

on Pat’s bed. Travis, Miles and Dan unfolded the blankets and tucked themselves in on the clear 

places of Pat’s floor while Pat disappeared into the fantasy world displayed on the computer 



screen. While he played, the three crowded around the television set beside Pat’s computer and 

watched the next rerun episode of The Adventures of The Quasar Lite. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Four — 
 
 

The Dwarves’ Task 
 
 

The most resilient part of the Quasar Lite airframe is the cabin, designed to withstand up to 

thirty G-forces. Unlike most sport aircraft, the Quasar is also designed to shed its wings in the 

event of a crash to reduce momentum. The roll-bar built into the cockpit is made with Kevlar, 

and the windscreen is made with high-end industrial Plexiglas. If any plane other than the Quasar 

Lite had wrecked the way Amber and Daniel’s had, the two passengers would certainly have 

died. 

Daniel opened his eyes to feel the gravity on his skull pulling his face down. His head hurt 

with every blink as he felt around the cabin for a lever to open the door. He knew they were in 

the Quasar, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had just survived a major car accident. He 

patted the wall, thinking he might find a door handle, but found nothing. Daniel groaned, his 

head tilting to see Amber sprawled against the window below him. A small pool of dark blood 

had formed under her cheek. This jolted the common sense back into him. 

He swiveled the canopy handle and pushed the canopy open. It scraped across the icy floor. 

After unhooking his seatbelt, he took off his jacket and laid it on the ice beneath the dead husk of 

the Quasar Lite. He slid Amber down onto the warmth of his jacket, still unconscious. Daniel 

climbed out of the passenger seat and fell to his knees on the ground. Both of his legs were still 

half-asleep while his body protested movement. Turning back to the Quasar, Daniel tugged the 

seat forward and found the medical kit in the storage area Amber reminded him about constantly 

whenever they started a trip. Every time she had, he always rolled his eyes thinking that they 

would never need to use a medical kit and if they did, Amber would be perfectly able to get it 

herself. Seeing her unconscious on the ground with the open gash on her forehead brought guilt 

to his chest. 

Of the two, Amber had always been the one to take the initiative in most situations while 

Daniel generally shied away. He bent to his knees and put his hand under her back with his left 

hand, then positioned his right hand under her legs. She wasn’t that heavy, but weighed more 

than his body wanted to carry. He didn’t care. She had landed them on the ground alive, just as 



promised. Now it was his turn to man up. He lifted with his knees, barely managing to rise to full 

height with Amber swinging limply in his arms.  

He sat against the wall with her in his lap and opened the medical kit at his side. She breathed 

lightly and easily: a good sign. He used a square of gauze from the medical kit to blot the blood 

from the wound just above her temple. He flushed the wound with a little peroxide and put some 

antibiotic ointment on the dried area, then turned the gauze over and taped it to Amber’s 

forehead before wrapping Amber in his jacket again. 

Having finished bandaging Amber, Daniel held her in his arms and sat against the wall. The 

air blowing through the cavern was cold, but the two of them together would stay warmer until 

the day arrived. 

Daniel couldn’t get to sleep no matter how hard he tried. He didn’t know exactly how much 

time passed while the two sat against the wall, but he thought it had to have been around two 

hours. Just as his consciousness began to ease and the first roots of rest began to set in, Daniel 

opened his eyes to the sound of voices echoing down the hall. He felt a small tremor run through 

the ground and this was followed by spurts of grit and frost drifting from the ceiling in small 

sparkling motes. 

“You couldn’t have expected Dinsy to do any less,” spoke a voice from around the corner. 

“You did accidentally pump her rabbit into the butter churn, and set her hair on fire during the 

last Woden’s Hunt Festival. And let’s not forget about the time you got her father in deep trouble 

with Oberon by leaving your illegal fireworks in his desk drawer.” 

Another voice followed. “Sure, but Glint Machen’s a filthy son of a das! What would make 

her go out with him? I smell gas, and not that black pitch Sindri uses on the machines in Forge 

Hall.” 

“I’ve never smelled such a refined fuel before,” said the first voice. 

Based on the maturity of the voices, Daniel expected to see two full-grown people come 

marching around the corner, but was surprised when two beardless, plucky dwarves entered. 

Each were no taller than five-year-olds. A faint light glimmered from the forms of the two 

dwarves. They stopped in their tracks at the sight of the damaged Quasar fuselage. 

“Whoa, what is it?” One asked. The two approached the Quasar and began walking around it, 

surveying the craft like they had just stumbled across an artifact from some long lost civilization. 



“Looks like one of Uncle Machete’s crazy flying contraptions, but cooler! I’ve never seen 

anything as finely crafted as this. It’s in pieces, but someone put a lot of time into this baby.” 

“If it’s so finely crafted then why did it crash, you numb skull?” 

“A dragon busted our propeller. Then we slid on the ice.” Daniel answered, startling the two 

dwarves. They hurriedly approached them. 

“What are you two doing sitting in the cold like this?” One asked. 

“Yeah, what have you got to gain by collecting frost in a freezing cave?” 

“We weren’t sure where to go.” Daniel’s voice cracked and he cleared it. “Plus, after the 

plane crash, we were pretty beat. I figured we’d wait till sunrise and then move on.” 

The two dwarves exchanged a high-pitched giggle. “He thinks the sun’s coming out soon.” 

“Good luck with that one. Arvak hasn’t pulled Sol’s chariot in over a thousand years, but I’m 

sure they’ll be along any day now.” 

“Who are you guys?” Daniel asked. 

“My name’s Defwin,” said the stockier of the two. He had big brown eyes and wore denim 

overalls. A red cap sat upon his head, making him look like a garden gnome. “And this is 

Milchamp.” 

“Good to meet you,” said Milchamp. He had red hair curling over his ears and out from 

under his blue cap. His eyes were green, and he also wore overalls. The two looked like they 

worked together, but they couldn’t have looked more different otherwise. 

“I’m Daniel, and this is Amber.” Daniel indicated Amber’s sleeping form next to him. “So, 

Sol is the sun I’m guessing?” Daniel asked. The two dwarves nodded in unison. “Why is it not 

coming out again?” 

The two exchanged a look of exasperation. “Haven’t you ever heard of Ragnorak?” 

Milchamp asked. 

“I have, but I thought Ragnorak signified the end of the world. If it’s all over, why’s 

everything still going on?” 

The two shrugged. “Who knows,” said Defwin. “Say, do you mind if I take this junk back to 

my dad’s workshop?” He asked, indicating the Quasar Lite. 

Daniel shook his head. “You can’t have it for parts if that’s what you’re thinking.” 



The dwarves laughed again. They reminded Daniel of kids from school. “I’m wondering who 

you think’s going to waste their time repairing something like this. That’s assuming it’s even 

possible,” said Defwin. 

“MILCHAMP!” A voice yelled from down the hall. 

“Uh oh,” said Milchamp, looking at Defwin. “My dad told us to start a fire in the brazier and 

come straight back.” 

An older dwarf appeared from the corridor where the other two had come from. His hair was 

fluffy and gray around his bald dome of a forehead. He wore the same style clothing as his 

children, but had no hat and wore thick spectacles on his thin, crooked nose. He stopped when he 

saw the Quasar Lite, looking at it with the same wonder the children had expressed. “What’s 

this?” 

“It’s a flying machine,” Daniel explained and finally lifted Amber’s sleeping form from his 

leg. He got to his feet and approached the older dwarf. “We came in fast with a dragon on our 

tail.” 

“I can smell the residue of the gas. We don’t have stuff like that around here. We use a 

highly concentrated pitch that burns and burns.” The old dwarf responded. “My name’s Brock. 

Mind if I call some men and take this thing back to the repair shop?” 

“Only if you intend to repair it.” Daniel repeated. “We were on our way to Asgard on an 

important job for Jarl.” 

The dwarf stroked his chin interestedly as he glanced at the broken wings scattered over the 

cave floor where the plane had crashed. “I can take this thing back and put it back together the 

way it was. If I do that for you, you’ll need to do something for me, fair enough? There’s been a 

disturbance in the heart of Svartalheim. It collapsed one of the passageways in the iron mines. 

I’ll get you fixed up if you do us a favor and get to the bottom of that disturbance.” 

“I’d be happy to, except I can’t leave her.” Daniel turned to Amber, who looked no closer to 

waking up now than she did thirty minutes earlier. 

“Nothing to worry about,” smiled Brock. “I’ll have the nurses come pick her up and take her 

to the infirmary in Svartalheim. Do we have a deal?” 

“You want me to go alone... by myself?” Daniel blinked at the dwarves standing before him. 

“It’s highly irregular to us as well. We haven’t had a disturbance of this kind since... well, 

since before the gods were killed a millennium ago. Many of the realms have changed, but 



Svartalheim has experienced an age of peace and solitude in their absence. With no war for our 

neighbors in Asgard to wage with the giants, and no nasty sunlight, we’ve been getting along just 

fine.” 

“We can show him the way,” said Defwin. 

“Yeah, it’d be our pleasure.” Milchamp agreed. 

Brock nodded. “Go, but be quick. The only place I can think of where anything might affect 

our mines would be in Gladeshire Pass. The best way to get there,” he said, more to Milchamp 

and Defwin than Daniel, “is through Bledar’s Hall, east of Svartalheim.” 

“I know where that is,” Milchamp clapped and grabbed Daniel’s wrist. “C’mon. I know a 

shortcut.” 

Daniel allowed himself to be tugged along by the dwarves. Before they left the corridor, he 

took one last look at Amber, hoping she would wake up so he could explain what he’d been 

roped into doing, but she didn’t. Once they left the area, the dwarves released him and hurried 

ahead. Daniel found himself chasing after the two, ducking through small spaces, crossing 

narrow walkways over dark, endless depths. If not for the strange light the two radiated from 

themselves, Daniel would have lost them on multiple occasions. 

Panting, Daniel stopped a moment to catch his breath. He saw them running on the opposite 

bank of a small underground creek. Seeing him, they paused only to begin clucking at one 

another again like brothers. They waited for Daniel to catch up. Afterwards, the three climbed 

onto a great bridge that extended seemingly miles into the distance. He thought of Amber and 

remembered how crazy he thought she was the first time she took off on a flat path like this 

when they met years earlier. Thinking of her—remembering that she was not with him on this 

part of the journey—brought a nostalgic feeling to him. 

They traveled on the darkened underground highway for what felt like twenty minutes. As 

they did, the sound of heated commotion echoed down the passage, causing miniature rockslides 

from the walls and cascades of small stone fragments from the high ceiling. Daniel didn’t like 

the sound of what they were approaching. He couldn’t believe these dwarves had roped him into 

doing their dirty work when he had no idea what he was doing or where the dwarven children 

were taking him. They could be leading him to some giant underground monster that demanded a 

blood sacrifice. Even if that weren’t the case, Daniel had no idea what benefit his investigation 

would yield. 



The halls lightened as they approached a great circular room that opened up to the starry 

heavens in the center of the ceiling. He had been in the dark for so long, the galaxy around them 

was like billions and billions of distant light bulbs, filling the universe with its unending 

brilliance. It wasn’t until Daniel stood in the massive threshold alongside Defwin and Milchamp, 

that he realized what was causing the commotion.  

On the left of the great hall that looked like a massive stadium stood the huge winged form of 

the dragon that had chased them earlier. On the right was Jarl in his natural form, contained in a 

light blue globe. He held his sword high, as if warding away the dragon with its aura. The dragon 

batted at the man one-fiftieth of its size but his shield flashed, causing the dragon to pace around 

him to get a better vantage point. The very act of moving across the floor pounded on the earth 

and stone. No wonder the dwarves were having cave-ins in the mines. 

“Well, looks like you boys can handle yourselves from here.” Daniel clapped and turned 

around. 

Milchamp grabbed Daniel’s leg and shoved him forward. “You were appointed a task, and 

you shall fulfill, lest you need not see your flying machine or your girlfriend again.” The traces 

of a smile formed in the young dwarf’s rosy cheeks. 

“Yeah, well what do you want me to do?” Daniel asked. Looking at the dragon, he couldn’t 

believe how many stories were told about such creatures and that someone was actually able to 

kill these things more often than not. The very sight of it sent fear through his whole body. 

“That’s for you to figure out,” said Defwin. “If Brock wanted us to take care of it, he’d have 

said so.” 

“Okay, no help there. Any stories or legends or tactics you can give to help me out?” 

“Nope.” Milchamp shook his head. 

“Haven’t seen a dragon in these parts before.” Defwin concurred. 

“Great.” Daniel grumbled, studying the creature that had nearly killed them. 

The dragon continuously attacked, while Jarl parried and retreated in constant defense. 

Something told Daniel that Jarl had had a plan to distract the dragon, but his plan didn’t go any 

farther than that. Sweat dripped from Jarl’s face as the creature put its weight into each strike. 

Then Daniel noticed the shimmering black oil oozing down the dragon’s shoulder. He traced the 

trail of blood to a large icicle buried in the dragon’s shoulder blade. It must have impaled itself 

on its descent. When Daniel looked up, he saw the shattered hole the dragon had made when it 



crashed through an area of the outer ceiling. The dragon roared, blowing bright red fire in Jarl’s 

direction. 

Daniel glanced around the vast room. There was a ramp on his right that circled the wall 

clockwise to an upper story, which led to an even higher level, and so on until the walkway 

passed through an opening to the outside. The path continued around the chamber until it ended 

at a small diving-board shape high above the center of the room. Daniel was already on his way 

before he could consider what he was doing. 

“If they’re going to make me do this,” Daniel muttered to himself as he jogged up the ramp 

to the second story, “then I’ll do it the only way I know how!” 

Unfortunately, the room was much larger than Daniel had initially thought, so by the time he 

got around a quarter of the first level he was clutching his side where a stitch had formed. As 

Daniel passed in front of the dragon, its bright yellow eyes focused on him. It gave a roar of 

anger as it charged forward. Daniel picked up the pace again, tearing through his second wind as 

the dragon’s snout rammed the wall just behind him, missing him by inches. The force of the 

dragon’s collision with the wall caused Daniel to stumble and nearly fall before he caught 

himself. A giant crack exploded up the wall, obliterating most of the pathway on the second level 

and some on the third. 

Scorheim recoiled from the narrow miss just as Jarl sent a jet of fire from his sword into the 

creature’s chest. The dragon rounded on Jarl, blowing fiery breath back on him as he raised his 

bubble shield. They fell into the same pattern that they had been engaged in before Daniel 

arrived. 

Daniel ran around the second story and paused where the walkway had been damaged. He 

took five steps back and threw himself over the gap, slamming into the ledge, where he was 

barely able to hold on. His legs thrashed against the slick wall as he clutched a rock—the only 

solid support keeping him from falling to the floor where he’d definitely break something—and 

managed to pull himself back onto the path again. 

“This place is huge!” Daniel huffed as he looked up to the final level above him, leading to 

the diving board. He was almost there. 

The dragon turned and released a cloud of flame over the path ahead of Daniel. Jarl snagged 

the dragon’s attention back by shooting a fireball through the ornate part of the wall, causing a 

barrage of sharp icicles to fall on the creature. Scorheim ducked as the icy knives pelted its back 



uselessly. Daniel hit the slick patch of ice created by the dragon’s breath and felt his legs go out 

from under him. He skated on his butt until the snow allowed friction again, and got back up. 

He reached the third level as Jarl and Scorheim exchanged attacks. Daniel rounded the final 

quarter of the path, seeing the diving board shaped walk ahead. Just as he hurried onto the 

platform, his foot caught something heavy and immovable. He fell face-first into the snow. 

When he got up and saw what he had tripped on, his jaw dropped. Laying on the ground half 

buried in snow was the rectangular shape of a hammer. Daniel wiped away the snow and saw a 

brilliant lightning bolt engraved upon the side. He took hold of the short handle and tried to pick 

the thing up but could not. It weighed as much as a car. Daniel managed to tug it a little, but 

lifting it was out of the question. 

Peering over the edge of the landing, he saw the dragon’s head moving around as it attacked 

Jarl. Jarl lifted his sword and sent a crack of lightning into the dragon’s face. He tried to throw 

up his bubble-shield again, but Scorheim was too quick. It pawed Jarl with its enormous claw, 

knocking him down out of Daniel’s sight beneath the platform. The dragon advanced on Jarl, 

passing under the diving board. 

With a huge sense of urgency, Daniel strained to move the hammer with all his might. It 

broke free and slid slowly over the ground and Daniel was able to push it a little closer to the 

edge. He made sure the dragon was still below and gave the hammer one final shove until it slid 

off the balcony and spiraled down. Daniel watched it sail directly into the dragon’s skull, making 

a heavy thud before falling to the ground. The dragon’s eyes rolled into the back of its head as it 

swayed and collapsed on its side. The room shook. Whole levels of the massive room began to 

crumble into dust and snow. The end of the diving board broke off and shattered upon the floor 

next to Jarl as he was getting to his feet and brushing himself off. 

Daniel started running back down the ramp, but saw the path split away from the wall and 

fall apart. He felt only a moment’s terror before he heard Jarl shout and something struck him on 

the shoulder. Suddenly he felt himself falling off the path into open space along with the chunks 

of ice that had blindsided him. He barely had time to start a scream before a falcon the size of the 

dragon he’d just knocked out filled his vision and grabbed him. They ascended over the room 

that had fallen into ruins with the cave-in and aimed for the hall from where Daniel had entered. 

The two terrified dwarven children stood well back from the avalanche of falling ice and rock, 



unable to see what had become of Daniel. Jarl flew over their heads to the safety of the Bledar’s 

Hall, and deposited Daniel on the rocky stone floor. 

“Wow, that was crazy!” Daniel yelled. He saw the falcon motion to take its own head off, 

and Jarl emerged from the helm that had given him his form. 

“That was impressive, Midgardian,” said Jarl. “If not for you, I’d never have had time to get 

away.” 

“Wicked awesome!” Milchamp jumped and clapped Daniel on the back. “We saw the whole 

thing. You two kicked that dragon’s behind!” 

“Speaking of the dragon, Scorheim.” Jarl turned back to the stadium room. The vibrations 

had stopped and the room had settled. Gladeshire Pass was once again safe to enter. Lying in a 

heap on the floor, half covered with snow, the dragon breathed steadily. “He is an important 

figure in the Dragon Order. It would not be wise to leave him this way lest we start seeing more 

dragon attacks.” 

“What should we do?” Daniel asked as he followed Jarl to where the dragon’s enormous 

head lay on its side. 

“You have done your part. I’m going to remove the icicle from his shoulder, bandage the 

wound, and leave him some mead and pork. That should satisfy him enough to keep his mouth 

closed when the Dragon Order asks what happened to him.” 

“Shouldn’t we, you know,” Daniel shrugged, “kill it?” 

Jarl laughed aloud. “No, young lad. You cannot kill a dragon in the traditional way your kind 

has favored throughout history. You would have to lead a dragon into the stinking bowels of 

Muspelheim to legitimately end its life. Go, have the young dwarves take you back to 

Svartalheim and retrieve your friend. I’ll be along shortly.” 

“Okay.” Daniel nodded. He glanced at something protruding from the snow in the middle of 

Gladeshire pass and recognized it as the handle of the hammer. “What should we do with that?” 

Jarl considered the hammer and closed his eyes in thought. “There is nothing we can do. It is 

to remain in this sanctuary until its time comes. Don’t forget about it,” he said, looking at Daniel 

from the corner of his eye. “Miolnir appeared to you, Daniel. It would not have done so for 

anyone but its original master or one of great importance.” 

“What are you talking about?” Daniel wrinkled his forehead. 



“I’ll explain later. Return to the home of the dwarves and dark elves at once.” Jarl instructed. 

Daniel followed his instruction and left Bledar’s Hall. Defwin and Milchamp went scampering 

through the mountain tunnels and caverns ahead with Daniel following as close as he could. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Five — 
 
 

Gifts From Odin 
 
 

Daniel followed Milchamp and Defwin under the mighty archway preceding the cavernous 

halls of Svartalheim. Dwarves, young and old, all dressed in odd attire reminiscent to that of the 

old English style crowded the walkways before the storefronts. Buildings were molded as if from 

the very walls of the mountain. Ducts crossed through the eaves over the streets, some dripping 

molten metal into heavily corroded holes that had been blocked off with boulders. Flocks of 

birds sang through the high rafters of the halls. Here and there, Daniel noticed streams of black 

sludge pouring from the walls into great fountains and pools. With all the strange aromas floating 

around, Daniel found the definitive smell of oil and machine grease, like a car garage. 

The two dwarves led Daniel to the infirmary where Amber was being treated. Milchamp and 

Defwin departed to go check on the status of the Quasar Lite. When Daniel arrived at Amber’s 

side, she still had not awoken. The dwarves had pushed two beds together for her, and nestled 

her in scarlet sheets. Tending her was a tall, dark-skinned elven woman with long gray hair 

flowed around her pointed black ears. She had strange tattoos all over her body and spoke a soft, 

quick language in hushed whisper as she looked down at Amber. 

“She’s only sleeping, right?” Daniel asked her. 

“The girl has not opened her eyes since she arrived earlier. Her flesh response tells me that 

her mind has become lost in the clouded recesses of the human mind. Much is understood of the 

world, but mysterious is the nature and secrets housed within the mind.” 

“There’s gotta be something you can do.” Daniel looked at the face of his best friend. He ran 

his hand down her long brown hair and gently caressed her cheek with the back of his hand. 

It was Amber that had chosen him to be her friend. She had moved from Heights Middle 

School in Montana to Glenn Middle School in Boulder, Colorado. She conveniently found her 

way into five of Daniel’s seven classes. Since most of the kids had pegged her as an oddball rich 

girl who had traveled the world with her uncle, she didn’t have any friends for the first few 

weeks. Daniel had a problem with liking girls without meaning to, so every time he saw Amber 



enter the room he forced himself to look away without realizing that this subtle action caused his 

affection to further. 

Their friendship began in P. E. during a Friday dodgeball game when they were paired 

together on the red team. Kennedy, despite his constant trash talking throughout first and second 

period, was first out on their side. Ashley and Brittany went out without a fight. Brent took down 

three guys from the blue team before four vengeful blues pelted him until he fell to his knees, 

screaming. Amber picked up a ball and drilled Pat McCloud between the eyes. Jennifer and 

Tyrone tagged-teamed Jimmy and Natalie, leaving only Daniel and Amber standing against the 

padded back wall. 

“So, I guess this is it?” Daniel said to her as balls struck the mat behind them with such 

intensity that the padded backboard rapped against the wall. 

“Yep, I guess so. Let’s take ‘em down!” Amber stepped forward and grabbed a ball out of 

mid-air, taking Tyrone out. Daniel picked up a ball that rolled into his foot and drilled Jennifer in 

the face, knocking her glasses off. She sprinted to the sidelines with tears running down her 

cheeks. 

Joe, on the blue team, began picking up the rubber-coated Styrofoam balls one after the other 

and heaved them at Amber. Timmy Johnson, seeing this incredulous act of perpetual near game-

ending destruction, followed his lead and began aiming for her as well. The game had already 

gone over the halfway mark so it had become a free-for-all. Daniel casually walked to the other 

side while Amber narrowly avoided the blue team’s shots. He plucked a ball between the floor 

and the mat and ran at the remaining two like a kamikaze, whirling as he chucked the ball at 

Timmy. It bounced off the back of his head, sending him sprawling over the floor. Daniel caught 

the same ball and, just as Joe turned with his final strike aimed at Daniel, Amber’s ball struck 

him in the cheek. The red team had won—they had won. As they smiled at one another as their 

fallen comrades cried out in victory, an unspoken bond had formulated between Amber and 

Daniel. 

Amber always inspired him no matter how bad or crazy the situation seemed. She had taken 

him all this way, it was she who had shown him that there was a world beyond his window that 

still needed to be explored. He had never stopped to appreciate the wonderful years their 

companionship had brought to both of their lives, but never had they ever crossed a romantic 

line. 



Daniel looked back to the dark elf woman tending Amber. She had watched him as he stared 

down at Amber’s smooth face. “There is something you can do. I can’t guarantee it will work, 

but often the mind gets lost in the unfamiliar and needs inspiration to bring it home.” The woman 

said. 

“Sounds like you’re about to send me some place I don’t want to go.” Daniel groaned. 

“A problem is not a problem when the solution is readily available. Your solution lies deep in 

the heart of Jotunheim.” 

“Jotunheim.” Daniel groaned. “We just came from Jotunheim.” 

“There is a mountain known as Lifbajord guarding the entrance to the Valley of Pinnacles. It 

is the smallest mountain, but it will seem like the largest you’ve ever seen until you find the 

hidden Chamber of Gunlod. It is said that there is a balcony within the draught’s sanctuary atop 

Lifbajord’s roost that looks out over the valley. You’ll have to figure out a way past Gunlod’s 

sister, Baugi, and then persuade Gunlod that your intentions are noble. You must acquire the 

Draught of Inspiration from Gunlod’s chamber.” 

“You say that like it’s going to be an easy trip when where I come from it would take weeks 

to coordinate a mountain climb—much less a mountain that seems like the biggest mountain I’ve 

ever seen according to you—and also a boatload of money for rations and equipment. Not to 

mention, I have no experience climbing mountains!” 

“You won’t have to climb,” said a voice from behind him. Daniel turned around to find Jarl 

standing in the doorway. It looked as though he had been listening for several minutes. “You can 

borrow Freya’s falcon headdress for the journey to the mount.” 

“Are you sure she’s not just sleeping?” Daniel asked, leaning over Amber’s face so that their 

noses were nearly touching. “Come on sleepy-head. Time to wake up!” He lightly patted her 

cheek. No response. 

“Disturbing one’s rest may cause more harm than good, especially during times of recovery.” 

The dark elf narrowed her gaze upon Daniel. 

He drew back from Amber and sighed. “Get better soon. You’re going to owe me one when I 

get back with your stupid draught! What is a draught anyway?” Daniel glanced at Jarl. 

“It’s a drink. The draught we’re talking about was made when the gods and the Vanas—the 

sea and wind gods of Vanaheim—made a treaty by spitting into a jar. From the saliva, they 

created a being known as Kvasir. Afterwards, Kvasir traveled the world asking questions, which 



inspired all to think, until several dwarves found him and killed him. They drained his blood, 

mixed it with honey, and processed it into a sort of mead. There wasn’t much and they didn’t 

have it for very long. The dwarves, often too crafty for their own good, came upon the giant 

Gilling resting on the coast of an ocean. They decided to push him into the water, killing him. 

Suttung, the giant’s brother, witnessed this and threatened to sink the dwarves’ boat once they 

were out at sea unless they gave him the draught. The dwarves valued their lives over the drink, 

and gave in to the giant’s demands willingly.” 

“Suttung,” continued Jarl, “then gave his daughter, Gunlod, the draught and hid her in a 

mountain in Jotunheim. He told her sister, Baugi, to make sure nothing happened to Gunlod. 

Odin saw this, and decided he would recover the draught, but when he infiltrated the mountain 

he fell in love with Gunlod. He spent three days in Gunlod’s chamber before he managed to 

convince her to give him the draught. She did so, but it is said that Gunlod remains in that 

mountain, guarding the last of the draught, which she has hidden. Am I forgetting anything, 

Sharay?” Jarl asked the dark elf woman. 

“The draught is said to give the drinker great inspiration and to cure many ailments. Mind 

you, these are myths and legends.” The dark-elf woman answered. 

“Which means there’s no guarantee this Gunlod chick is still at the mountain, that the 

draught is even there, or that the mountain even exists.” Daniel said. 

Jarl cleared his throat. “Lifbajord does exist. It is due south of Utgard. Come, I will see you 

out of Svartalheim and send you on your way. I have yet to bring you safely to Asgard as 

promised.” 

“Yeah, I think the safely part crashed and burned with the Quasar. That’s why you don’t let 

dragons set up home in your backyard; bad for tourism.” Daniel said as they walked through the 

open corridors of Svartalheim. 

“You three are the first outsiders I’ve seen in our realm in hundreds of years.” Jarl said. 

“Every now and then someone from the outside gets in but, as you can see, they don’t live very 

long. The separation of our realms dates from a time when the gods decided it was best to isolate 

Midgard from the other realms, to keep Midgard on the outside. Odin found men to be far too 

cunning with their constant innovations in technology and their uncanny desire to control nature. 

It was Thor who made it his prerogative to sever all ties to Midgard before the twilight 

occurred.” 



“The twilight?” Daniel asked. 

Jarl nodded as they crossed the threshold between Svartalheim and the rest of the mountain 

realm. “There is something I want to confide in you, Daniel. I wish I could discuss this with both 

you and Amber, but I don’t think I’ll have the opportunity again before we meet in Asgard.” 

“What is it?” 

“It’s about the gods and the twilight. What I’m about to tell you must not ever be uttered 

within the walls of Asgard or to anyone from Asgard aside from myself and a select few who 

will become apparent to you soon. Are you prepared?” 

Daniel looked at him quizzically. “Dude, I’m from Midgard, or Earth as we like to call it. I 

didn’t even know any of this existed six hours ago, and now I’m on my way back to the land of 

the giants. I think I’m in deep enough for you to go ahead and tell me what’s going on.” 

“A fair point,” said Jarl as he fished in his breast pocket for something. He withdrew what 

Daniel would have thought was a lame, rubber Halloween mask from his cloak and held it out to 

Daniel. “This is the last item Odin lent me before he disappeared. I believe I was also the last 

person to see him and all the other gods.” 

Daniel took the mask, which he realized wasn’t a mask, but a furl of thin skin. He looked to 

Jarl. “Okay, first: I know it’s stupid but I barely passed English Lit with a D, so who’s Odin and 

why is his skin in my hand?” 

“Odin is the All Father, born of the giant Ymir’s sweat along with his brothers Vi, Vili, and 

Ve. He is the leader of the gods, blessed with the wisdom of Mimir’s Well. That is not his skin, 

but that of a snake. Wearing it will transform the wearer into the legless reptile. Odin used this 

very snake skin to enter Gunlod’s secret chamber over a thousand years ago. I hope it aids you as 

well.” 

“Okay, now back to the twilight and what we’re not supposed to tell anyone.” Daniel said, 

shoving the skin in his back pocket. 

“Right. We, in Asgard and the whole world, have been led to believe that the day of 

Ragnorak has passed and the twilight of the gods is the current state of endless night surrounding 

us,” Jarl paused. “You look as if you have another question.” 

“Ragnorak.” Daniel said. 

“Your kind would call it the end of the world; Armageddon: fire and brimstone from the sky, 

angels descending from the heavens with trumpets blazing, mass chaos within all realms. For us 



it was a war with the giants that would end the gods and their reign. Before I continue, I must 

explain that my father was the mighty Heimdall, guardian of the Bifrost Bridge that you will see 

once you arrive in Asgard. He saw everything. It was his job to alert the gods of the coming of 

Ragnorak. One day, he saw what I am sure we will eventually call not Ragnorak, but a 

conspiracy leading us to believe that the day has come and gone.” 

Jarl took a deep breath and continued. “It began when a man named Bolwerk, unfamiliar to 

the natives of Asgard, entered the city and took up residence in one of the vacant homes. Later 

that day, Bolwerk entered the sanction of the gods during a meeting and explained that the frost 

giants had emerged from Jotunheim and were plotting to attack Asgard as prophesied that they 

would on the day of Ragnorak. The gods—my father included—took this as a warning, and 

immediately met the attack at the River Iving that divides the realm of Asgard from Jotunheim, 

slaying the fifty or so giants that had rallied to attack. The battle, having been completed with 

ease and without casualty, gave the gods a feeling of suspicion. That’s when Sol and Dag—Sun 

and Day—disappeared, leaving only Mani and Nott—Moon and Night—to carry the sky.” 

“I watched all of this from our station atop the Bifrost. My father, who was among the gods, 

noticed that the great wolf, Fenrir, had been released from his binding—another prophecy of 

Ragnorak that had been fulfilled. Fenrir was not interested in engaging the gods, but led them 

farther away, toward Niflheim. To the people of Asgard and the rest of the realms, the 

disappearance of the bearers of the sun and day meant that Ragnorak had officially come. I saw 

differently. I alone saw the giant, Tanemshad, pluck Sol and Dag out of the sky before he 

disappeared into the depths of Niflheim as well.” 

“I assumed the gods would outsmart the giants and emerge from Niflheim unscathed. They 

never did, and nor did Fenrir. To this day, the only one to return from Niflheim was the giant 

Tanemshad, who now lives on the outskirts of Jotunheim. Tanemshad despises any and all 

Asgardians or Midgardians. His energy to hunt and kill one or the other is limitless.” 

Daniel looked pale and confused. “Niflheim—” 

“Is the realm of ice, frigid waters and cold wind,” answered Jarl. “The crossing of Niflheim 

and Muspelheim—the land of fire—at the beginning of all things is what created Ymir, what you 

have always believed was Earth.” 

“Okay, so what do you think happened?” Daniel asked. 



“I know not of where the gods have been hidden, but there is a place where one can find out. 

Odin trusted my father with one of three keys that opens the door to Odin’s tower,” Jarl drew a 

key on a chain from around his neck and showed it to Daniel. “At the top of this tower is Odin’s 

mighty seat, from which one is capable of witnessing all of the realms including Niflheim. The 

only problem is that the tower is guarded by no less than one hundred soldiers who are not 

permitted to allow anyone entry to the tower. It would take a small army to enter the keep—at 

least. I have tried everything I know to get into the keep, but they don’t let me in because I’m 

Heimdall’s son. They know that my intentions are to restore order to that which has been lost. 

You don’t understand what it’s been like, Daniel. Since much of Bifrost has been destroyed by 

the giants in the wake of the gods’ disappearance, I work for the prison just outside Asgard 

where King Vili sent your uncle.” 

“Amber’s uncle... Mr. McClean.... Is he okay?” 

“Yes. He’s fine, but the Asgardians don’t trust Midgardians. Since he’s an outsider, Bolwerk 

had him put under arrest as soon as he entered town.” 

Daniel gaped at Jarl. “Wait, Bolwerk is still around? Man, all you had to do was say his name 

and I knew something was up, and they let him live there?” 

“Bolwerk received a handsome title after the gods left. He is Marshal of Asgard, Commander 

of Asgard’s Army and personal assistant to King Vili. One cannot enter Asgard publicly without 

his notice.” 

They had reached a ledge that overlooked a valley of snowy hills. To the right, Daniel could 

see the tops of houses and castles around the edge of the mountain in the distance. Daniel didn’t 

need Jarl to tell him that it was Svartalheim’s neighbor, Asgard. The air was cold, making Daniel 

wish he had more than just his thin black jacket on. 

“Is there any other information you require?” Jarl asked. “Bear in mind, this is the last time 

you and I will speak for quite a while.” 

“How am I supposed to find my way all the way back to Jotunheim? I don’t know where I 

am. I’ve never been here.” 

The spirit of Freya’s falcon will be able to guide you. He knows the inner realms from the 

years he spent hunting with his master while he was still alive.” Jarl held up the falcon 

headdress. It looked like a wig made of feathers connected to a helmet made from a falcon’s 

head. Daniel thought that the beak would most definitely fall over the wearer’s eyes. “You need 



only slip the headdress over your head and shoulders and the magic will take effect. It will feel a 

bit disorienting at first, but it will grow on you. I must warn you that if you find Freya 

somewhere in your travels she’s going to want that back.” 

Daniel took the headdress. It was lighter than he had anticipated. He looked from the 

headdress to Jarl. “Why are you helping us?” 

“What do you mean?” Jarl wrinkled his forehead in question. 

“What could you possibly have to gain from doing all this for us? I mean, no one from our 

world would have gone this far for people they don’t know.” 

Jarl tilted his head honorably. “Things have been very bad since the gods disappeared. I 

cannot remember the last good day I had, but today has been exceptionally intriguing. If we can 

find my father and bring him back—restore natural order to our world, we could save the realms 

from their eternal darkness.” 

“I can’t guarantee we’ll be able to help you into the tower. I can promise that when Amber 

wakes up, she won’t leave until your problem is taken care of and her uncle is free.” 

“That sounds like a fair trade to me. I must leave, Daniel. If you need me, come to the prison 

in the wood north of Asgard. I’ll be there. Be careful, and good luck.” Jarl bowed to him. Daniel 

bowed in return. He watched Jarl set off down a narrow path leading down the mountainside. 

“Hey, before you go,” said the small voice of Milchamp from behind him. Daniel turned 

around to see the two dwarven children huddled in the doorway to Ivald, the mountain realm. 

Milchamp held a shining golden necklace up in one hand. “I want you to have this.” 

“Oh no,” Daniel shook his head. “I couldn’t take your jewelry, Milchamp. You’ve helped 

enough.” 

“You won’t be taking it when I give it to you. I found this when I was just a toddler, roaming 

around the caves a hundred and twelve years ago. Not sure who it belongs to, but it’s always 

been good luck. I wish it the same fortune for you that it’s brought me.” Milchamp beckoned 

Daniel down to his level. Bowing, Daniel lowered his head as Milchamp placed the necklace 

around his neck. 

Daniel stuffed it under his shirt, nodding. “Thank you. I’ll give it to Amber when she wakes 

up. I’m sure she’ll love it.” 

Milchamp smiled. 



“Good luck!” Defwin beamed. After, the dwarves hurried back into the depths of Ivald, 

Daniel turned back to the ledge. 

Daniel took a deep breath and shimmied the falcon headdress over his shoulders, allowing 

the falcon beak to fall over his eyes, seeming to meld to his nose and mouth. He felt the dizzying 

sensation of swirling as his back popped, changing shape. The weight of his body, clothes and 

shoes evaporated. His arms spread to wings. When Daniel opened his eyes, he was soaring down 

the mountain toward the forest below. He squawked as he flapped frantically. He flew past Jarl, 

who followed him with his eyes until he was out of sight. 

“Just relax, kid,” said a voice from somewhere inside his head. “Spread your arms and let the 

wind carry you.” 

Daniel tried to relax, but the agility of this creature was something he had never fathomed 

before, even in observing falcons and hawks fly when he was younger and had time to think of 

such things. The weirdest part was the added complication of the wind. Daniel felt every minor 

alteration in its course like a boat subject to the water’s mood. “Straighten your back and pull 

your legs in so they’re not flopping around everywhere.” 

He did as instructed by the guardian spirit and managed to pull himself into a gentle glide 

over the treetops. At times he was able to go what felt like fifty-miles an hour, and other times he 

had to flap his wings in order to gain enough altitude to keep from flying into something. He saw 

the charred remains of a large house, its chimney rising from the wreckage above the trees. 

Daniel landed on the stoney rim of the chimney for a rest. He panted, looking around for some 

sign of life. His keen gaze caught every movement of the stalky tree-limbs. 

“Okay,” Daniel thought to himself, hoping the spirit could hear him, “where to now?” 

“South.” The voice answered. “This way.” Daniel felt his neck jerk left, which caused him to 

fall off the chimney into flight. 

He flew over the shore of the lake they had passed before being chased by the dragon. It took 

him a long time to figure out how to relax and let the wind carry him. After a while, a natural 

laziness fell over his body, and he merely glided over the sandy strand, snaking to the end of his 

sight. What seemed impossibly difficult thirty-minutes earlier, became second nature in the 

falcon form. He found the grooves in the wind and was able to let the thick, invisible streams of 

it carry him along. 



“You’re starting to get it,” said the guardian. “Usually, I wouldn’t say anything and let you 

make a fool of yourself, but Jarl seems to like you well enough.” 

“Am I still going the right direction?” Daniel asked. 

“Yes, when the lake curves to the east, you’ll want to continue to the mountains. From there 

you should be able to find your way back the way you came earlier.” 

“Got it.” Daniel said. 

He flew to the end of the lake and continued over more dead forest before encountering the 

mountain region. Daniel found that he liked being a bird. The movements weren’t lazy, but 

automatic. One needed only to sustain a certain form and everything else came naturally. He was 

beginning to pick up the different forms for different situations. Often, the wind changed course 

and he had to become sharper, narrower in order to cut through it and realign with the air’s path. 

The orange mist began to form around him and throughout the trees below. He continued the 

same direction, following the guardian’s orders whenever they came into his mind. It wasn’t long 

before Daniel settled on the huge wooden reinforced wall of Jotunheim, and looked down to see 

the giants lumbering through the city streets. Several dwarves were scampering down the road 

with a big golden cog the size of ten of them held over their heads, weaving back and forth as 

they made for their destination. 

“You need to go to Lifbajord, correct?” 

Daniel wasn’t sure. “Yeah, that sounds right.” All the strange names and locations were 

starting to get bunched up in his mind, which is partially why he didn’t recall any of it from 

school. The only weird name he could remember from English Lit. with Mrs. Haley was 

Yggdrasil, the world tree. That didn’t help. 

“Go directly around the city walls and keep going straight. Shouldn’t be too much farther.” 

The voice spoke into his ear. 

He dove off the wall and did as instructed. After leaving Jotunheim behind, Daniel passed 

over familiar terrain. Being in falcon-form made the city of Utgard seem even larger than it had 

when he and Amber visited in the Quasar. He noticed rocks that he had seen right after he and 

Amber entered through Rurik’s door. He saw something that caught his attention along the path: 

foot prints. The huge tracks of at least twenty giants led down a path between boulders, almost 

going the same direction he and Amber had taken to get to Jotunheim. Without thinking, Daniel 

went off his course and followed the trail. 



When he came to the end of the path, he settled on a large boulder and stared at the biggest 

problem he and Amber had faced so far. The opening to Rurik’s door had been smashed. Stones 

and rubble covered what was once an entrance—their entrance... their only passage back home. 

They were stuck in the Norse world with no way out. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Six — 
 
 

Dealing With Baugi 
 
 

“We shouldn’t linger,” said the guardian. Daniel hardly realized he was still staring at the 

marred threshold. “Whoever did this may be nearby, and Jarl’s possession of the headdress is no 

secret.” 

“Okay.” Daniel sighed and flew back up the path. He couldn’t understand why everything 

continued to go wrong. What was he going to tell Amber? How were they going to get back 

home, and what would his mom think? She knew he often joined Amber and her uncle on many 

of their trips, but he’d already been gone a week and now he was trapped in some other world. 

This was truly one of the more precarious situations he’d found himself in. 

“There. That is Lifbajord, the entrance to the Valley of Pinnacles.” The guardian said, lifting 

Daniel’s gaze to a tall, skinny mountain up ahead. The top disappeared into the orange mist 

surrounding them. As they drew near, the ground dropped away to deep trenches and valleys 

within the earth. He understood that if he had walked, it would have taken weeks to trek all the 

way to the mountain. An explosion rang from somewhere within the stony basin below. Daniel 

caught sight of a crew of dwarves hurrying away as an avalanche of rock and silver poured from 

the smoky blast area. 

“What’s with all the dwarves?” Daniel asked. 

“After the loss of the sun and day the dwarves were able to roam the realms freely without 

having to hide from the sun during the daylight hours. They turn to stone when exposed to 

sunlight. Their species has profited greatly from the gods’ disappearance.” 

“Maybe they’re behind it all.” Daniel suggested. 

“Doubtful.” The guardian said as two dwarves began fighting over a silver deposit sticking 

out of the earth. “Innovative, but greedy. They might have allied themselves with the giants, but 

they wouldn’t make a stand against the gods if asked—not unless they had absolutely no other 

choice.” 

Daniel glided to the foot of a long, meandering path leading up to the mountain. He took off 

the falcon headdress, which caused him to fall on his face. When he got up he realized how cold 



he felt and that cold had not affected him when in falcon-form. The wind had been his best friend 

during that experience. Now he felt like an obstruction, disrupting the smooth flow of the wind. 

His eyes were significantly less effective than the falcon’s. His arms were like heavy slabs of 

meat, hanging from his upper torso uselessly. Since he didn’t want to carry the headdress around, 

Daniel hid it in some bushes near the gaping entrance to the mountain caverns. 

When he entered, the orange light flowing in behind him provided the only visibility in the 

area. His eyes adjusted to the dimness and he saw that the inside looked less like a mountain and 

more like the inside of a building. The structure of the room reminded him of Svartalheim, with 

its high columns holding up the ceiling and the smooth, flat panels of stone lining the walls.  

Daniel saw what appeared to be a massive table the size of a small department store with a chair 

to match pushed in at the side. Large pots and pans hung from the walls. He noticed a fire pit the 

size of a community swimming pool next to a big stoney chair. 

As he moved over the floor, Daniel nudged what he thought was a rock, but saw that it was a 

skeleton. Dozens of them littered the floor in the outskirts of the room, some wearing helmets 

and carrying swords, all smiling their fleshless grin and staring through blank black holes. A 

huge rumbling sound reverberated through the walls before he heard footsteps on the floor 

above. He suddenly didn’t want to be here anymore. 

The footsteps moved across the ceiling. Daniel followed the progress of the thumping to the 

distant darkness leading to what he could scarcely tell was a stairway leading to the next floor. 

He ran across the room to the far wall, hoping to hide behind the bookcase before the owner of 

the place could find him. 

Standing before a skyscraper full of moldy, dusty books that looked as old as the mountain, 

Daniel tried to figure out where to hide. There was no hiding under the bookshelf as the base 

touched the bottom on all three accessible sides, and the back was firmly placed against the wall. 

He glanced over his shoulder and heard someone sigh as they dropped down the last step to the 

floor; he could feel their every movement. 

Daniel saw a red leather-bound book with loose pages facing out. He pulled himself up onto 

the lowest shelf and jumped inside. Dim huge letters of a foreign dialect surrounded him as he 

peered out from the book. Outside, a woman with long red hair who fit the size of the room 

perfectly sat down in the big chair. She yawned, fanning her mouth, and began stretching both 

arms over her head. 



“It’s cold.” She shivered and opened the door to the cabinet next to the chair. She withdrew a 

jar of glowing fairies and threw three massive logs onto the fire pit. She unscrewed the lid of the 

jar enough for a single fairy to escape, and caught it. The woman threw the fairy onto the logs. A 

blazing fire erupted over the wood, the light of which was so bright Daniel had to look away. He 

figured it was because his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, but he’d never seen a fire so 

brilliant before. The woman plucked something out of the fire and stuck it back in the jar before 

sliding the jar back under the cabinet. 

“That was a good nap, but I’m starving,” the woman said to herself. “What do you think we 

should eat today? Mashed potatoes and gravy? No, we had that last week. How about something 

we haven’t had in a long time. Okay, but no Devil’s Ivy this time. That stuff nearly sent me to 

the infirmary in Jotunheim. Suttung wouldn’t have been happy to see me away from my post.” 

Daniel considered the strange nature of the giantess. She carried on both halves of a 

conversation on her own, almost as if talking to someone else. He figured she was probably just 

lonely, one of those people that invents ways to cope with their isolation. “I talk to myself all the 

time.” Daniel whispered and furrowed his brows. “Who the heck am I talking to? I’m still doing 

it... Talking... to myself.... Wow.” He clasped a hand over his mouth and retreated further into 

the book as the woman got to her feet. 

“Better check the cookbook,” the woman—who Daniel had assumed, was Baugi, the giantess 

guarding Gunlod’s chamber according to Jarl’s story—said. She turned around and started 

coming straight at him. She was somewhat beautiful. Daniel figured that if he was about three 

hundred times larger, he might actually like the lady. She swept her long red hair over her 

shoulder and dropped to her knees as she took hold of the book with Daniel in it. 

“Crap!” Daniel whispered. Gravity pulled him down the smooth pages of the book as the 

disorienting feeling of uncoordinated movement passed through him. He managed to grab the 

bottom of the page and then catch the leather hardback. He dangled from the bottom of the book, 

kicking as the floor passed quickly beneath his shoes. With each of Baugi’s footfalls, holding on 

became more difficult. Fear coursed through his body as he looked at the stone floor far below. 

Falling now would be the equivalent to falling off a building. He gripped the slick leather in one 

hand as the muscles in his arm began to hurt. 

His fingers slipped and he fell just as Baugi walked next to a basket of giant-sized 

vegetables. Daniel rebounded off the inner side of the basket and slapped onto a cornhusk, then 



dropped between tomatoes the size of houses. He could hear the giantess talking to herself in the 

world above as he struggled to keep from falling deeper. The onions around him made his nose 

hurt and his eyes water. 

“Start with the soup. Add onions, tomato, a little lettuce and celery,” said Baugi. By the time 

Daniel managed to surface to the top of the vegetables, Baugi stuck her enormous hand into the 

bag, grabbed an onion and accidentally knocked a tomato right onto Daniel. If it had been a fresh 

tomato he’d probably have been squashed, but instead he went right through the outer membrane 

of skin. Drowning in the succulent juices, Daniel swirled through the liquid and seeds and swam 

to the hole where he’d entered. He sucked in a huge breath of air just as Baugi picked up the 

tomato. “This one’s rotten!” She tossed the tomato across the room. Daniel felt a temporary 

sensation of being airborne—and moving so fast he had to hold onto the skin of the tomato—

before he smashed into the wall and fell into a crate of smelly old vegetables. 

He swore and hurriedly clambered over a field of rotten veggies, most of which didn’t even 

look like veggies anymore. White mold covered the fresher vegetables, while sickly blue-green 

mass covered the older ones. Once he climbed the crate wall, he threw one leg over and fell on 

the floor. It was the smell of it all that got to him the most. He pulled strings of red tomato flesh 

and seeds from his hair and jacket sleeves while Baugi made her soup base. 

“This is not going well.” Daniel sighed, exhausted. He couldn’t believe she hadn’t caught 

him yet. Part of him wondered how Baugi managed to get giant fruit and vegetables to grow 

without any sun outside, but the thought of Amber in that wooden bed in the caves of 

Svartalheim drove the questions away. He needed to get past this woman somehow and that 

required a plan. He felt safe for the moment, here under a beautifully crafted lounging chair. 

The snakeskin was still stuffed in his pocket. Jarl had mentioned that Odin used it to get past 

Baugi but didn’t say how. He couldn’t see much use for it since Baugi seemed oblivious to 

Daniel’s existence anyway. Baugi began singing to herself as she crossed the room. Daniel 

smelled something old and primal; the smell of broth steaming throughout the room, an aroma 

that has filled the noses of generations dating back to the initial discovery of fire and cooking. 

Baugi stopped by the far wall and hammered her fist on no place in particular. “Oh Gunlod,” 

she said in singsong, “I’m making vegetable soup. I hope you’re hungry!” 

Daniel listened carefully. The faint muffled sound of someone’s voice responded, followed 

by several return bangs. 



Baugi laughed. “Oh, you know a good soup takes longer than that! It’ll be finished when it’s 

finished, so just be patient.” Baugi said, and impishly crossed the room to her cauldron of soup. 

Daniel looked past her at the bare wall carefully. There were no decorations or ornaments to 

make the wall seem any different from any other wall save for a square wooden threshold the 

size of Baugi’s palm. He needed to get over there but there weren’t any obstructions to hide 

behind. 

Daniel surveyed his surroundings once more. Next to the curved lip preceding the entrance to 

the cave, he saw a broom with almost no bristles remaining on the broom side. Next to that was a 

pillar of papers with a few books stacked on top. Pictures of giants and strange, otherworldly 

landscapes hung from nails protruding from the wall over his head. He looked back to Baugi 

who was humming as she dashed spices into her soup. He would have to keep Baugi busy if he 

wanted to get over there and figure out how to get inside the other chamber. 

“Almost finished!” She called. “Get your bowl ready, Gunlod.” Baugi stirred the soup with 

her giant-sized iron ladle, lifted a spoonful of soup, and took a long sip. “Mmm, just the way 

Mom used to make.” While she had her back turned, Daniel ran across the room. He aimed to his 

far left and ducked beneath a big wooden table that looked like it hadn’t been used in a long time 

from the collection of dust on the chairs and the cobwebs hidden in the many angles beneath it. 

Daniel hid behind a table leg and watched Baugi slide open a small wooden panel in the wall 

she had been talking to earlier. She went back to the cauldron, took it off the fire and placed the 

cast iron bottom on a floor mat. She carried the cauldron across the stone ground, waddling to 

the duct where she lowered the cauldron to the floor once again—it was only inches shorter than 

the opening’s height. Baugi lifted the lip and poured the soup down the wooden slide until 

Gunlod on the other end banged for her to stop. 

Daniel heard the strange sounds behind him and turned around. Standing like a gargantuan 

monster from some nightmare he couldn’t remember having was a huge black spider with its 

legs spread, ready to attack. Its many beady black eyes locked onto Daniel’s. Just as it darted 

forward, Daniel leapt back behind the table leg. The spider’s front pincers rammed the wooden 

leg. Daniel was halfway back to the chair where he was hiding earlier when he looked back and 

saw the spider tearing after him, it’s legs racing with the rapidity of a creature who is fighting for 

its lunch. Daniel went to the papers stacked by the broom and immediately began to climb. 



He didn’t get far before something latched onto the cuff of his jeans, tugging him backward. 

Over his shoulder, Daniel saw the enormous spider working relentlessly as it yanked at Daniel’s 

pants with its front pincers. He kicked at the spider with his free foot, causing his jeans to tear up 

to his knee. The spider spread its eight furry legs out—using the weight of the world as its 

leverage—and gave a final pull. Daniel managed to snag the snakeskin from his back pocket just 

before the spider ripped his pants clean off. Freedom came, along with the cold of the world. He 

stuffed the snakeskin in the waistband of his boxers and began to climb. His jeans had flopped 

over the spider’s eyes, causing it to jerk back and forth in confusion. By the time it was able to 

shed the obstruction, Daniel was already halfway up the stack of papers. 

Panting, Daniel climbed higher and higher until he reached the books. The broom handle rose 

alongside him and rested on the edge of the topmost book. When Daniel pulled himself up, he 

looked over to see Baugi removing the funnel from the wall. The cauldron was still sitting next 

to the hole. She leaned over to pick up the cauldron. He had to move and had to do it now if he 

wanted to be able to get into that chamber with ease. He looked left and right, and saw the broom 

handle nearby. 

Daniel jumped up and wrapped his arms and legs around the handle. It moved slowly beneath 

his weight, gently pushing the top book over until it began to tip. It then fell to the floor with a 

slap. The broom bounced to the next book and continued moving down the line of books until 

each one fell and the papers were all that was left. Daniel dropped onto the topmost page as the 

broom’s inertia continued pushing the papers down in a mess of raining sheets. He hopped onto 

one of the pages and rode it down to the ground. He ran toward the wall where the cauldron lay, 

more out of fear of the spider nearby than the necessity to achieve his goal. 

Baugi rushed past without seeing him or the spider and began picking up the leaflets of paper 

as they touched the floor. He didn’t know if the spider was chasing him and didn’t want to spare 

any effort to look back. He hurried past Baugi’s chair and the still-burning fire which sent 

scalding heat over his body as he jogged by. When he reached the cauldron, he tried to climb up 

the grooves in the side, but it was too smooth for him to get a good hold. 

“Ten years these papers have been sitting here and now is when they choose to go 

everywhere?” Baugi complained from behind him.  

Daniel bit his lip as he looked up to the impossibly high cauldron top. He had come all the 

way here, and he wasn’t tall enough to reach the entrance leading to the one person who might 



be able to help Amber. He slapped his forehead at having left the falcon headdress behind. 

“Amber,” he said through gritted teeth. “She’s why I’m here. It’s her I’ve gotta help, and so help 

me, that’s what I’m going to do.” 

 Looking back the way he came, Daniel could see that Baugi was still trying to gather all the 

papers strewn across the room, but there was no sign of the spider. A sharp motion from the 

corner of his eye caused him to jump back as the spider threw itself at him. Grabbing a button the 

size of a kiddy-pool—the only object nearby with which he could defend himself—Daniel turned 

around in time for the arachnid to smash right into it. It pushed him back, causing Daniel’s shoes 

to slide under him. A hairy spider leg poked under the button, scratching at Daniel’s ankles. 

“All right, you jerk!” Daniel growled. “I’m done messing with you.” He pushed the button 

with all his strength as the spider punched through the bottom part of the button. Daniel flipped 

over the button and landed right on the spider’s cushy abdomen as the button rolled away. The 

spider skittered around maddeningly. Daniel tried to turn around, but the creature started trying 

to buck him off like a bull. As this was happening, he could think of nothing else other than how 

ridiculous he must look riding backwards on a giant garden spider in his underwear. 

Just as the spider bucked him, Daniel managed to turn around and get his bare legs around 

what would be considered the spider’s waist. It ran forward to the cauldron and began ramming 

the side with hopes to throw Daniel off. Daniel lurched face-first against the spider’s bristly 

back. The necklace that Milchamp had given him earlier touched the back of the spider and 

became significantly longer, like a rope. Daniel looped his head out from under it and threw it 

around the spider’s neck, wrapping one end around his hand. The arachnid immediately stopped 

attacking the cauldron and began running aimlessly. Daniel yanked the chain left, directing the 

spider to the left. After nearly driving the spider into the fire, he pulled right and the spider went 

right along with him. When he let the chain go limp, the spider stopped and looked around as if 

awaiting its next order. 

“So, I’m guessing this necklace has the power to... control spiders? Kickin’. Seeing as how 

we’re going to be getting better acquainted, I think I’ll call you Fred.” He turned Fred toward the 

cauldron. “Let’s do it!” 

As soon as Fred reached the wall of the cauldron, he began to clamber up the side with 

Daniel hanging off its back. It didn’t take long for them to reach the top where they started to 

round the lip of the pot. 



“What the—” Baugi yelled. Daniel craned his neck in time to see Baugi towering over the 

cauldron, staring right at him. “Who are you, and how did you get in here?” 

“Time to cheese it, Fred!” Daniel slipped his heels into the spider’s side and aimed for the 

channel in the wall. 

“Oh no you don’t!” Baugi leapt forward and to block the duct, but tripped on the floor mat 

instead. She grabbed hold of the rim of the pot to catch herself. It didn’t fall over, but it tipped, 

sending waves of piping hot soup over the lip. Baugi got up and grabbed the edge of the cauldron 

to keep it steady while Daniel and Fred reached the wall and began climbing up. 

“NO! You can’t!” She screamed as Fred and Daniel entered the channel just as Baugi’s giant 

fist slammed into the wall behind them. After she pulled her fist away to reveal no splattered 

remains she wailed and collapsed in her seat by the fire. She cried for a few seconds before 

getting a maniacal look in her eye. 

The inside of the wooden tunnel smelled like vegetable soup as Daniel and Fred navigated 

through the passage that was becoming more and more narrow and small as they progressed. 

“You think you can get away from me and steal our draught? Think again, punk!” Baugi 

yelled from behind them. 

Daniel looked over his shoulder in time to see Baugi lift the lip of the cauldron to the 

opening. She was going to pour the steaming hot soup in after them, with hopes of drowning the 

intruders. Daniel jumped off Fred. “Go on! You’re free now, just get outta here!” He pointed 

toward the exit and put the necklace over his neck once again. Steaming liquid was beginning to 

flow down over Daniel’s shoes. Fred immediately climbed the wall and clung onto the stone 

ceiling near the entrance where the soup couldn’t reach him. Daniel ran down the passage until 

the wooden walls closed in and he got stuck. He swore, trying to push his way through, but 

couldn’t. 

As a rising tide of soup threatened to drown him as the insignificant insect that he was in this 

place, Daniel realized that he was officially trapped. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Seven — 
 
 

The Draught of Inspiration 
 
 
 

“I came all this way!” He cried. “I can’t fail now!” The soup was up to his hips, burning his 

bare legs and soaking his boxers. Daniel’s eyes widened. He yanked the snakeskin from his 

trousers and pulled it over his head. The soup went from his knees to above him within a second, 

but it didn’t feel hot anymore. It felt lukewarm. He could no longer feel his arms and legs except 

for the singular sensation of wriggling all at once. As far as air was concerned, he didn’t feel the 

immediate necessity to rise to the surface and breathe. The taste of the soup was perpetually in 

his mouth, but it tasted amazing so he didn’t mind. 

Not long after, he fell through cold air until he splashed into a comfortably warm pond of 

soup in a large bowl. Being a snake made maneuvering in the liquid as simple for Daniel as 

maneuvering through the air had been while he was a falcon. Something upset the stillness of the 

fluid from up above him. Although his eyes could not quite make out what it was through the 

murky clouds of vegetable soup, he could feel the movement down to his very core. The instinct 

to dive and go lower entered his mind, but he had not yet acted when a huge hand plunged 

through the soup and closed around him. As the hand lifted him out of the pond, he felt the tug of 

the liquid as it rained down either side of the palm. Now that he was up in the air, Daniel wanted 

to take off the snakeskin but he couldn’t. He had no arms. Two enormous fingers closed around 

his scalp and pulled. He felt the sensation of his arms and legs return as he climbed to his knees. 

His hair hung down into his face. As he looked down at the lines in the giant hand that held him 

he noticed the snakeskin lying there and stuffed it back into the waistband of his boxers. 

Two enormous green eyes were staring down at him from the darkness. That disorienting 

feeling of rising in an elevator returned as the giantess stood and began walking the other 

direction. Once they passed into the light, Daniel was able to see her fully. He had thought Baugi 

pretty, but she couldn’t hold a candle to Gunlod. She glanced at him and smiled as he gaped at 

her in disbelief. Other than the fact that she was about a hundred times his size, Gunlod was the 

most beautiful woman he had ever seen in his life. She had shining copper-brown hair that fell 



over the shoulders of her navy blue gown. Her eyes were like emeralds. The strangest part about 

her was that she looked almost identical to Amber McClean. 

Seeing the perpetual awestruck expression on Daniel’s face made Gunlod smile. “Are you 

okay?” She asked. 

“I think I am now.” He said, but he didn’t think she could hear him. 

“I haven’t seen a Midgardian in more than a thousand years.” She said as she walked him 

over to the table. “When I first heard the commotion, I thought you were someone else.” Gunlod 

placed him on the hard surface of a table. Big droplets of water were everywhere. She picked up 

an empty shot glass the size of a swimming pool from the other side of the table and laid it on its 

side next to him. “Go on, I should be able to hear when you speak now.” 

“Hi.” Daniel said and heard his voice magnified with the reverberations of the glass. 

Gunlod giggled. “You’re the size of a Midgardian, but you’re handsome enough to be a 

descendant of Balder.” 

“Is it that obvious I don’t belong here?” Daniel asked and received only a shrug. “What are 

you doing here all alone, being fed by your crazy sister every night?” 

“It’s not so bad. Baugi makes the best soup in case you haven’t noticed.” She smiled. “Only 

one other person has ever figured out how to get passed her and it required this very snakeskin. 

How do you know the only man I have ever loved, and where has he gone?” 

Daniel’s eyes darted left and right in thought. “Unless the guy you fell in love with is named 

Jarl, I doubt we’re thinking of the same person.” 

An air of hope left Gunlod as her shoulders dropped a little. “No, Jarl isn’t the one. The man 

I knew was named Odin.” 

Daniel looked taken aback. “Odin? Isn’t he the father of the gods?” 

“Yes. His desire for knowledge and inspiration overpowered his need to oversee his 

quarreling brethren. It’s obvious that without him they didn’t know what to do with themselves 

so it was inevitable that he should leave me to return to his own kind. Do you have any idea what 

has happened to him?” 

He shook his head. “I don’t know if news reaches you way out here in this... cave, but the 

gods have been missing for the last thousand years. Jarl believes it’s a conspiracy, their 

disappearance.” 



“If the world is still alive and intact then it almost certainly is a conspiracy,” said Gunlod as 

she looked beyond Daniel at nothing in particular. Her eyes fixed upon his once more. “Enough 

about me, what is your name and for what purpose did Jarl send you to me?” 

“My name is Daniel, and I’m here on behalf of my friend, Amber. Her mind is really sick. 

The dark elf in Svartalheim said that she’s lost her way.” 

Gunlod’s brows narrowed as she stared into Daniel. “Are you quite certain that you came 

here on behalf of a friend... or is it something stronger that allowed you to bypass my sister and 

enter this cave through the narrow channel that leads to my chamber? This room is enchanted. 

There is no way to enter except by means of that passage.” 

Daniel swallowed, but could think of nothing to say. 

Noting his lack of speech, Gunlod smiled understandingly. “I assume that you’ve come here 

for the draught of inspiration. I’m also assuming that you weren’t told that Odin drained all three 

of the vessels containing the draught when he last visited. There’s nothing left.” 

His heart plummeted. He had come all this way. The strength in his knees left him and his 

legs buckled. Daniel’s chin rested on his chest as he sighed. “Part of me knew that’s what you’d 

say.” He looked back up at her. “If there’s nothing left then why are you being confined to this 

chamber?” 

She smirked at him. “Because Odin drained all three of the primary vessels containing the 

draught, but he didn’t take the secret flask of draught that I saved for,” she paused, “I guess I 

saved it for someone just like you: a hopeless romantic. Do you know what love is, Daniel?” 

“No. I’d be lying if I said I did.” 

“Really?” Gunlod laughed. “You’re more daft than you think. What do you believe drove 

you to this cave, the mere idea of rescuing your friend? Please. Lie to me all you want, but don’t 

lie to yourself. I’m going to give you a portion of draught, but there’s a catch.” 

Daniel’s eyes widened. “Anything, just name it.” 

“You have to tell Amber the truth after she rouses from her sleep. The draught will bring her 

back instantly, but I promised myself that I would never give the draught to anyone but someone 

who was driven by nothing less than the love inspired by one’s heart. She has a right to know 

how you feel—” 



“Even if it ends our friendship?” Daniel interrupted. “No one wants to confess what I feel for 

Amber more than me, but where I come from love isn’t what it is to you here. To breach that 

boundary and come clean might cause more harm than good.” 

“It also might change everything in your world. Love is something that surpasses time and 

space, life and death. Love has the power to end war, hate, suffering, and most of all it has the 

power to heal. Odin found love in this place of all places. He didn’t know his intentions when he 

came here but he left a changed man, which is why I could never believe he was gone or dead.  

He is still alive, I assure you.” 

“Love might have the power to do all those things, but I’ve seen a different kind of love—

passion, audacity, the love for the very power you describe—cause hate, and in turn cause war 

and suffering.” 

Gunlod smiled. “You’re a smart kid, Midgardian. But we’re not talking about the same thing. 

I’m talking about what you feel when you look into Amber eyes, how she makes you feel when 

she looks into yours. Do not do yourself the injustice of ignoring that which is before your eyes. 

You’ll only open them at the end of your life to find not love, but regret.” She tilted her head 

down and drew from around her neck a small rope connected to a tiny corked water-skin. “This 

is not the very last of the draught, but after this there will be the bit I have saved for Odin when 

he comes back to me. Do not forget what this means to you, and the promise I ask in return.” 

She placed the water-skin on the ground in front of Daniel. It was small to her, but just the 

right size for him. It had a shoulder strap so he was able to carry it easily as he walked to the 

edge of the table. “It was wonderful meeting you, Gunlod.” Daniel said, but then realized that 

with the glass on the other side of the table, Gunlod could no longer hear him. 

Gunlod understood regardless. She smiled and nodded as she cupped her hands beside him. 

Climbing onto her palm, Daniel pulled the snakeskin from the waistband of his trousers and put 

it on over his head. Gunlod grew even larger than before. He could see her radiating warmth. The 

world around him became a blur, but as Gunlod drew near to the wooden passage, he could sense 

the heat around it from the vegetable soup Baugi had poured in after him. Gunlod raised her 

palm to the tiny mouth of the channel and Daniel squirmed through with ease. 

Once he was able to get through to a reasonable space, he scraped his head against the wall 

until the snakeskin fell off, leaving Daniel sitting in a heap on the floor. He returned the 

snakeskin to his waistband and started toward the exit of the hole. 



As he reached the opening to Baugi’s chamber, Fred stuck his head in from outside. When he 

saw Daniel, he scurried inside and paused next to him, inviting him to climb aboard. Daniel did 

so. When he climbed on the spider, Fred held up his denim jeans. The tear had been sewn back 

together with silk. Daniel thanked Fred and slipped them back on. The two carefully scaled the 

wall down to the floor where Baugi was fast asleep. She lay right next to the wall with the hole 

in it, as if waiting for Daniel to return so she could catch him. 

They moved past her with ease and exited the mountain cave. Once outside, Fred came to a 

stop and Daniel got down. “Thanks a lot, Bud. Couldn’t have done it without you.” Daniel gently 

stroked the spider’s side as the freezing wind blew between his bare legs. Fred gave him a small 

bow and returned to its home in Baugi’s cave. 

Daniel found the falcon headdress where he left it and began his journey back to Svartalheim. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Eight — 
 
 

Bittersweet Reunion 
 
 

Daniel followed the guardian’s instruction back to the balcony where he and Jarl had talked. 

He turned back into himself and carried the headdress at his side as he entered the realm of Ivald. 

Without any help, it took him twenty-minutes to find Svartalheim, and another ten to figure 

out—with the many passages ascending or descending to higher or lower levels—where the 

infirmary was. He had an odd feeling as he made his way through the city. He saw no one; no 

sign of life anywhere. His heart did a flip when he saw Amber still lying down in the bed like she 

hadn’t moved a muscle. The dark elf woman was nowhere to be found. 

“This is it.” He told himself as he approached. “Don’t mess up, and don’t forget.” 

He stared at her for what felt like a long time, watching the air go in and out of her nose. 

Daniel lifted the water-skin from around his neck and uncorked the top. Part of him knew that 

the water-skin was empty before he opened it. When he looked down into it under the blue 

lamplight of the room, what he saw only confirmed his knowledge prior. There was no draught 

of inspiration, or healing remedy. His quest was meant only as a lesson; some twisted idea Jarl 

concocted to see if he was worthy of helping him save the other gods. 

Daniel’s heart sank as he looked at the empty water bag. Out of sheer curiosity, he turned the 

skin over above Amber’s head. A few droplets dripped down from the nozzle and peppered 

Amber’s forehead, which immediately wrinkled. Daniel’s jaw dropped as Amber’s hazel eyes 

opened, blinking. She immediately sat up and looked at her hands, then felt at the bandaged spot 

on the side of her head. Amber then noticed Daniel standing beside her. 

“Daniel? What—” 

“It’s okay! Everything’s okay!” Daniel said and pulled a chair up next to the hospital bed. 

“Where are we?” She looked around nervously. 

“In a place called Svartalheim in the realm of Ivald. Before you say or do anything, there’s 

something I’ve got to tell you.” 

“What is it, Daniel?” Her eyes locked on his. 



This was it. Now or never. He opened his mouth to speak, but his voice was cut off by the 

sound of hurried footsteps approaching from behind him. A small dwarf came running out of the 

dark corridor nearby. It was Defwin. Milchamp wasn’t with him. The look on his face was that 

of terror. 

“What is it, Defwin?” Daniel asked. 

He gazed up at Daniel. “I didn’t expect you to be back so soon, master. I came up to retrieve 

the girl, but I guess that won’t be necessary with her being awake and all.” 

“Retrieve her for what?” Daniel asked. 

“There’s been a breach in the western entrance to the city. Some of the guards say they’ve 

seen many Asgardian spies lurking around the city since your arrival. Now, there’s been an 

attack and everyone is to return to his or her homes for the time being or in your case: flee!” 

“Flee?” Amber yelled. “Flee to where? I don’t know where I am! Why are we fleeing? Why 

can’t we just stay still until the commotion dies down?” 

“Because to them,” said Daniel, “we are the commotion. They won’t leave Svartalheim until 

they know we’re not here. Is there a way out of the city? Do we have time?” 

“Yes, and I think you have enough time if you move now. The Asgardians are being held up 

by Oberon in the western entry hall. 

“Wait, the Asgardians are after us?” Amber protested as Daniel helped her out of bed. 

“Daniel, why are you carrying around a dead bird head? What is going on?” 

“I’ll explain everything later, but for now we’ve got to get out of here.” 

An explosion carried down the hall. The three exchanged worried looks. 

“I guess we have less time than I thought. This way, please!” Defwin jogged out of the 

infirmary room and entered a corridor. Another boom made the walls and columns rumble. 

“Are you okay to run?” Daniel asked Amber. 

She gave him a look of pure loathing. “Do I look like I feel okay to run? It doesn’t matter, 

just go!” She pointed over his shoulder. 

Daniel did as she ordered and followed Defwin down the hallway. Amber came to a stop by 

Daniel’s side at the next intersection. Milchamp ran toward them from their left and fell to his 

knees, panting. “One,” he held up a hand, “one... second. One... second...” He took a huge breath 

and said, “They’re... They’re—” 

“What the heck is this guy thing trying to say already?” Amber interrupted. 



“What is it, Milchamp?” Defwin grabbed the front of Milchamp’s overalls and helped him to 

his feet. 

“They’re right behind me!” Milchamp stammered and took off toward the infirmary as an 

enormous fireball soared over his shoulder, striking a nearby pillar which collapsed over the 

passage leading the only other direction aside from the way they came and the way where 

obvious danger awaited them. 

“FOLLOW MILCHAMP!” Defwin yelled, grabbed Daniel’s arm and shoved him down the 

hall. In the following hours and days, Daniel would wish he had been faster, would give anything 

to go back to that moment and dive forward to Amber’s side before it was too late, before the 

second fireball struck the pillar overshadowing the archway between the corridor and where 

Amber and Defwin now stood. He had only time enough to turn around and see the horrified 

expression upon their faces as the collapse of rubble separated them. 

 
 

“Breaking news,“ said Gabe Chavez, the handsome newscaster for channel 16’s Nightly 

News Hour, “an odd trio of boys were caught on police surveillance tapes, dropping a direct note 

meant to threaten and intimidate the police department into giving into their demands.“ 

The screen next to Gabe displayed an overview of Travis, Dan, and Miles creeping up to the 

police night-box and putting the note inside. The video stopped on a still of Travis Wheeler’s 

hand in the drop-box opening. 

“The details of the note and demands are unclear at this time,“ said Chavez, “but this isn’t the 

only story involving these three boys. A video uploaded to Youtube earlier today by a telephone 

company utility worker was called to our attention in regards to our earlier story.“ 

The video went to fullscreen and showed shaky camera-phone footage from on high of the 

paint-ball firefight between Travis, Dan, Miles, and Randy’s gang and Dale’s posse. It wasn’t 

very good footage and it didn’t actually show anything until Travis was running through the 

crowd of kids and Dan was shooting Dale in the back of the head with Miles gaping in awe at the 

whole scene in the background. They froze it on that scene—Travis’s face in full view as he ran 

for the storm-drain opening—and split it with the same one of the three at the night-box. 

“These are the faces of the boys who have been making unseemly demands to the police 

force of North County. Any information that might lead to the capture of these three should be 



reported to the North County Police Department at this number.“ The telephone number 

appeared at the bottom of the screen. “And now back to your regularly scheduled programming.” 

The four boys were fast asleep as the report ended on the television screen before them. 

 
 
 
 
  



 
 

— Part Three — 
 
 

A Ride in the Quasar Lite 
 
 

— One — 
 
 

Lion Country 
 
 

When Travis woke the next morning to the sound of something at the door, he saw Uncle 

Dave peering in from the doorway. A look of concern filled his face. Travis met his eye. Uncle 

Dave held his finger to his lips. For a moment, Travis thought Dan or Miles had curled up next to 

him and started snoring, but when he looked over he saw the brindle brown, white, and yellow 

coloring of the mountain lion’s pelt. Travis stifled a scream. It was practically on top of him. He 

looked to Uncle Dave who shook his head and quietly held up another steak. Miles, who was still 

asleep, rolled over and kicked the mountain lion in the hip. Uncle Dave grimaced, squeezing his 

eyes closed. The cat’s slow, rhythmic breathing ceased for a moment before it continued again. 

Pat snored from his bed. Dan roused next. He took a deep breath, lifted his head of messy, 

morning hair and saw the mountain lion. “Wassup, Cat.” He murmured sleepily, rolled onto his 

other side, and fell back to sleep. Uncle Dave, still holding the steak, breathed a sigh of relief. He 

turned around and disappeared for a minute. 

Uncle Dave returned with a notepad in hand. He scribbled on the page, and then turned it to 

Travis so he could read. “Just Relax. Don’t do anything sudden, and stay calm. Don’t touch it. 

Let it feel like it’s in control.” 

Travis nodded, physically trying to calm himself. He could hear his heart thumping wildly in 

his chest, aching in its extremity. Uncle Dave stuck his head in the room and looked around. He 

did a double-take at a blue, spray-painted light-saber made out of PVC pipe hanging over the 

doorway and grabbed it. He balanced the steak on the steel handle and extended it into the 

bedroom slowly. The shadow of the steak on the light-saber crossed the mountain lion’s back 

and made its way to the cat’s sleeping face. It took a deep breath. The creature groaned as it 



opened its eyes. Uncle Dave pulled the steak back, nearly dropping it in his haste. The mountain 

lion slowly sat up and glared at Uncle Dave, who started retreating down the hall so all the cat 

could see was the steak hovering in the passage. 

It didn’t seem very interested as it licked its fine black lips and wiggled its ears back and 

forth to the sounds of the birds singing just outside Pat’s window. It must have licked its lips five 

times before it fell into a bout of cleaning its wrapped paw and nails, its long pink tongue sliding 

down its fur in its meticulous cleansing process. Uncle Dave gave a frustrated sigh from the 

hallway and slowly reintroduced the steak into the room. This time, the mountain lion rose to all 

fours. It stretched and arched its back, allowing the fur riding down its spine to raise straight up. 

The puma dropped into a long, lanky stride between the boys. It stepped on its bad paw and 

limped the rest of the way, following Uncle Dave into the hall. Its tail hovered in the doorway for 

a second, then disappeared down the hallway. Travis sat up and pushed the door closed as quietly 

as he could. He took a deep breath and laid back on the floor. 

Dan rose a second later, brows furrowed perplexedly. “Was... that giant cat in here a minute 

ago, or did I dream that?” 

“You didn’t dream it.” Travis said. “It was here, asleep with me when I woke up.” 

Miles woke, yawning. “Morning guys.” He smiled at the sun peaking in through the blinds 

and stretched. 

“Morning Miles.” Travis drawled. “You missed all the fun earlier.” 

“Fun?” He stared at Travis. 

“Not five minutes ago, you kicked a mountain lion in your sleep.” Travis grinned. 

“What?” Miles laughed and looked at Dan. 

“Yeah, the mountain lion was sleeping next to Travis.” Dan confirmed. “Don’t know why 

she didn’t come hang with me. I’m warmer.” 

“Who cares, as long as it’s out of here!” Miles yelled, waking up Pat. 

“What’s going on?” Pat dug in his ear with his pinky. 

Without warning, the door flew open and Haley, Pat’s sister, hurried inside and closed the 

door behind her. She sighed, letting her chin rest on the great plastic lettering on her middle 

school T-shirt. “Dad’s coaxing the cat out of my room. Fortunately, I was already brushing my 

teeth in the bathroom.” Haley, still wearing in her sky-blue pajama-pants, sat cross-legged on the 

end of Pat’s bed. 



“She would’ve screamed.” Pat said. 

“It was in here earlier,” said Travis. He wondered how long it was lying next to him, and 

what was going through the cat’s mind when it entered the room and thought Travis’s covers 

were the most comfortable of the three. Had it thought of them as food? Maybe so, but perhaps it 

was full from eating all the steaks the night before and hoped for a morning snack. 

“It probably thought we were its cubs or something.” Miles suggested. 

“Anybody else starving?” Pat asked as he got out of bed. 

“I could eat,” said Miles. 

“You could eat.” Dan punched Miles in the arm on his way to his feet. “You’ll eat and you’ll 

like it! Aunt Bernice always makes the best breakfast.” 

When the four boys and Haley carefully went downstairs, hoping not to disrupt the mountain 

lion’s territorial nature, they found the kitchen already full of food. Aunt Bernice had started 

cooking an hour earlier, and she hurried back and forth across the tiled floor as she continued her 

many different processes. It was clear she had control over the kitchen as it was the most 

organized place in the house. That’s not to say there wasn’t any clutter lying around—just 

considerably less in here than anywhere else. At the kitchen table, seven glasses of orange juice 

were waiting, one for each member of the family and the guests. As soon as everyone but Uncle 

Dave and Aunt Bernice was seated, Aunt Bernice came around with two trays and dropped 

bacon and sausage on every plate. She came around again with a bowl of fluffy yellow 

scrambled eggs, and then started on the waffles. 

“So, what do you boys have planned for today?” Aunt Bernice asked as she poured batter 

into the spaces between the pyramids of the waffle-iron. 

“We’re gonna see the Quasar Lite this afternoon,” said Dan. “Probably gonna be a long walk 

since we lost our bikes.” 

“Oh, you don’t want to ride your bikes around here. North County is full of hills.” Aunt 

Bernice said and laughed. “You’d never get to the top of each one without having to walk 

anyway. Do you know where this thing is being held?” 

“Brandy Airfield.” Travis answered. 

“That’s across town, next to the old Fossil Lake Movie Theater.” 

“How long do you think it’ll take us to get there,” asked Miles, “walking, I mean?” 



“Hmm.” Aunt Bernice wrinkled her brows as she waited for the waffle to finish. “About six 

hours if I guess right. Unless you go through the Green Run. That’d be your best, fastest bet. The 

Green Run goes through the heart of North County. Should cut about an hour or two off your 

walk if you can avoid Belt Ridge Road. You might have to take Belt Ridge if you can’t get 

through on the Green Run.” 

“What is the Green Run?” Travis shoveled the last of his buttery scrambled eggs into his 

mouth. 

Aunt Bernice lifted the top of the waffle iron and tossed the finished waffle onto a plate. She 

drenched more pancake batter in place and closed it. “The Green Run’s a trail that starts in Fossil 

Lake and goes to Dutchman Park, which is right next to Brandy Airfield—Perry International 

Airport. There’s more to it, but I don’t remember the details. There’s a lower, an upper, and the 

Wilderness Park. I did it all when I was a little older than you guys. I always took the bus around 

town though.” 

“The bus!” Dan yelled. “Why didn’t I think of it sooner?” 

Travis cleared his throat. “I thought of the bus already, but we don’t have enough money to 

take the bus for the three of us and get back the same way. I’m calculating that there’s a cost to 

see the Quasar, so we don’t want to spend any more money than we have to.” 

“You’d probably enjoy seeing the Green Run more anyway,” said Aunt Bernice. “On a 

beautiful day like today, you boys should really walk. It’s good for you, but don’t go out without 

sunscreen.” 

“It’s up to you guys. We can take the road, the Green Run, or waste our money and hope 

there’s no cover charge to see the Quasar.” Travis sighed, looking between Miles, and Dan. 

“I got some money.” Pat raised his hand. “Can I come too?” 

“How much?” Travis asked. 

“Twenty bucks. Enough to cover me I should hope.” 

“That should be enough.” Dan nodded. “I vote Green Run too.” 

“That’s cool with me. I’m only along for the ride anyway.” Miles shrugged. 

“I got twenty bucks,” said Haley. 

“OW!” Miles yelled. “Why the heck did you kick me?” He glared at Dan. 

“Oh,” Dan chuckled, massaging his lower face nervously, “sorry, I was totally aiming for 

someone else.” 



“You should both go with them.” Aunt Bernice said to Pat and Haley as she removed and 

started another waffle. “Higher numbers means less chance of an incident.” 

“And more chance of group mentality,” Pat smirked, “which usually leads to an incident, 

according to statistics.” 

“There’ll only be five of you,” scolded Aunt Bernice. “As long as you follow the trails 

through the Green Run and don’t try going off into the wilderness on your own, you should be 

fine. There’s hundreds of people going through those parks every day, so it’s not like it’ll be 

deserted.” 

“Can we go into the caves?” Pat asked, turning to face Miles next to him. “We went through 

them once for school. It was pretty awesome.” 

“Just stay on the hiking trails. You can go explore the caves some other time.” Aunt Bernice 

said. She brought Travis and Miles the two finished waffles then brought Dan the next before he 

could start complaining. 

“I just want to see some more bats.” Haley said. “We have bats that live in our school. 

Sometimes they come out in the evening after band’s over. I play the flute, and I know Dan plays 

the tuba. Are either of you guys in band?” She asked Miles and Travis. 

“I play the trumpet,” said Travis. 

“Percussion.” Miles said and glanced over his shoulder at Aunt Bernice. “These are the best 

scrambled eggs I’ve ever had. Thank you, Mrs. Bernice.” 

“Yeah, thank you.” Dan said, drinking down his orange juice. 

“We really appreciate it.” Travis smiled at Aunt Bernice. 

“It was my pleasure, and you kids need your strength if you’re going to be out walking 

around all day.” Aunt Bernice said. She finished Pat and Haley’s waffles, handed them off and 

started cooking for the adults. By the time she was finished, all five of the children’s plates were 

clean and in the sink. The door to the garage opened, giving way to a menacing cat growl before 

Uncle Dave could enter. He sighed sat down at the table. 

“You’d think after all those sedatives the thing’s taken it’d be knocked out by now, but it’s 

still walking around looking for a way out. I’m afraid to let it go during the day with that 

bandage on its paw.” 

“You should call Animal Control and have them drive it out of the city. It’s not your 

responsibility to take care of Nature’s business.” Aunt Bernice said. 



Uncle Dave smiled. “I think she’s taken a liking to me.” He raised his hands and grimaced at 

the bloody scrapes and scratches covering them. 

In Pat’s room upstairs, the boys took turns putting on sunscreen as Aunt Bernice had 

requested, sprayed themselves down with mosquito repellent, and put on their socks and shoes. 

“Is your sister really coming with us?” Dan asked Pat, who was putting on his belt. 

“I guess. Good luck convincing her to stay here with that cat downstairs.” Pat shrugged. 

“Man, she’s gonna slow us down.” Dan shook his head. 

“I don’t think she’ll be a problem. Just ignore her like I do. It works great. She likes the 

Quasar even more than me, so I don’t think we’re getting out of taking her with us.” 

“Blast,” said Dan. 

Fifteen minutes later, they were packed and ready to go. Travis used Pat’s internet to figure 

out the path to and through the Green Run, and wrote down the directions on a sheet of blank 

copy-paper. The five of them met downstairs and said goodbye to the Uncle Dave and Aunt 

Bernice. 

“Thanks for the food, and for letting us stay with Pat.” Travis said. 

“Yeah,” said Miles. “Can I come back every weekend?” 

“Only if you mow the yard.” Uncle Dave nodded. 

“Psh,” Dan rolled his eyes and started out the door, “Miles doesn’t even mow his own yard.” 

“Shut up, Dan. I got a quarter-sized bruise on my shin thanks to you!” Miles yelled. 

“Maybe you should watch where you leave your legs.” Dan argued. 

“We’ll see you guys later.” Travis thanked Aunt Bernice and Uncle Dave again as they 

walked down the front sidewalk and entered the road. The sky was a gorgeous blue as the sun 

was beginning to shine over the treetops in the east. To the west, however, mountainous storm 

clouds had begun to form and make their way for North County. It wouldn’t be long before they 

arrived. 

According to the directions Travis looked up on Pat’s computer, the street Aunt Bernice 

spoke of—Belt Ridge Road—happened to be the only conceivable route they could take to the 

Green Run. So, the five of them walked through peaceful neighborhoods leading to several main 

streets, which eventually got them to Belt Ridge Road. The speed limit made the company 

nervous, as it was more of a country road with cars flying back and forth at high speeds. Trucks 

with jet-skis and boats and trailers zoomed eastward alongside them. The Green Run wound 



around Fossil Lake to the northeast. As they made their way up and down the hills alongside 

gorgeous grassy green hills, they noticed just how daunting and vast the Green Run really was as 

they came over a particularly tall rise. The landscape rolled down to the trees on their left. 

Beyond the dense sea of forest green, they saw the sparkling waves of Fossil Lake. Brown signs 

began directing them to the Green Run. At last, they turned left onto the gravel road leading into 

the dim forest. Sun passed through the canopy overhead, casting shapes and angles of light on 

the brush surrounding the path. Once the five arrived at the entrance to one of the hiking trails, 

they decided to take a break. 

“That didn’t take very long.” Dan said, wiping his brow. 

“Only about two hours.” Pat nodded. 

“Are we really going to go hiking without any water?” Haley asked. 

“I didn’t think about it. I thought I saw a coke machine at one of those directories near the 

campsites.” Miles suggested. “I’ll walk over there if you guys want. Most coke machines have 

water.” 

“I’ll go with you.” Haley said. 

“Get a few.” Travis handed him some cash. Miles and Haley left, chatting back and forth as 

they went. 

“Look at those two,” scowled Dan as he watched Miles and Haley. “I don’t like it. Bad mojo 

to me. What do you think, Pat?” 

“What do I think about what?” Pat’s forehead crinkled. 

Dan didn’t respond. 

Haley and Miles returned a few minutes later with five bottles of water. Travis opted to carry 

them in his backpack unless everyone wanted to keep theirs handy. They all opened their water 

bottles, drank, then handed them to Travis. He had brought a Sharpie permanent marker to make 

notes on his makeshift map, so he marked the first letter of each person’s name on the labels. 

After resting a little longer, they continued their journey and started on the first trail. 

They passed beneath trees of all kinds, turning with the path as they met with a creek. Pat 

pointed out the poison ivy and the rest of the group steered clear of it as they wandered down the 

trail. Low-hanging branches swatted each of them in the face. Enormous tree roots twisted and 

torqued through and over the pathway. Rocks from the bedrock of the dry part of the creek 

parallel to the trail crumbled over the landscape between the brush and trees. The wall on the 



opposite side of the creek rose high overhead. A trio of rock wall climbers wearing different 

colored shirts clung to the wall. Men, women, children and teenagers swam through the creek. 

From the cliffs above them, people whooped and cheered as they cliff-dove into the water below. 

“Those people are crazy!” Dan yelled as their path ascended up the wall. “That’s gotta be at 

least forty feet high.” 

“You’re just scared because you’ve never tried it before.” Haley said and took the lead past 

him. She clambered up the wall with the other four following as close as possible. Miles and 

Travis lagged behind, then they caught up and Dan and Pat fell to the back. As they climbed, the 

path grew narrower, and the rocks on which they had to climb became larger. Soon, they were 

having to grab onto niches in the wall in order to keep from falling. 

The whole experience reminded Travis of The Adventures of The Quasar Lite, when Amber 

and Daniel had to climb across the gap in Rurik’s cave. Travis, who had always had a crush on 

Amber McClean’s actress, Elizabeth Bell Heart, tried to pretend that she was in front of him, and 

that he was Daniel Davis. He imagined they were on the way to a new case. The thought gave 

him the inspiration and energy to pull himself up the wall and onto the higher cliffs. Travis 

couldn’t believe how intense the show had gotten by the end of the season, and was excited to 

find out what happened to Professor McClean. 

After they made it to the top of the wall, they wound around the edge of the creek until they 

came to a bridge, which led across and opened the trail to the wilderness park. From there, they 

passed into a forest of trees. Clouds had massed together overhead in a dark blue quilt that 

spanned the whole sky above. It wasn’t long before drizzle fell upon their shoulders and dotted 

Pat’s and Haley’s glasses. 

“It had to rain for the last few hours of our trip.” Dan whined. 

“I just hope they don’t call off the Quasar viewing.” Travis said. 

“Man, if they call it off and we went all this way and they’re not there,” said Miles, “I’m 

going to punch each of you—except Haley—at least three times.” 

Dan nodded. “You touch me, and I’ll call it self-defense when somebody asks why you 

won’t get up off the ground due to the crater in your face!” 

“Yeah, I wouldn’t punch Dan,” said Pat. “I’ve wrestled with him enough to know what a bad 

idea that is.” 



From there, Dan and Pat fell into a deep conversation about wrestling, which then turned into 

football. The two began discussing their fantasy teams and debating about each member of the 

other’s choice. No one else in the group could understand the complex teams, last names and 

other lingo being exchanged between the two, so they remained quiet as they continued down the 

path beneath the trees. 

They mounted a hill that seemed to rise above the treetops. At the crown of the hill, rocks 

and stones littered the earth. When Travis tiredly reached the top, he stepped on a loose stone, 

which slipped, forcing him to grab onto Miles for support. Miles recoiled at first, but then took 

hold of Travis’s arm and shoulder to keep him from toppling down the hillside into tree after tree 

until he hit the bottom. Travis didn’t see it, but he did hear some of the contents of his bag hit the 

grassy incline behind him. 

“Somebody’s water!” Dan yelled. “And your phone, Travis.” 

Miles helped him up. Travis brushed himself off and tried to regain his bearings. A moment 

later, he heard the distinct, familiar cell phone ring that indicated his father calling him echoing 

from the phone behind him. Travis’s eyes widened and he rushed down the path. 

“I got it.” Dan said. “Hey, Mr. Wheeler, it’s Dan.” 

“Dan, give me the phone!” Travis called as he skidded down to where Dan was. Pat looked 

between them lazily as he stood there with a walking stick he’d found. 

Dan held up a finger and turned away from him. “Uh huh... Are you serious? Oh man....” 

“What’s up?” Haley asked. Miles was by her side looking confused. 

“He’s on the phone with my dad.” Travis told everyone. 

Dan turned around as his face went a shade whiter. “Like... now, like... right now? Dude, I 

know we’re in so much trouble, but that’s totally awesome!” Everyone heard Travis’s father yell 

something inaudible in response over the phone. 

Dan wore a nervous look on his face as he handed Travis the phone. Travis’s heart sank as he 

swallowed and lifted the phone to his ear. “Hey, Dad. What’s up?” 

His father’s voice responded from the other end. “Travis, what part of ‘don’t go far’ do you 

not understand? Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in?” 

Travis sighed and hurriedly descended the hill to be away from his friends. 

“Yes, Dad. I’m sorry. I just... didn’t—we weren’t thinking.” 



“I’ve gotten calls from three different police stations! There are news crews and police 

searches going on for you three!” 

“What?” Travis gasped. 

“You were seen on the news putting someone’s license in a police box, and trespassing on 

private property with a troop of other kids! Dan and Miles’s parents are in a fury, and they’re 

both out searching for you three. All the while, your brother and I are here in the hospital 

wondering where and what on Earth is going on with you. Is there anything you can say to 

explain yourself?” 

Travis’s mind was blank. He couldn’t have known that all of this was happening. As for what 

to say for himself, where could he begin? 

“You know what, Travis. Go see the Quasar. Go hang out with your friends. Your brother’s 

only got maybe a week to live, but you better go have fun. I’ll come pick you up from the police 

station in a few hours.” 

“Dad, wait!” He said, but his father had already hung up. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Two — 
 
 

Return of the Misfits 
 
 

Travis stared at the phone for what felt like a long time. The drizzle had turned into a light 

rain without him even noticing. Raindrops dotted the screen of the phone. He slowly put the 

phone in his pocket, and turned back around. Standing at the top of the hill was Dan, Pat, Haley, 

and Miles, and they all looked horrified. Travis made his way back up the hill. 

“Just how screwed are we?” Miles asked as the wind gusted through them. 

“Police searches and media helicopters?” Travis said sheepishly. 

“Oh man, we’re dead.” Miles mopped his brow. 

“Both your parents are looking for us.” Travis said to Dan and Miles. They both looked 

exhausted and disappointed by the news. 

“Guys,” said Haley, “it’s about to rain and maybe hail.” She pointed to the darker clouds as 

the light of the afternoon began to fade. 

“Our parents are behind us, and the cops might be in front of us.” Dan said. 

“Haley and I know a place we can stay until the storm passes.” Pat said. “It’s only about half 

a mile away from here if we hurry.” 

Rain drenched the forest around them as they sprinted down the muddying pathway. They hit 

a fork and were supposed to go left. Pat and Haley led them down the path to the right instead. 

Lightning crackled through the sky ominously. 

The group passed under the dense cover of trees. At the end of the path ahead were several 

signs for the cave and a hole in the rock face that could easily have been missed. Everyone 

jogged for it as the rain picked up. 

Travis was running when he heard the sound of hurried footsteps to his left. He almost 

slipped on some tree-roots meandering through the pathway, but caught himself. Before he could 

take another step, someone hit him from the side. Travis and the person slid through the mud. He 

heard shouting, and then saw the face of Dale as the two parted. 

Dan and Miles grabbed Dale and hauled him off Travis as the rain fell upon their shoulders. 

Dale broke free of them and ran into the cave after Pat and Haley. Travis scrambled to his feet as 



Dan and Miles hurried for Dale. The last inside, Travis entered the foyer of the cave to see Dan 

and Miles pinning Dale to the wall, explaining all the details of their previous encounters to Pat 

and Haley. 

“You guys have no idea what’s going on, do you?” Dale asked. “There’s about fifty cops, ten 

on horseback, hunting through this place for you guys!” 

“And you just had to come tell us.” Dan said. 

“Hey!” Randy’s voice echoed throughout the cavern ahead. Randy and two of his kid friends 

emerged from the other end of the cave. To everyone’s good fortune, there was no paintball 

weaponry. “Let him go. He’s with us this time.” 

“What are you guys all doing here? How did you find us?” Travis asked. 

“You think your little trip is a giant secret?” Randy asked him. His long red hair had been 

pulled into a ponytail. “It’s all over the news. They even interviewed one of your uncles. There 

was a mountain lion involved, and it got a little ugly with the camera crew all over the front 

lawn. I’ll leave it at that.” 

“They found my uncle?” Dan asked. 

“Who cares? You three exposed our paintball games and got us in trouble!” Randy yelled. 

“We’re going to get compensation, one way or the other.” 

“So why are you here?” Miles asked Dale. 

“You three butt-holes put my friggin’ permit in the police drop box! They’re all over my 

neighborhood looking for me. My mom’s scared to death and my dad’s furious, so when I saw 

the news, I figured I’d pay you a little visit since I knew exactly where you were going. And 

since Randy and I now have a common interest, I figured I’d invite him to help me pulverize 

your face!” Dale said. 

“This is really bad....” Travis said, taking a few steps back away from the others. 

“Don’t bother running. The cops are that way.” Dale bumped one of his assistants with his 

elbow and pointed at Travis. “Grab that little one over there before he takes off!” 

Pat looked between Randy and Dale. “Dan, I got this guy!” He charged Dale. 

“Miles, Haley, Travis: get out of here!” Dan yelled and rushed Randy. His assistants hurried 

to help. 

“THE KEYHOLE, HALEY!” Pat cried as he pulled Dale into a wrestling snare. 



“This way!” Haley said and grabbed Travis’s hand. They ran past Randy and Dan with Miles 

following closely behind. 

The cave was lit with LED lights that were positioned between the stalactites. The three kids 

followed the path, climbed up walls, and ducked around stalagmites, their footsteps echoing 

throughout the chambers. They saw a few bats fly between the dark tunnels honeycombing the 

walls, but they didn’t stop running for a long time. They heard other footsteps hurrying from 

behind. It could be Randy and Dale in pursuit, or Dan and Pat trying to catch up. 

“Come on!” Haley called. She was at least fifty yards ahead and Travis and Miles who were 

lagging behind. Miles climbed a wall and helped Travis up. He looked over Travis’s shoulder. 

Dale and his minions had just entered the chamber. 

“There they are!” Dale’s voice bounced around the room. 

“They’re going for the keyhole!” One of Randy’s friends said. 

“The bikes are out through that way. That was supposed to be our escape route!” Randy’s 

other goombah said. 

“Just shut up and get them!” Dale yelled. 

Miles and Haley hurried to a tunnel that narrowed to a small window sized opening. Haley 

started to enter, but Miles stopped her. Travis jogged to a stop before them. 

“Travis, you go first.” Miles panted, sweat trickling from his hairline. 

“Does it matter?” Travis asked with his hands on his knees. 

“Just go!” Haley yelled. 

Travis jumped forward and ran to where he had to clamber over the cave boulders. 

“You’ll have to shimmy through the keyhole!” She called after him. 

“We won’t be able to follow you. Go see the Quasar, Travis!” Miles yelled. 

“What about you guys?” Travis asked quickly. 

“We’ll find a way,” Miles replied. “Just go, and don’t look back!” 

Travis shimmied through the rocks to the point where he wasn’t sure if he could get through 

without becoming claustrophobic. Miles yelled a few more things at him, but it just sounded like 

muffled speech behind him. 

The way opened up again. He got to his feet and began to walk through the darkness. After 

about five minutes of walking, Travis could see natural light bouncing off the cave walls ahead, 

and hear the steady patter of rain on stone. He saw the comfortable color of green tree leaves and 



grass. The sky was still a drab gray, raining across the landscape as Travis stepped back onto the 

path. Behind several bushes against the rock wall, Travis found one of three bikes. One of them 

was Dan’s. 

Thinking Dan might appreciate having his bike back if Travis could get it home somehow, he 

hopped on Dan’s black and white Huffy. It didn’t go over the rocks and through the mud very 

well, but Travis rode on anyway. He pedaled uphill and mounted the incline to see the path 

ahead swarming with people and police roadblocks. Fear filled Travis’s chest as he came to a 

halt and parked behind a big stone. 

Watching the traffic along the main path, he noticed something. The main path wound 

around and actually met with the main road nearby while continuing on through the Green Run. 

That path was covered with people; pedestrians, media, and authorities alike. There was another 

path, hidden by the brush alongside the trail where all the roadblocks were. That path was 

completely empty. About three miles in the distance—above the empty trail—Travis could see 

Brandy Airfield and all the air traffic coming and going. 

Travis calculated a route through the forest and brush where he could get to the path and 

bypass the traffic as well. Of course, the rain looked like it was about to pick up, so people were 

hurrying toward their cars parked alongside Belt Ridge Road. He needed to get as far as he could 

before it really started to come down. 

He rode Dan’s bike toward the lake nearby. Travis passed through the brush between leafy 

green trees until he started flying downhill. He managed to ride between the trees and brush for 

the most part. The front tire went out and began flopping wildly around the metal rim. He was 

able to keep going with his inertia, even as his back tire went out. Terror began to fill him. He 

couldn’t stop if he wanted to, and he was gaining in speed. 

To Travis’s grave misfortune, he hadn’t calculated the ravine at the base of the hill. He flew 

through the wall of trees on Dan’s bike and went directly over the cliff ledge. Travis held his 

breath in the back of his throat as he crashed Dan’s bike into the opposite wall—buckling the 

entire front tire. He and the bike fell down the wall into the creek below. He crashed into the 

water that was waist deep. Travis immediately got up and waded toward the wall. He left Dan’s 

bike in the water and sat on the incline that led to the path ahead. 

Travis had been extraordinarily lucky. He looked at his hands. They were shaking. He had to 

keep moving and get to the path before the rain picked up. Most of the mud that he had been 



caked with was gone, so that was good. With no other recourse, plan, or strategy, Travis got to 

his feet and kept walking forward down the path. He would go and see the Quasar Lite as 

planned, and then call his father to come pick him up from there assuming his phone still 

worked. 

The rain continued getting harder. His clothes were soaked with the stinky creek water. The 

clouds above drenched in sheets over the grassy hills. On top of the rain being cold, the wind 

chill had dropped significantly. Dark blue clouds rumbled through the heavens, flickering with 

lightning. Travis carried his backpack over his head. His shoes were muddy and his socks 

squished beneath his weight. Thunder filled the sky as if goading the rain to keep falling at all 

costs. 

“Why now?” Travis moaned after several off-road cyclists rode past him. The thunder 

crashed, sending his heart into a furious drumbeat. He recalled all the lessons he learned about 

what to do in the event of a thunderstorm from places he couldn’t remember; mostly things one 

wasn’t supposed to do, like take shelter under trees. But Travis never did understand that rule. It 

seemed to him that even if lightning were to strike the tree above, he could still get out of the 

way of any falling branches. That logic was enough to send him to the nearest tree—a large and 

ancient oak in the middle of the nearby field—where he collapsed from exhaustion. 

There he sat in wait as the rain poured over the hills and trees surrounding him. It was oddly 

quiet and serene, watching the weather wash over him. Rain fell from his hair and dotted his 

cheeks, nose, and chin. His stomach relaxed. He began to breathe calmly and felt a strange sense 

of peace wash over him. Then he remembered Justin, and all his friends who might have already 

found their way to the Quasar by now. He just hoped they didn’t get into too much trouble with 

the police. 

“How could I have been so stupid to go on this trip?” He dropped his head and ran his fingers 

through his wet, short blond hair. 

The rain began to lighten as the sun peered out from behind the clouds, casting golden rays of 

light across the treetops and green hills. Travis scraped the mud off his shoes with a nearby stick. 

By the time he was done, the sun had disappeared again, but the only raindrops were those 

dripping intermittently falling from the tree branches. He got up and began walking again, 

making sure to tread on the grass instead of the muddy trail. 



After what felt like an hour of walking, a low-flying commercial airplane roared over the 

green canopy above. Travis was nearing the airport at Brandy Airfield. His trip was almost 

finished. The sun had come out and the clouds had cleared, leaving pure blue afternoon sky. He 

soon came to a break in the trees leading to a green field ahead. Beyond the field was a large 

strip of asphalt. He climbed over a rusty iron bar with cracked white paint meant to mark the end 

of the Wilderness Park and the beginning of the airport. The path turned right and continued the 

other direction, but Travis climbed over the iron bar and sloshed through the water that had 

pooled in the field. 

He had made it. And that was the funny thing about the whole situation. Travis didn’t care 

whether or not he got to see the Quasar Lite. The trip was never about seeing the Quasar, it was 

about hanging out with his friends and being a kid while being a kid still meant something to 

him. As a kid, the world is enchanted. It’s an amazing, unfamiliar place full of wonders and 

secrets. With each passing year, the world slowly begins to become more real. The myths that 

once held such fascination in the minds of the young are debunked and the young graduate to 

adults who do the debunking. Having the mind of a child as an adult isn’t a popular notion in this 

day and age, so Travis could feel content knowing he spent his younger years enjoying and 

appreciating his youth. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Three — 
 
 

The Best Flight Ever 
 
 

Shortly after Travis started walking down the asphalt of the airstrip, a golf-cart sped toward 

him across the tarmac. A man in a white shirt and black dress pants parked next to him and got 

out of the cart. “Hey kid, it's a felony to be walking around on the runway. Planes are trying to 

land here.” 

“I’m sorry.” Travis said. “I’m trying to see the Quasar Lite.” 

“I’ll take you back to the airport. Hop in.” The man said as he climbed back in the cart and 

indicated the empty seat next to him. Travis did as asked and allowed the security guard to drive 

him to the airport. For the next few minutes they were speeding across a field of asphalt with 

bright white lines painted up and down for landing. It felt good to ride with ease after having 

walked for so long. 

“I thought the Quasar exhibit was over,” said the security guard on their way. “All the actors 

have gone back to their hotel. You might be able to catch a glimpse of the plane before they take 

it apart.” 

“They take it apart?” Travis asked. 

“Yeah, they have to in order to get it through the front doors. Man, I hope you get to see it. 

My wife brought my kids over today and they loved it. That’s gotta be the most beautiful plane 

I’ve ever seen.” 

“I hope I get to see it too.” Travis agreed. 

When they rolled up to the foyer, the security guard parked his cart by the entrance. The two 

got out and the guard led Travis through the automatic sliding glass doors. As soon as he entered, 

he saw it. Two people were pushing the Quasar Lite—the very same plane from the show—

down a ramp toward the front door. It didn’t have its wings, but Travis could recognize the red, 

white and blue colors from a mile away. It’s propeller was made of wood and was set vertically 

so as not to hit anyone. 

Travis recognized one of the pushers as the man from the television commercial. His polo 

shirt was a different color, but he wore the same pair of black sunglasses. Travis paused by the 



plane and stared at it in awe as it went by and out the door. Travis magnetically followed the 

plane through the doors and continued watching it. G, the man from the commercial, saw Travis 

and smiled at him. “You’re a little late, young man. We’re just packing up.” 

“I know. I just... I came so far to see the Quasar Lite. It’s amazing. I love the show, and I 

love the plane.” Travis said. He took his hand and ran it over the side of the plane, feeling the 

glassy shell. After seeing it in the show, the video games, and having all the toys it was odd to be 

standing next to the real live plane. 

“That’s a good thing to hear. Where are your parents? You didn’t come to the airport all by 

yourself did you?” G asked. 

“No, my friends came with me most of the way, but they were supposed to meet me here. I 

walked from south Perry to North County yesterday where I spent the night at my friend’s 

cousin’s house. Then today, we walked through the Green Run right outside of here and that’s 

when the security guard found me. I kind of got in trouble for walking on the landing strip.” 

G fixed his gaze on Travis. “You walked all the way here from your house in another town?” 

“Yeah, my dad’s not too happy about it either. I just wanted to see the Quasar, and my 

brother was too sick to go. Dad had to take him to the hospital so he couldn’t take me this 

weekend.” 

“Walk this way.” G said, as he and his younger assistant continued pushing the plane toward 

the landing strip where Travis came from. “Now, you came from Perry? That’s what, twenty 

minutes south of here?” 

“Yeah, if you take the freeway and go seventy miles an hour. We had to walk.” Travis said. 

“I really wish I could have gotten to get inside.” 

“You can. Just give me a minute. We’re in no rush.” G said. “Tell me more about your 

brother. Why is he in the hospital?” 

“Oh, Justin? He’s in the hospital because he’s got leukemia. Dad keeps telling me he’s afraid 

Justin doesn’t have much longer. I don’t know. I used to be more worried, but Dad’s said that 

about fifteen times already, and Justin always gets better. So it’s hard for me to worry like he 

does.” 

At this point G had stopped pushing the plane, and watched Travis. “When did your brother 

go to the hospital?” 



“Saturday—yesterday. Dad’s mad because he wants me there, but when I left, I didn’t know 

Justin was sick again. I just thought he was going for some checkups and would be back by the 

end of yesterday,” said Travis. 

“That’s quite a situation you’ve gotten yourself into. What’s your name?” 

“Travis Wheeler.” Travis answered. 

“Travis, after you saw the Quasar today how did you plan on getting home?” G asked. 

“I was going to call my dad, even though he was really mad last time I talked to him on the 

phone. He said if I wanted to see the Quasar so badly, then I should just go.” Travis said. For 

some reason, he was fighting back tears. Crying here right outside the airport terminal was the 

last thing he wanted to do. 

“Okay. So, you need to get to the hospital, specifically?” 

“Yeah, but I don’t know how I’m going to pull that off.” Travis shrugged. 

“Nick, you should be able to push this to that plane—just right next to it. I’m gonna go check 

on something real fast, okay?” G’s curly-haired assistant, Nick, nodded and continued pushing 

the plane around the corner toward the airstrip. “Follow me, Travis.” G motioned. Travis didn’t 

know where they were going, but he followed him anyway. He followed him through the 

terminal, up an escalator, and stopped next to a wall of offices. “Give me fifteen minutes, Travis. 

I’m gonna pop in here real fast and I’ll be right out.” 

Travis sat on one of the seats near the door and watched as people walked past him back and 

forth. Ten minutes later, G came back out of the office, carrying a yellow envelope. He motioned 

for Travis to follow again. 

“You ready?” G asked over his shoulder as they went back the way they came. 

“Ready for what?” Travis responded. 

“Let’s help you out.” 

Travis thought that impossible. Unless he could get him into the hospital room where Justin 

was, his situation would remain the same more or less. He was glad to see the Quasar, but it still 

wasn’t worth all the trouble and sacrifice. His dad was furious with him, his friends probably 

hated him, he was starving and in a lot of physical discomfort from being shot up with paintballs 

the evening prior, and still a little damp from being rained on earlier. 

They passed through the automatic doors once again and met with the Quasar’s side. Nick 

and another airman had installed the plane’s wings again. G opened the canopy, and Travis saw 



into the cockpit where Daniel and Amber had had so many terrifying and amazing experiences. 

The interior leather was gray, and the seats were low. G opened the cowling and messed around 

inside for a few minutes. He closed it and then walked around the airplane. “Hop in.” He said. 

“Really?” Travis beamed. 

“Yeah!” G nodded and helped Travis into the passenger seat. He handed Travis a small 

booklet full of lined pages. “Just put your name at the top of that, and I’ll sign it later. Those are 

flight hours. You need those with a flight instructor in order to get your pilot’s license. After so 

many flight hours you’ll be able to fly this baby all by yourself.” 

“Cool!” Travis said in awe. “But we’re not really flying today, are we?” 

“You need to get to the hospital in Perry? Most hospitals have a helicopter pad. It’s not really 

an emergency to anyone but you, but I’m sure they’ll make an exception.” 

“Wait....” Travis said as G positioned a pair of huge headphones over his ears. “We’re 

seriously going to fly the Quasar Lite?” 

“That’s right,” G said as he walked around the front and climbed into the pilot’s seat. “I 

usually fly her to our next tour destination anyway. I don’t mind taking you to the hospital real 

quick.” G put on his own headset and told Nick he’d see him in a few minutes. Nick nodded and 

took a step back. G lowered the canopy then latched it. He flipped several switches on the 

instrument panel. Travis’s ears were filled with the air traffic surrounding Perry International 

Airport and the North County Airport. Before Travis knew it, the Quasar was bobbing up and 

down as they made for the tarmac. 

Every time Travis watched the Quasar television show, he always wondered what it’d be like 

to really fly a plane like theirs. As they sped down the air strip and gently rose off the ground to 

surpass the trees of the Green Run, he realized that all the stunts, quick maneuverability and 

hurried flights that Amber and Daniel had made probably wouldn’t have been possible in real 

life. And after thinking about it, some of the stuff they did was ludicrous, like flying through the 

waterfall in the last season or soaring through mountain passages. All of it was cool—Travis 

certainly wouldn’t stop enjoying the show after taking a ride in the Quasar—but no one in their 

right mind would consider doing that stuff. 

G let Travis take the controls for a little bit. He carefully guided the plane with the control 

yoke stick. They went low and Travis could have sworn he saw four ant-sized people walking 

across a field toward a busy road below. He thought it might have been Dan, Miles, Haley and 



Pat, but couldn’t be sure. The skyscrapers and buildings of Perry rose from the earth majestically 

ahead. Sunlight from the west glimmered off the glass windows as they turned. 

“We’re not allowed to fly over the city in a Sport Aircraft unless approved by Air Traffic 

Control.” G spoke through the headset intercom. “We’ll go around. This thing’s got a 

hemispherical engine in it—super high-tech from nose to tail; we’ll be there in no time!” He 

pointed toward the lake and let Travis steer them to the right. He felt his cell vibrate in his 

pocket, but couldn’t answer. 

Travis had never experienced anything so exhilarating in his life as they flew over the lake. 

Flocks of birds flew near them before they maneuvered the plane away from them. 

“Do you know the name of the hospital?” G asked. 

“No,” Travis said back, “but I know where and what it looks like, so I can show you!” 

G nodded. 

Approaching a speed of two hundred miles-per-hour, they raced over the neighborhoods 

Travis, Dan, and Miles had walked endlessly throughout their youth. Soon, they passed a tall 

hospital building next to a creek and forest area. The words written across the side of the 

building read, South Perry Family Practice. Travis’s brother was inside one of those rooms in 

that hospital. G had to circle around several times in order to line up a good landing and 

communicate with the air traffic controller that they were coming in. A feeling of momentary 

terror filled Travis’s stomach as they neared the helicopter pad on the roof of the hospital, which 

looked far too small. To land in such a short space would be a tough job even for a master 

airman. The plane’s three tires hit the pad hard, jostling the whole cabin. G applied full brakes 

and reversed the prop as they sped across the roof and came to a screeching halt about ten feet 

from the edge. 

G throttled down and unlatched the canopy to push it open. Travis took off his headphones 

and got out. His cell vibrated again. He turned around to find G still in the plane. 

“I’ll see you around, Travis! I hope your brother gets better real soon!” G waved and quickly 

handed Travis the logbook with his signed flight time and G’s business card, which he pocketed. 

Travis waved back as G pulled the canopy down. He started the propeller and took off over the 

edge. A moment later, Travis saw the beautiful red, white, and blue sport plane soaring over the 

treetops in the distance. G had somehow landed on a small patch of rooftop, which looked not 



much bigger than his father’s lawn. Seeing such amazing flying, Travis understood why the 

plane was the hero of the television show. 

Travis was met by the hospital’s security guards who took him to the elevator and down to 

the parking lot. As soon as they sent him through the elevator doors, he saw his father’s white 

SUV. Standing next to the vehicle was his father with his cell phone to his ear. Travis’s phone 

vibrated. Approaching, Travis tapped his dad on the shoulder and took a step back. His father 

turned around, looked at Travis, looked at the cell phone in his hand and put the cell away.  

Travis quickly wrapped his arms around Joseph Wheeler’s stomach and hugged. “I’m so 

sorry, Dad. I’ll never do anything so stupid again.” 

His dad hugged him back. “We think Justin’s going to be okay. I was about to come get 

you.” The two parted. His father stood up. 

“No need.” Travis smiled and handed his dad the log with his flight hours. “I told Mr. G all 

about Justin and he flew me over.” 

“Mr. G?” He looked at the booklet briefly. G had filled in eight minutes and signed the 

ledger. “Eight minutes? That’s all it took for you to fly from North County to south Perry? What 

about Dan and Miles? Aren’t they going to need a ride home?” 

“I don’t know… they were supposed to meet me at Brandy Air Field after we got separated.” 

“We’ll need to check and make sure they got home okay. Are you all right?” His father 

turned around and the two began walking toward the hospital. 

“I’m fine Dad. Never better.” Travis said. 

They entered through the glass front doors to the hospital and caught the elevator. A phone 

call to Miles’s dad revealed that Miles, Dan, Pat, Haley, Randy, and Dale and his cronies had 

worked out their differences and become friends before they were all surrounded by the mounted 

police officers outside both entrances to the cave where they were driven home. Pat and Haley 

were let off because they hadn’t done anything wrong. Miles, Dan, Randy, and Dale were given 

citations for numerous forms of trespassing and vandalism. Several citations were waiting for 

Travis as well. Nobody pressed charges, no one was hurt, and no one could be proven guilty of 

anything so everything for everyone was eventually dropped for the classic ‘boys will be boys’ 

forgiveness. 

After a few minutes of walking through the hospital to find Justin’s room, they entered. 

Justin was lying in his bed with a comic book held up to his face. When he heard the door close, 



he dropped the comic book and blinked at Travis. “Where’d you come from? That was really 

quick, Dad!” 

“Your brother caught a ride from the Quasar.” Joseph Wheeler said mockingly as he stood 

behind Travis and placed his hands on his shoulders. 

“No joke. I got to fly the Quasar!” Travis withdrew the logbook G had given him and handed 

it to Justin. 

Justin turned it over in his hands a few times, flipped through the inside, and handed it back. 

“That’s crazy, little bro!” 

“I shouldn’t have gone though. I wish I hadn’t,” Travis said. 

Justin shrugged. “You did what you wanted. That’s your decision, even if everybody and 

their mother has something to say about it.” 

“That doesn’t make it right to abandon your family.” Their dad said and sat down in one of 

the two chairs by the door. “Since you resolved the problem without making me have to go 

across town, I’ve decided not to punish you. But you will be punished if you don’t mow the lawn 

every time the yard needs mowing this summer.” 

“You’d have said that whether I went to North county or not.” Travis frowned. 

“I guess I could figure out a punishment for you if you’re begging for one.” His dad said. 

“I’m just glad you got to see the Quasar,” said Justin. “It’s been your obsession for the last 

two and a half years.” 

Travis smiled and he spent the rest of the night telling Justin about all the stuff that happened 

to him, about the boy trying to steal his bike, about the children from the sewers, the firefight, the 

mountain lion and his journey through the Green Run. Justin listened intently, gasping at all the 

right times and laughing at all the random stuff that happened. 

Joseph Wheeler watched and listened to Travis retell his adventure, remembering all the 

great times he had with his friends when he was Travis’s age. At the end of the night, he took the 

boys home where Travis ate, brushed his teeth and finished just in time to fall asleep in front of 

the television as a rerun episode of The Adventures of The Quasar Lite flashed on the screen. 

 
 

— 
 
 



The next day, Travis walked into first period English, which Dan and Miles shared with him. 

He was the first one in and sat in his seat at the back right. Almost all his classmates showed up 

before Dan and Miles but, five minutes before the bell, they arrived together. 

“Oh, look,” said Dan. “If it isn’t the abandoner. We’re in such deep trouble thanks to you” 

He flicked Travis’s shoulder as he walked by and sat down next to him. “How’d you get home?” 

“G gave me a ride home.” Travis said, holding the flight log in his hands. “We’re buds. He 

left his card with me, so I think I’m going to give him a call and get those flight lessons he’s 

offering. I’m going to see if he can take my brother up for a bit too.” 

“What are you talking about?” Miles asked and sat in the seat in front of Travis. 

“G, the owner of the Quasar Lite. I got to Brandy Airfield, told him my story about Justin, 

and he flew me to the hospital.” Travis said. 

“You’re lying.” Dan glared at him and grabbed the flight log. His expression went dour when 

he saw the Quasar’s title on the upper right of the booklet and saw G’s signature. “Lucky is all 

you are, twerp.” Dan dropped the booklet on Travis’s desk and crossed his arms in his seat. 

“To be honest,” said Travis, “I have you guys to thank for it. Had you two, Pat, and Haley all 

shown up, G wouldn’t have been able to give anyone a ride.” 

Dan rolled his eyes. “It’s a good thing you didn’t get lost and turn up dead the next day. 

That’s what I was afraid of, having left you to die in the Green Run. Guess I shouldn’t have 

worried so much.” 

“Yeah, thanks for that, Dan. Seems like the universe balanced out just fine if you ask me.” 

Travis beamed. 

“You guys wanna hang out after class?” Miles asked. 

“Nah,” said Travis. “My brother and I are going to start making the schematics for the perfect 

jet. We found some figures in one of his high school physics books.” 

“Dale took his wallet back,” said Dan. “None of them were actually interested in me, Pat, 

Miles, or Haley; just wanted you. Why do I feel like we got the short end of the stick yesterday?” 

“Here,” said Travis. “This should make you feel better.” He paid Dan the four-dollars and 

seventy-five cents he owed him. Dan didn’t say anything else after that as the tardy bell rang, but 

brooded for the rest of class as they read through their Norse Mythology books. Travis spent the 

rest of his time there in a state of semi bliss. He had been fortunate in his weekend’s endeavors, 

and was serious about taking flight lessons. 



If he could fly the Quasar like Amber and Daniel did in the television show, there would be 

no end to his adventures. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Part Four — 
 
 

The Shadow of Darkness 
 
 

— One — 
 
 

The New And Improved Quasar Lite 
 
 

After the hail of debris and being separated from Amber, Daniel was only aware of one thing, 

and that was the dwarf, Milchamp, pulling him away from the falling stone as fire, ash, and rock 

rained from the air. Daniel blinked as he wound through corridors and passageways, passing 

dwarves and dark elves as they made their way to safety. It had been only an instant—an instant 

of seeing her awake and living face—before it was taken away from him again. “I didn’t get to 

tell her.... I promised Gunlod and I didn’t tell her....” He said to himself. Milchamp yelled at 

Daniel as they moved lower through the stone city, but he heard nothing. His mind was still 

trying to grapple with what had happened with Amber, how she had disappeared into thin air. 

More explosions thundered through the halls as they exited into a vast under-chamber with 

many bridges crossing deep, empty gaps to another portion of Svartalheim. Blue stones glittered 

from the eaves of the chamber, shining pale light upon the faces that stared at Daniel as he 

passed. Milchamp led Daniel onto the bridge nearby, and they began to cross. 

On the bridge adjacent to theirs, two men were terrorizing a group of pedestrians. One had 

long red hair and, to Daniel, looked strikingly like the Incredible Hulk as he swung around a big 

metal hammer. The other was slimmer but taller with long black hair and wielded a longsword. 

Both of them wore red and white tabards over their chain-mail. Hundreds of minions wearing red 

and white armor ushered the dark elves and dwarves across the bridge, poking and pushing the 

ones who didn’t follow. 

Just as Daniel and Milchamp reached the middle of the bridge, Asgardian minions began 

rushing right at them. Daniel grabbed a sword and shield someone had lost during the fight, and 

disarmed three of the attackers in short order, thanking Amber under his breath for convincing 



him to take up fencing as a hobby last summer. Milchamp took the axe from his side and warded 

off the closest group of minions as they crossed to the other end of the bridge. The two repelled 

the oncoming Asgardians until they both reached the steps leading up to the other side of the 

city. 

“You good?” Daniel yelled over the constant commotion of combat and cries from the 

soldiers throughout the great chamber. 

“Nothing like a little action to spruce up the morning!” Milchamp replied and led him down 

the corridor between shops and houses. As they approached a great archway covered with 

strange characters, Daniel discarded the sword and shield so that he could more easily keep up 

with Milchamp. 

When they stepped under the arch, a blast of heat passed through them. They had entered the 

engineering wing of Svartalheim. Judging by the lack of commotion, the Asgardians obviously 

hadn’t arrived in this area yet. Giant machines loomed out of the smoky mist alongside the 

narrow walkways. Lampposts lined the path, topped with bright spheres glowing through the 

cloudy air. 

“I’m taking you to Brock’s Garage,” said Milchamp. 

“Oh yeah? Where are we gonna go then? These guys seem pretty determined to find us. I 

don’t really understand why.” Daniel said. 

“You’re Midgardians. Bolwerk made it very clear a long time ago that Midgardians were the 

only race we couldn’t allow to escape from our realm.” 

“Why would Midgardians bother you guys? What’s so bad about us?” Daniel asked. 

“You’re the only ones smart enough to release the gods again. No one ever questioned 

Bolwerk’s story about Ragnorak happening, but we’d all be dead right now if it had. No one 

cared enough to say anything so long as everyone’s life was simple. But then you three come 

along and start disrupting the peace. That makes Bolwerk very nervous.” 

“If you know about Amber and I, then you must know about her uncle as well. Do you know 

where he’s being held, the man who first arrived?” 

“Aye, the prison near Asgard. There are tunnels my ancestors carved into the earth 

generations ago that go all over this land. My father will show you how to find them.” Milchamp 

led Daniel down the hall and took a left into a multi-story room filled with machines on each 

level. Every bit of floor space held either a mechanism in the process of restoration, or haphazard 



stacks of boxes filled with junk. Tools littered the floors. Daniel couldn’t take a step without 

kicking screws, nuts, and bolts in all directions. 

Daniel followed Milchamp down the steps to the bottommost floor where the dwarf, Brock, 

and two other dwarves older than Milchamp and Defwin were crowded around the fully restored 

Quasar Lite. As soon as Daniel saw it, his jaw dropped and he hurried forward to its side. 

“Wow, it’s done, and it looks like new!” Daniel pressed his hands to the side and peered 

through the glass cowl into the cockpit. It looked like it had when Daniel first flew with Amber. 

“How long did it take you guys to fix up?” 

“About an hour.” Brock laughed. “That’s not what took the longest. We converted the gas 

tanks so that they now burn both gasoline and our own form of fuel, pitch.” 

“How long did that take?” Daniel asked, curiously. 

“About an hour,” repeated Brock with a smile. “What took the longest was installing this 

nifty little feature.” Brock turned the propeller at the front of the plane so that the blades were 

vertical and pushed inward. Daniel heard an odd click, followed by an incessant series of other 

clicks. The plane began to rock, so Daniel took a large step back. 

“What’s happening?” He looked to Brock who was still smiling. 

First, the two halves of the propeller snapped forward and disappeared into the nose cone. 

Then, the wings slowly folded back into two slits on either side of the plane. The tail tilted 

upward and gradually descended into the fuselage until the main part of the plane was the only 

part left. It didn’t stop there. The landing gear that kept the plane propped up entered the bottom 

of the plane until the wingless, tailless fuselage was sitting on the floor. What happened next 

made Daniel’s stomach hurt because he’d never seen anything like this before. The remaining 

part of the Quasar Lite then folded itself inward from all directions. It continued folding over 

itself until all that remained was a red, white, and blue cube the size of Daniel’s palm sitting on 

the floor. 

“What the heck did you do?” Daniel hardly noticed that he was yelling, but this didn’t seem 

to phase the dwarves at all. They only began to laugh like his anger was the funniest thing in the 

world. 

“You’ll never have to worry about going without your plane again, young sir. As gratitude 

for taking care of our cave-in problem, I, Machete, and Glunderbor have upgraded your plane 

with a little dwarven technology.” Brock stepped forward and picked up the cube. He pressed 



one side of it, placed the cube back on the floor, and the plane began to unfold until the full 

Quasar Lite stood before him once more. “We also fixed your seating arrangement.” Brock lifted 

the canopy, tugged the seat forward and motioned for Daniel to come look. 

Daniel did as he was instructed and stared over Brock’s head at the four impossible seats 

sitting in what used to be the small storage area of their plane.  

Brock unlatched a compartment door under one of the seats and pulled out a drawer full of 

their maps and notes. “You guys will be ready to rock and roll in this baby!” 

“How is any of this possible?” Daniel wrinkled his forehead. 

The three dwarves exchanged a humorous look. “It’s not,” said Brock as he pressed the 

propeller again so that the ship began to collapse, “not in your world. None of this will work in 

Midgard. Odin placed far too many enchantments over your realm for dwarven technology to 

work on that side. Didn’t you ever wonder why physics is so relentless where you’re from? 

We’ve been able to do this stuff for thousands of years while you guys have to use complex 

engineering and hydraulics to do simplified versions of what we do here.” 

“Well yeah, because what we do on Earth makes sense. Where does it all go when its like 

that?” Daniel said as the plane folded the last bit into the cube. 

“Perhaps I’ll explain when Svartalheim isn’t under attack.” Brock answered, picked up the 

cube, and placed it in Daniel’s hand. “Now, you need to leave.” 

“Milchamp mentioned tunnels under the city that might be able to lead me to Asgard Prison.” 

Daniel said. 

“Yes. I can show you to the tunnels, but I doubt there are any still intact that go that far away 

from Svartalheim. You should be able to find your way outside, and then finding the prison is 

easy. It’s south of Asgard, or just wander around Asgard until you find it.” 

“But Asgard is where the enemy lives. You want me to wander around enemy territory?” 

“What did you expect, kid,” asked one of the other dwarves. “Asgard prison is in Asgard!” 

“I’m aware of that. I just wanted a more covert entrance.” 

“How you get to Asgard prison is up to you. For now, you must leave Svartalheim. Follow 

me.” Brock said and turned around. He walked up to the wall nearest to them, and as he 

approached, the wall slid down to reveal a hidden hallway. Daniel and Milchamp followed, 

coming to a stop before a large mechanical door. The door opened to an underground passage. 

“This is where you take your leave, young sir.” 



“All right, c’mon Milchamp. Let’s do this.” Daniel walked past Brock and entered the grotto. 

Milchamp didn’t follow. “What’s up? You scared of the dark?” Daniel laughed. 

“I... I can’t go with you. As much as I’d like to, I must stay here. Where you’re going and 

what you’re doing is dangerous for someone like me.” 

“Oh.” Daniel frowned. “Okay... I guess that’s fine then. Thanks for all your help. I’ll uh, see 

you around.” 

“Sure. Come back when everything’s settled down and we’ll chill out again.” Milchamp 

nodded 

“Oh, Daniel, two things,” said Brock. He tossed a stone to Daniel and the moment it touched 

Daniel’s hand, everything he saw changed. It was as if the darkness changed to light, and the 

light changed to shade. He could see the rocky hills far into the distant darkness. He was glowing 

with a strange aura, the same aura that shrouded Milchamp and Defwin. “That should help you 

out. Also,” Brock slung an empty leather bag from his shoulder and threw it to Daniel’s feet. 

Daniel dropped to his knees and examined the bag. “I forget that outsiders have limited carrying 

capacity. That’s my emergency stash; should help you out.” 

“Thank you, Brock.” Daniel stood, opening the bag to look inside. There was two weeks' 

worth of trail-mix and dried beef jerky, a bedroll, some flint and steel for making a fire, an old 

rusty dagger, and some folded clothes. Daniel put the falcon headdress, the snakeskin, the Quasar 

cube, and the water-skin into the bag then slipped the strap over his shoulder. It still felt like the 

bag was empty. “Thank you so much for all your help, guys. I couldn’t have made it this far 

without you. If I live long enough to return the gods to full power, I’ll make sure to mention 

what you’ve done today.” 

“Come back any time. We’ll be here.” Brock said. Milchamp gave Daniel one last goodbye 

before Brock closed the door behind him, leaving Daniel to the cold underground passage. 

Daniel began his walk down the cave path, scowling to himself. “Come back any time,” he 

scoffed. “Except now, when I need help most. It’s only your best friend, and not to mention pilot, 

that just got captured by the Asgardians. But that’s not important.” 

By the time Daniel reached an odd crossroads within the mountain cave, he understood what 

to do next. Getting out of Svartalheim and finding the outside world was most important. If he 

could find his way to the surface, he could put on the falcon headdress and use the falcon guide’s 

navigation to find the prison. Jarl did say that he worked for the prison. And, assuming the 



Asgardians were more partial to taking prisoners, they might have taken Amber to the prison as 

well. All he had to do was break the professor out and explain all he knew. That might grant 

them a little more control. 

“Maybe I won’t have to go all over the world on my own as a falcon anymore.” Daniel 

sighed. He had never been so isolated from Amber and the professor for so long. He wondered 

what his parents would think if they found out about even one of his many summer adventures, 

and realized that neither would ever listen to him enough to find out. They didn’t care. His 

mother lived with her boyfriend, and his father—the one he stayed with—was too busy with his 

office and work friends to care what he did. Daniel honestly believed that his parents were 

happier without the burden of having to figure out what to do with him every summer. That 

much was just fine with Daniel. 

He came upon a sign with words in another language and arrows pointing in various 

directions. Since he couldn’t read it and standing around trying to figure it out didn’t shed light 

on the message, he took a left and continued through the stillness. There’s a psychological 

consequence to being alone in a large area for a long period of time with only your own footsteps 

for company. You begin to get paranoid, so your mind will often concoct something to justify its 

paranoia. Daniel often saw faces in the rock formations as his eyes jumped from rock to rock. 

Unless he closed his eyes he could not look anywhere without seeing faces. 

His eyes stopped playing tricks on him when his ears started in. Music playing; someone 

playing the classical guitar. If it didn’t sound so faint, he might have thought he was hearing the 

music in his mind. He’d never had a keen interest in making up music before so he deduced that 

it couldn’t be coming from himself. As he continued down the path, which was now bathed in 

moonlight from openings in the cavern ceiling, the music became louder. The path ahead curved 

to the right. When Daniel peered around the corner he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. 

At the end of the hall was a raised platform surrounded by four of the strangest looking 

statues he’d ever seen. The statues looked like large, muscular dogs, each of them sitting 

attentively before an invisible master. Guided by an overwhelming sensation of curiosity, Daniel 

crept down the hall where the music sounded like it was being played. He stopped just outside 

the square of statues. 

The ghostly form of an old man crouched on one knee wearing what looked like a woolen 

cape over his shoulders shimmered into light. On his other knee lay a hand-carved twelve-string 



guitar. It wasn’t a fearful apparition, nothing like the movies he’d seen growing up. There was no 

feeling of being watched, but rather the sensation of watching. The man strummed on his guitar, 

gazing intently upon his hand fingering the strings on the neck. The most beautiful music Daniel 

had ever heard swept through him in soothing waves. 

Daniel took a step forward into the square. The moment the sole of his shoe touched the 

stone floor a string broke on the man’s guitar, and a dissonant chord resonated throughout the 

whole of the chamber. 

“One should be smart enough to avoid one of Hel’s traps, especially when a trap is so 

obviously laid before them.” A voice spoke in Daniel’s mind. He stepped out of the square again, 

eyes wide. The ghost switched the guitar neck to its other hand as it stood, shimmering like a 

hologram. “We know not what we do until what we do is what we know. You’ll find no quarter 

here, traveler. You should never have come... RUN!” 

Daniel blinked. The apparition vanished. He heard many loud cracking sounds, followed by 

four explosions of rock. Each of the heads of the statues burst open from their stationary 

confines, each of them barking maddeningly as they turned their bright yellow eyes on Daniel. 

The sound filled the whole cave and echoed back from the distant walls. He walked backwards, 

unable to take his eyes off the monsters being birthed from the statues before him. The moment 

one of the statues broke one of its front legs free, Daniel turned around and began to run back the 

other direction. 

Right or left? Right led back to Svartalheim, and the left path was a question mark. He ended 

up going left. “Please don’t let me get devoured by monster dogs underground where no one can 

appreciate my accomplishments,” he said to himself as he tried to distance himself from the dogs 

that sounded like they were barking right behind him. “Oh, who am I kidding, I don’t have any 

accomplishments worth talking about. Other than Amber, I don’t have any friends who’d even 

show up at my funeral!” 

He entered a vast room preceding a massive crescent cave entrance that shined brilliantly to 

Daniel. Standing between him and the exit was a massive underground lake that radiated an 

azure glow. Giant mushrooms and toadstools shrouded the shoreline beneath a ridge traveling to 

a small road leading to the massive opening at the other side of the valley. Daniel headed up the 

cliff ledge as he rummaged in his pack for anything that might save his life. The dogs gained on 

him as he jogged uphill. 



Daniel had just managed to pull the falcon headdress free as one of the hounds plowed into 

his back, gnashing its razor sharp teeth while the others barked. Tumbling, the two rolled toward 

the edge of the cliff. A second dog punched into Daniel just as he yanked the headdress over his 

head. The three fell over the ledge, Daniel becoming the falcon as the dogs plunged toward the 

shoreline below. Daniel pulled himself into flight in time to swoop over the toadstools lining the 

eerie azure lake. The other two dogs barked maniacally as they tried to follow him but they 

became distant problems as the wind channel carried him through the passage. 

He flapped his wings as he soared over the lake, leaving all four dogs far behind. He flew 

over the road and followed it up the mossy hillside toward the giant opening of light at the top of 

the valley. The wind became so intense at the threshold of the cave he had to drop to the ground 

and return to his human form. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Travis lowered his uBox phone and paused the streaming episode of his favorite television 

show. He sat in a chair surrounded by benches packed with tools. Airplanes old and new were all 

over the place. G had driven him to the hangar where they were going to fly the Quasar Lite 

again. While G prepared the plane, Travis kept himself busy. 

He got up and walked to the Quasar. G had just closed the cowl and was about to come get 

him. He coughed into his fist, and then asked, “You ready to go? Got your flight log?” 

Travis nodded. 

“Then let’s go.” 

The sunny Saturday morning was beautiful. The air was a little windy, but not enough to 

make their flight too difficult. Below them, the airport got smaller, and the landscape became 

more patchwork as though the different acres of land were stitched together. They followed a 

highway for a little while, and then turned and flew over a gorgeous lake with a dam running 

through the middle of it. 

“Thanks for taking me up again!” Travis beamed. G glanced at him and shrugged, tapping 

the earphones over his ears. Travis had forgotten that you usually couldn’t hear each other in the 

cabin over the constant thrum of the propeller and the airplane engine. G turned up the intercom 

volume. 



They continued flying for another hour and a half. Sometimes G would let Travis fly, 

instructing him as they went. Travis was terrified of how easily the plane could be maneuvered. 

Once they were done, they headed back to the landing strip. G landed the plane perfectly as 

usual. Once they got out, G signed Travis’s flight log and they started back to the hangar. 

“You did well!” G said, even though Travis could still barely hear him. His ears hadn’t 

completely readjusted to the pressure change from the shifting altitudes. “I wanted to see if you’d 

like to come with me to an air-show next weekend.” G said, handing Travis a flyer for a fly-in 

starring a whole lot of planes, most of them older models. 

“Sure, but I don’t see the Quasar on this list.” Travis said. “And it’s in Florida. I don’t know 

if my dad would be too enthusiastic about that.” 

“I’ll work out the details with your dad, but I’d like a co-pilot to fly with me to Florida. We 

won’t be flying the Quasar, unfortunately.” G started toward another plane. 

It was called a Streamer 260: a light brown twin engine aircraft, and looked like all the planes 

Travis imagined seeing before the Quasar Lite came around. It had a classic frame with black 

and white stripes running down the side. Most of the other planes in the hangar were far more 

impressive, even the ancient bomber plane in the back left. 

“You’ll still get flight hours, even if it’s not in the Quasar. Practice is practice.” G said. 

“If you can iron out the details with my dad, then sure. I’d love to come with you to Florida. 

Think we can fly over Disney World?” 

G laughed. “Sure thing, young man. But I doubt any of that’s as interesting as this.” He 

waved his hand around the room at the planes. It was true. Ever since Travis had started flying 

with G on the weekends since spring, video games and television seemed pretty bland. He went 

to Six Flags and rode every single roller coaster, and not one of them gave him the kind of 

adrenaline rush you get when you do a barrel roll or a loop-the-loop in the Quasar Lite. Travis 

guessed it was because the roller coasters were on a track and completely predictable, and 

airplanes were in a realm where you are the roller coaster. 

“Well,” G checked his watch and coughed a few times into his fist again until his face turned 

red. “I’ve got an appointment in a few hours, so I should get you home. You keep that flyer, and 

do some research online tonight. Streamer 260, 1985.” 



“I will. I got a question,” said Travis. “Do you think, since the show’s on its fifth season right 

now, I could get a part in the TV show? Maybe a stand in or somebody in need of help or 

something?” 

Smiling, G put a hand on Travis’s back and led him into the hangar. “I got a friend who 

writes those adventures for television, so it’s not really my say who goes in or what happens in 

the story. I’ll run the idea by him, see if a new character would spice things up a bit.” 

“Awesome!” Travis beamed. 

“Just sit tight for a few minutes and we’ll head out soon.” G said and disappeared into the 

office at the back of the hangar where his aviator friend was working diligently. While he waited, 

Travis could hear G coughing again around the corner. That cough made him nervous. Travis 

pulled out his uBox and picked up where he left off. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Two — 
 
 

The Descendant of Thor 
 
 

Daniel had thought, based on the amount of light surrounding him as he stepped out of the 

cave entrance that this exit would lead to the outside world. Once his eyes adjusted, he realized 

that he had entered a large mountain basin. The stars glittered in the sky above. Altars of stone 

stood against the far curve of the valley. To his left he saw a small cottage built against the inner 

wall with smoke drifting from the chimney. A woman with long, golden blond hair wearing a 

winter coat and a dress down to her leather boots stepped out of the house. She gazed out from 

the porch, looking to the cave entrance where Daniel stood. The woman cocked her head at him 

curiously. 

Daniel, thinking it awkward for him to stare, approached the house slowly. “Hey there.” He 

said when he was within a reasonable distance from the house. 

“Afternoon,” she said, leaning over the guardrail of the porch. “You look lost.” 

“A little. Wouldn’t happen to know where Asgard Prison is, would you?” He stopped on the 

dead grass of the front lawn. Something told him that grass hadn’t grown here or anywhere in the 

Norse world for a long time. 

“I used to live not far from the prison. My husband told me to stay here where it’s safe, so 

that’s what I’ve done. What brings you to the dead middle of nowhere, Midgardian?” 

“Just trying to get out of Svartalheim.” 

“Try the front door next time. It’s a lot faster.” 

“Not when the front door is covered with Asgardians looking to capture you at all costs.” 

“If you wanted to go to prison, then why didn’t you just go with the Asgardians?” The 

woman asked. 

Daniel couldn’t think of a good answer to that question, so he shrugged. 

“Come on inside, then. Let’s get you some warmer clothes, since you’ve obviously been 

wandering around the mountains without proper attire for several days.” 

“It hasn’t been so bad,” said Daniel as he climbed the steps to the woman’s house. She led 

him inside and before he could so much as sit in one of the chairs, she brought him a mug of 



warm soup from the kettle over the fire. The place looked like a hunter’s cabin with skins of 

animals and bones mounted on the walls. Other than the furnished chairs by the fire, there were 

only three chairs sitting on each side of a small round table in what looked like the kitchen. “My 

name’s Daniel,” said Daniel. 

“My name is Sif.” The woman replied and sat down in the chair next to him with her own 

mug. “Sorry my house is a mess. I didn’t intend to stay here long, but it’s been a lot longer than 

we thought.” 

“We: you and your husband?” Daniel glanced at her. 

Sif nodded. “He told me to wait here until it was safe. So that’s what I’ve done.” 

“I have also been here for longer than intended,” said Daniel, thinking of the expression on 

Amber’s face before the falling debris separated them. He looked at Sif. “Are you a Midgardian 

too? I mean, you’re the same size as me, and everyone keeps referring to me as a Midgardian.” 

Sif held her hand to her mouth. Daniel saw the line of a smile in her lips as she giggled. 

“Alas, I am not a Midgardian, I am a goddess. I may choose to be whatever size I wish, but my 

husband told me to make myself inconspicuous, so this is the size I chose. You’re the first and 

only that has not recognized me on sight, so forgive me if I feel a little flattered. I don’t get any 

visitors but dwarves these days.” 

“Really? I thought the dwarves didn’t like coming out this way.” Daniel said. 

“They usually don’t, but they’ve taken pity upon my misfortune of losing my husband and 

being forced into hiding. They bring me animals and wood from the forests beyond the Ivald 

Mountain so that I may keep myself clothed and nourished.” 

“Sounds like a sweet deal. I’m still wondering how I went from New York City not two days 

ago, to being trapped in a place my kind hasn’t been allowed into for a millennium. I’d take my 

kind and leave if I could. Everything in this place is crazy.” 

“Are you so sure of the sanity of your own realm? The last I heard of the Midgardian world 

lying, stealing, and corruption were a big part of your daily lives, and were significant influences 

in many of your governments.” 

“Which century was that?” Daniel asked, and then frowned. “Never mind... I guess lying, 

stealing, and corruption are like fads that don’t go out of style.” 

“Haven’t and never will.” Sif smiled at him. “But that doesn’t mean we don’t have the right 

to choose to be inherently good. So long as we wake up each day, we have a choice to do the 



honorable deed, even though there are many who choose not to. My own children in Asgard have 

chosen to take on the example of Bolwerk and his men. They opt to ignore their parents who 

made this paradise for them through our blood, sweat, and tears. They waste the days befouling 

the city, eating, drinking, and brawling. And yet, I still believe that they can be good, only that 

they choose not to.” 

“Our problems are a little more sophisticated, though the same in a lot of ways,” said Daniel. 

“Where I come from, respect and compassion for one another isn’t as important as the size of the 

car in your driveway, the size of your house, or how much money is in your wallet. It seems like, 

and this goes for every culture in history, if everyone just learned to respect their neighbors—no 

matter how easy hating them might be—all the competition, arguing, fighting, and murder would 

begin to dry up. But,” Daniel sighed, looking at the flames in the fireplace, “it’s never that 

simple. I’m still in school, so I guess I’m ignorant.” 

“You sound very scholarly for a student,” said Sif. “Listening to you speak, I believe you 

could be a great prophet in your world: a shining example of wisdom to blind eyes.” 

“Too bad I’ll never get to go back. The way we came was destroyed.” 

Sif drank the last of her soup and got to her feet. “You look exhausted. You may rest for as 

long as you need. I’m going to go get some more firewood stored in one of the nearby caves. I 

should be back in an hour or so.” Sif pulled on her coat and boots and stopped by the door. 

“You’ll be okay for a bit, right?” 

“Do you need help?” Daniel asked. 

“No, it’s the only exercise I can get. I don’t expect you to steal anything, because there’s 

nothing to steal. I’ll be able to get you some clothes when I return, so just stay warm and rest.” 

And then she was gone. 

“That was abrupt.” Daniel stared at the closed door, feeling wary. While he should have felt 

tired, he chose not to sleep. He went outside and stood where Sif had stood at the banister. The 

entire basin beneath the starry night sky was completely silent save for the wind. He saw no sign 

of Sif, nor any track of where she went. The porch steps creaked under him as he descended to a 

worn pathway leading across the deadpan, yellow field. 

Daniel, thinking it unnecessary to wait for Sif to return, walked down the path. Crickets 

twittered in the grass. The moon was a round globe against the backdrop of the galaxy within the 

radius of the basin. He followed the path around to the edge of the outer stone wall. The road 



ended at a large stone disc the size of a small garage. Etched on this disc was a closed fist against 

a fat emblematic lightning bolt. Against the wall behind it was a sealed gateway with the same 

seal upon it. 

“In case you haven’t figured it out yet,” Sif said as she approached from behind Daniel, “my 

husband is Thor. I haven’t seen him in more than a thousand years. I’m sorry I had to leave, but 

you remind me so much of him.” 

Daniel turned his attention back to the doorway. “What is all this?” 

“It’s Thor’s secret chamber,” Sif answered. “He told me after he led me to this valley that he 

had been coming here for a long time. This place allowed him solitude away from his brothers 

and relatives. All his personal effects are stored behind this door, except for his gloves, belt, and 

hammer.” 

“And where are they?” Daniel asked. 

“If I tell you,” Sif said, approaching, “will you open the door for me, assuming you can?” 

She walked past him and stood on the middle of the disc. 

“Depends on what’s required to open it.” Daniel said. 

Sif sighed. “In order to open the door, one must have Thor’s gauntlets, belt, and his hammer, 

Miolnir.” 

“Is that all?” Daniel asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes.” 

“I know where the hammer is.” Daniel said. 

“I know where the gloves and belt are,” said Sif. 

“I can’t get the hammer without the gloves and belt, so,” Daniel glanced left and right. “I’ll 

need those.” 

“They’re hidden under a floorboards in the living room. Come, I’ll show you.” Sif walked 

past him. 

Daniel followed. “I think you know more than you’re telling me, so answer me this: if Thor 

thought he was going into battle on the day of Ragnorak, why did he leave his equipment and 

favorite weapon behind?” 

“Thor knew he wasn’t going into battle. Have you been informed of Bolwerk’s treason?” 



“Certain elements,” answered Daniel. “From what I gathered, Bolwerk was some sort of 

prophet that entered Asgard, claiming that Ragnorak had come.” 

“Partially true,” said Sif. “That’s what he led the Asgardians to believe after the gods 

disappeared. The other gods and I were the ones who were threatened by Bolwerk the day 

following his arrival. He captured Idun in the night and sent her to Niflheim. Bolwerk then told 

us that if we ever wished to see Idun, and to eat of her apples that kept us young and resourceful, 

we would lay down our arms and equipment. He requested that all the gods be present and 

unarmed in Niflheim, so that’s what they did. Thor brought me here, left his gloves and belt, then 

threw his hammer over the valley wall before his departure. I have not seen him since.” 

“Jarl, Heimdall’s son,” said Daniel, “asked me to sneak into Odin’s tower and look into 

Niflheim where the gods disappeared. I can do this, but I need to spring my partner from jail 

before I do anything else.” 

They paused on Sif’s porch. She turned to him. “If you are truly here to aid the gods, then I 

will allow you to borrow the gloves, belt, and hammer. If you return my husband to my side, 

then I will be forever in your debt. You don’t know the pain of losing someone you love.” 

Daniel’s face fell. “I know it a little better than I care to admit. Why else would I still be 

here?” 

Sif smiled and nodded before returning to the interior of the house. Once inside, she pulled a 

carpet back from the floor, revealing a large trap door. She dropped to one knee, unlatched the 

door, and opened both sides. The only thing within the hidden compartment was a wooden trunk. 

Daniel helped Sif lug the trunk out and placed it on the rug. 

“This is all that I have left of my husband.” She said, opening the trunk. Inside, was a large 

pair of ironclad gloves and a studded girdle with the same emblem that was upon the seal 

outside. “Iron-Grip.” Sif said, withdrawing the gloves. They flashed silver on the backs, but the 

insides of the fingers were made of something that felt like rubber. “These gloves allow the 

wearer to hold the searing handle of Miolnir without suffering the dangerous side effects.” 

Daniel nodded as Sif handed them to him. “They’re way too big for me.” 

Sif laughed a high chuckle. “The gloves are enchanted to accommodate the size hand of the 

wearer. Honestly, Daniel, I’m beginning to think you didn’t learn anything from the dwarves.” 

She lifted the belt from the bottom of the trunk, allowing it to dangle before their eyes. “This is 

Megingord. The belt that lets the wearer carry the weight of the hammer without being crippled.” 



Daniel had just gotten the gloves on and was admiring the way they fit to his hands when Sif 

gave him the belt. He took it, feeling its heaviness. “Wow! For something that’s supposed to 

lighten the load it sure weighs a lot!” 

“Try it on. You’ll find the weight rolls right off you.” Sif instructed. 

He got the belt around his waist and latched it over his front. “Feels like I’m not even 

wearing it anymore.” Daniel grinned. “Feels like I could pick up a building if I wanted to.” 

“Try whatever you feel is necessary, but be careful. None but Thor have ever used Miolnir. 

You might find that some of its capabilities can be,” she paused, trying to think of the word, 

“devastating, to say the least.” 

“I’ll be fine. The hammer isn’t far from here. I can go get it and come back and open the 

door.” Daniel said. 

“Before you go, I want you take some warmer clothes.” Sif insisted on getting him a thick 

woolen jacket and a pair of wool leggings to go over his jeans. His shoes were nearly falling 

apart anyway, so she gave him a pair of boots that had once belonged to one of her sons. Daniel 

took the favors and put them on respectfully. When the two walked out onto the front porch, the 

cold felt significantly more manageable to him. 

“I can’t thank you enough, Sif.” Daniel bowed to Sif. “I’ll return as soon as I can.” 

“God speed, Midgardian.” She nodded. 

Daniel withdrew the falcon headdress from his bag and put it on over his head. Feeling the 

weight of his equipment leave him, he soared around the basin until he managed to get a good 

lift to propel him over the valley wall. “Gladeshire Pass, my man, and make it quick.” Daniel 

told the guardian spirit of the falcon headdress. 

“Due west.” It responded. Daniel felt himself change direction slightly. He flew through the 

snowy mountains, seeing the many twisting and turning ravines etched in the enormous natural 

giants. The realm of Ivald rose and fell around him as he crossed the winter wasteland. Ancient 

structures towered from the valleys, their windows blackened and their tops blanketed with 

snow. Huge rivers of wind carried him over the endless white below.  

He remembered Gladeshire Pass looking like a stadium from the ground, and that’s exactly 

what it looked like from the air. The top part was still broken from when Scorheim had entered, 

but the dragon was gone when Daniel paused on the nearby ledge. He searched the white for the 

hammer, but it had snowed since he was last here. Descending through the hole in the roof, 



Daniel glided down to the center of the room and took off the falcon headdress. Sweat poured 

from his armpits. His body had been working the intricate muscles of the falcon for the last hour. 

Looking around, Daniel saw the hammer resting beside a pile of rocks that had collapsed 

when the room caved shortly after his awkward triumph over the dragon. “Didn’t think you’d be 

that easy to find. Don’t mind if I do.” He approached, extending his hand for the hammer’s 

handle. 

“What do you think you’re doing you simpleton?” A voice snapped. It was a voice that was 

all too familiar to Daniel Davis. When he turned, he saw Doctor Roberts standing to his left with 

his rifle pointed at him. He heard the click of more weaponry being readied as two more of 

Doctor Roberts’s men stepped out from behind the rocks. “You can’t pick up Thor’s hammer 

without the gloves and belt. Even I know that.” Roberts said snidely. “Where’s your little 

girlfriend and where’s the professor?” 

“I don’t know, why don’t you tell me. I haven’t seen them.” Daniel said, backing up as the 

three men encircled him like some ferocious animal that might attack at any moment. 

“Now, I know you don’t have the guts to go exploring the mountains on your own, so why 

don’t you tell me where they’re hiding so we can all get out of here alive. Oh, and I’ll be taking 

the Quasar Lite as well, wherever you have it parked.” 

“I got news for you, buddy,” said Daniel. “A little two-for-one combo special: Amber 

crashed the Quasar, and she’s still in a coma somewhere in these mountains.” He said, doctoring 

the truth. 

“He didn’t come in the plane,” said one of Roberts’s men. “We would have seen it or heard 

it.” 

“Where exactly did you come from, Daniel? And what’s that bird head you’ve got in your 

hand?” Just as Doctor Roberts stuck out his hand and made for the falcon headdress clasped in 

Daniel’s grip, a new voice rang through the hall. 

“Well, what have we got here? More Midgardians! Just who we’ve been looking for.” From 

Bledar’s Hall, the red-haired Asgardian who looked like the Incredible Hulk with his hammer 

mounted on one shoulder entered the stadium-like chamber with a horde of Asgardian minions at 

his side. 



One of Roberts’s men raised the nozzle of his fully automatic weapon and fired a round into 

the air. He had been hoping to instill fear in the Asgardians, but they merely laughed and 

continued approaching. 

“You call that a gun? You’ve never seen the contraptions the dwarves of Ivald have built. 

They make your puny weapons look like toys for children,” said the taller Asgardian. 

“Jeffry, put a bullet between the eyes of the man who just spoke.” Doctor Roberts said. 

Daniel didn’t wait to find out what was going to happen next. He acted, and that’s all he 

could remember doing later. The Asgardians charged just as Jeffry raised the scope of his gun to 

his eye. Daniel dove forward between Doctor Roberts and another of his helpers. He closed his 

hand around the handle of the hammer and felt a burst of energy flow through his arm. It was 

light and easy to carry now. Daniel swung the hammer left and right, firing bolts of electricity 

into Doctor Roberts’s men. They fell to the ground, temporarily paralyzed as the Asgardians 

stared at Daniel, awestruck. 

He didn’t want to know what they would do next, so Daniel threw the falcon headdress on 

his head and started flying around the high walls of the room with the hammer dangling from his 

talons. The Asgardians yelled and threw weapons at him. Adrenaline pumped through Daniel’s 

veins as he aimed for the giant hole in the ceiling. An axe narrowly missed him as he was swept 

out of Gladeshire Pass by the wind. His heart relaxed as he soared over the valleys below. He 

took off the headdress for long enough to drop the hammer in the bag Brock gave him, and then 

continued. 

“Okay, take me back to Sif.” Daniel said. 

“East.” The falcon did a full one-eighty and they flew over the massive land-forms of the 

Ivald Mountains. 

An hour later, Daniel flew over the crest of the wall surrounding Sif’s house only to perch 

upon the top of a nearby tree. Snowflakes drifted from the cloudy heavens upon the valley floor. 

A large column of smoke rose from the charred ruins of Sif’s house at the far end of the valley. 

Daniel saw no one through the keen falcon eyes; neither Sif nor the culprits who had done 

this. The Asgardians must have taken her just as they had taken Amber and Professor McClean. 

Out of his peripheral vision, he saw the disc with Thor’s emblem emblazoned upon it. He 

flew to the center of the disc, took off the headdress and deposited it into his bag. Facing the 

door, his gloves and belt began to glow. The hammer trembled in his hand. An arc of lightning 



shot from the center of the door to the hammer, sending energy through Daniel’s body. The two 

halves of the door slid open. 

“Descendant of Thor, you may now enter.” A voice rang within Daniel’s mind. 

“Descendant of Thor?” Daniel asked aloud, looking around for the owner of the voice. There 

was no one. He shrugged and entered the passageway. 

Daniel’s jaw dropped as he walked down the aisle through the center of the room. The walls 

were covered with carved images of Thor’s adventures and quests. They were almost like 

pictures from a comic book. In almost every single rendition, the beefed up character of Thor 

was carrying Miolnir—the great hammer that allowed him to thunder through the clouds. Often 

giant characters were holding their weapon over his head in one picture, and in the next, Thor’s 

wit and cunning came into play. In each of the last pictures for each story, Thor regained his 

honor and defeated his enemies. 

The halls were decorated with weapons and armor Thor had confiscated from his foes 

throughout the years. Different unknown artifacts lay in cradles upon pedestals and wall mounts, 

none of which Daniel felt comfortable touching. He wondered what Professor McClean’s 

reaction to all these artifacts would be, and then realized that a big part of him didn’t want to 

know. He didn’t want anyone to ever find this place and taint it with their grubby, greedy fingers. 

People only destroy the things they discover. Look at Doctor Roberts. Other than method, there 

was no difference between Professor McClean’s and Doctor Roberts’s motives. They both came 

here with the idea of gathering artifacts. In this case, that would open the flood gates to the Norse 

world. Daniel could see one or the other turning this whole place into some kind of theme park. 

Step right up, and see the dwarves and dark elves of Ivald! If you’ll turn your head to your right, 

you’ll see an actual giant! Don’t get too close; they’re known for being able to rip a person’s 

head clean off their shoulders. Just five bucks to see a cow get eaten in one gulp! 

“I won’t let that happen,” said Daniel, “not today, not ever.” 

As he progressed down the passage, he heard the rustling coming from somewhere ahead. 

Something was moving around at the end of the hall. Daniel crept down the path with his back 

against the left wall, holding Miolnir to his chest to strike at the first sign of trouble. He came to 

a circular room with a deep pit in the center of it. When Daniel looked inside, he couldn’t believe 

what he was seeing. 



A glowing solid-gold pig with a saddle on its back was roaming around in the pit. Soiled hay 

littered the floor. It snorted, walking back and forth within its confined space. When it saw 

Daniel it shrieked and jumped up on the wall. Daniel nearly fell backward as its nose came up 

just short of the ledge. It’s hoofs scraped at the wall as it tried for escape. 

“What the heck is this thing?” Daniel watched the boar drop back to the floor and sniff 

around. He saw a note pinned to the far wall next to a lever. 

 
 

“Thor, 

Thank you for watching Bristleboar for me. With Bolwerk in Asgard and the nearing of 

Ragnorak, I just want to make sure he’s safe, and you always boast of how secure your personal 

storage is. I’ll make it worth your time, just don’t tell Sif that I’m leaving him here. You know 

how much I value your judgement, old friend. 

Thanks again,  

—Frey 

P. S. In the event that you need to tame Bristleboar, feed him and he’ll be yours to 

command.” 

 
 

That was all. 

Daniel turned back to the pig. “Feed him what? What do you feed a golden pig?” The boar 

squealed and reared up at the wall again as if in response to his question. Daniel opened his bag 

and felt around within. Nothing overlapped inside. He was able to touch each object as if it was 

resting neatly on a solid flat surface, independent of its fellow objects. He found the food rations 

that Brock had added before he departed. The pig began to squeal eagerly the moment he 

brought the food out. 

“I bet you’re hungry. You probably haven’t eaten in a thousand years,” said Daniel as he 

took several strips of jerky from the rations. He tossed them in the pit. The pig caught them 

before they hit the ground and swallowed them just as quickly. It’s beady golden eyes stared 

back up at him in approval. “You like that. Here’s another.” He dropped two more slices. The 

pig snorted happily as it gobbled down the jerky. 



He ate a piece himself. The full burst of flavor filled his mouth and Daniel suddenly realized 

just how little he had eaten in the last day or so due to the endless winter night that the Norse 

world seemed to be trapped in. He ate another, but saved the rest. “What am I gonna do now?” 

He asked himself while looking at Bristleboar. “Amber’s captured, and so is the professor. Jarl 

asked me to go to Odin’s tower, but how am I supposed to do that when Asgard is the very last 

place I should be caught right now?” 

The pig said nothing in response. Daniel sighed, watching the boar walk around its pit with 

hopes of finding another strip of jerky. “One thing’s for sure,” he continued. “I can’t go forward 

without Amber’s help.” Looking at Bristleboar, a smile slowly crept across his lips. “Maybe you 

can help me.” He spied the lever, and with an impulse of recklessness, Daniel walked over to it 

and pulled it down. 

The wall of the pit nearest to the hall leading to the exit slid downward into a set of steps. 

Bristleboar immediately clopped up the stairs. Daniel ran around the rim of the pit and managed 

to hook his arms around the boar’s neck and position himself in the saddle. “Let’s go save my 

friends! To Asgard Prison!” 

Bristleboar squealed as Daniel settled himself in the saddle mounted on its back. He threw 

the necklace Milchamp had given him around the neck of the pig and used it to hold on. They 

exited the cave. Daniel heard the doors close behind him as they charged through the field. 

Golden light shined from the boar as he galloped forward. The next thing Daniel knew, they 

were flying through the air toward Asgard Prison. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Three — 
 
 

Breaking Out Of Valhalla 
 
 

Amber sat on the rear of a large black horse. Her hands had been tied after the Asgardians 

captured her. Her rider—a skinny man with long black hair—had entered the nearby cave with 

six other Asgardians. She didn’t know why they went inside, but when they came out she saw 

them carrying the last person on Earth she wanted to see. Kicking and screaming upon the larger 

Asgardian’s shoulder was Doctor Roberts. His black hair had become disheveled and his 

expensive suit torn. They had deemed it necessary to not only tie his hands, but to truss him up 

completely so that he couldn’t move his arms at all. 

As they drew closer, Amber could hear Doctor Roberts’s threats and insults growing louder. 

“You don’t know who you’re dealing with you lousy—” 

The hulkish Asgardian tossed Doctor Roberts onto the butt of his horse. He smiled and 

jumped in the saddle. Two other riders carried each of Doctor Roberts’s men and laid them 

across the backs of their horses as well. 

Amber’s rider approached and got on in front of her. “I’m telling you, Magni, these prisoners 

are worthless,” spat the rider with the long black hair as he gigged his horse into motion 

alongside the other riders. “I saw that other brat in there earlier in Svartalheim. Now he’s got 

Thor’s belt, gloves, and hammer. A person like that could jeopardize all that we’ve worked for in 

the last millennium.” 

The large man with the curly red hair glared at Amber then flicked his gaze to her rider. 

“Shut up, Fiolnir! For all we know these prisoners came here with that kid.” 

“Don’t flatter yourself!” Doctor Roberts yelled. “I would have had him if not for you idiots! I 

wouldn’t have been foolish enough to lose him either.” 

“Quiet, or I’ll grind your bones to make my bread!” The man called Magni snapped. 

“I wouldn’t do that, he probably tastes like ass.” Amber commented. She caught Doctor 

Roberts’s look of pure loathing as the pack of Asgardians and their prisoners headed for a break 

in the trees nearby. 



“Do not speak again unless spoken to,” said Fiolnir. “It’s bad enough you Midgardians 

figured out how to get out of your realm, but now we have to deal with your incessant 

meddling.” 

“You should put up an ‘off limits—keep out’ sign. What did you expect would happen when 

you pretty much invited us in with your complicated door puzzles?” Amber asked. 

Fiolnir ignored her and kept riding. 

“So, how did they capture you?” Doctor Roberts asked with a snide drawl as the two 

bounded side-by-side on the back of their captor’s horses. 

“I don’t” she paused, thinking back, “really remember much after going through Rurik’s 

door.” 

Doctor Roberts stared at her incredulously. Amber didn’t know what to make of the 

expression so she looked away. 

“Wait a minute,” Roberts drawled. “So you don’t know where Daniel is?” 

“Do you see him hanging off me like a Siamese-twin? I’m not responsible for the guy 

twenty-four seven. We’re not related in case we haven’t made that perfectly clear already.” 

“Both of you, pipe down!” Magni shouted. 

They spent the next few minutes in silence until they came to Bifrost Bridge. Amber noticed 

that the surface of the bridge was made purely of brick, but had been colored across with the 

colors of the rainbow, which looked drab in the darkness of the night. The odd thing about the 

bridge is that it didn’t seem to end. They continued on and on, rising higher until they were 

navigating along paths that led in different directions like a confusing freeway. There were even 

guardrails to keep anyone from accidentally walking off the edge. 

The clouds drifted ponderously overhead against the starry night sky as they neared a 

building standing between two great mountains at the end of the path. A gate opened for them as 

they approached. Hanging down from the door of the gate was a grotesque, bloody boar’s head, 

leaking its innards in a pile upon the cobbled floor. As they passed through the entryway of what 

appeared to be a large fort, Magni looked up to the door guard and nodded. The man peering 

down at them from the shadows had similar red hair, but was shorter and stouter than Magni. 

Once inside the garrison walls, they could see hundreds of chattering soldiers, huddling in 

clusters near the walls or sitting at tables. Most of them were eating and all of them were 



drinking. Women with light skin and long hair down to their waists served the men. All of the 

women were wearing chains, and none of them looked happy. 

“Are these... the Valkyries?” Amber asked, astonished at the sort of treatment these women 

were being subjected to. 

Fiolnir laughed. “They used to be, back in our parents’ age. After Odin’s disappearance, they 

vowed never to take orders from the children of the gods, so we took away their freedom to do 

otherwise. They are now under our command.” 

“That’s barbaric!” Amber yelled. 

“You’ll be joining them as soon as we’ve passed judgment on you and your other 

Midgardian buddy once we find him,” said Magni with a smile. Amber opened her mouth to 

speak, but thought it smarter to remain quiet. 

Magni, Fiolnir and the other soldiers dropped off their horses at the stable before pushing 

Amber, Doctor Roberts, and his two assistants into a narrow corridor. Magni ushered them down 

the way until they came to a massive indoor chamber full of prison cells. At the very back, 

Magni instructed the four to enter the cell with only one other Midgardian inside. Amber saw her 

uncle sit up on the cot at the back of the cell and meet her eye. 

“Uncle Aaron!” Amber hurried forward and threw her arms around her uncle’s shoulders as 

Doctor Roberts grudgingly entered. 

“How did I know you would eventually find me?” Her uncle asked. “You should have stayed 

home, Amber.” He had light blue eyes, light gold-rimmed spectacles, and thinning gray hair on 

his head. He wore khaki pants and a short-sleeved khaki shirt over his long-sleeved white 

undershirt. 

“I couldn’t let you go off on your own. You’d be stuck here forever.” She said. 

“Yes, and now it’s not just me that’s stuck here. It’s you, and I’m guessing Daniel is here as 

well. Where is Daniel, Amber?” 

“I haven’t seen him, so I’m not sure.” 

Neither of them saw Doctor Roberts glance over at them for a brief moment. Magni and 

Fiolnir locked Amber, Professor McClean, and Doctor Roberts in one cell. Then locked 

Roberts’s assistants in another. After they left, Roberts wandered over to the bench against the 

bars and sat down. He looked at Aaron McClean’s calm complexion. 

“So, how long have you been stuck in here?” Roberts asked him. 



McClean shrugged. “How am I to know? The days and nights are the same here for reasons I 

am sure you have deduced by now, Doctor Roberts. As a fellow historian, you should know 

exactly what’s going on here.” 

Roberts looked frustrated, like he hadn’t been granted the fortune of thinking about this issue 

yet. “Well, my study of history is primarily focused on Greek mythology.” 

“Ah, then you should have a better understanding than I. Roman mythology took from 

Greek, and Norse mythology took a significant amount of its lore from both.” 

Roberts’s face paled visibly in the dimness. “I’m afraid I haven’t had as much time to 

consider the events around us. I’ve been too busy running away from giants and hiding from 

nosy dwarves, that is until we were captured by these bumbling fools.” 

“They’re just confused and following orders. Who in all of history hasn’t been guilty of such 

a crime? After Hitler’s downfall, much of the Gestapo revealed that they were only following 

orders, doing as they were told. That doesn’t make it right, but still.” McClean turned to his 

niece. “What do you think of all this, Amber?” 

“I don’t remember,” she ran her fingers over her forehead beneath her bangs of copper brown 

hair. “I figured out Rurik’s door using Larry Shepherd’s key and some of the rhymes from the 

Poetic Edda. Doctor Roberts told us he saw you go through the door. Afterwards, we found your 

notes and figured out where you went.” 

“I wondered if you would search through my research, find all the esoteric notes I left, and 

figure it out. I burned the primary ones I made, because I didn’t intend for you to come and 

follow me. How did you persuade Larry Shepherd to let you use his key?” 

“We told him we would give him fifty percent of the findings. I don’t think he expected us to 

find a whole other world hidden beneath the Earth’s crust.” 

Her uncle shook his head. “This realm has nothing to do with our reality. You could dig to 

the center of the Earth in our world and you would never find this place; not if you excavated all 

of the dirt of our planet could you find this world.” He noted the confused look on her face. “To 

put it simply, this Norse realm is part of another dimension. Rurik’s door was a gateway from 

our world to this one.” 

Amber noticed that Doctor Roberts was looking at him with the same profound look of 

curiosity that she wore upon her own face. “They call us Midgardians, like from the Norse 



mythology we studied in school,” said Amber. “The mortal men of Earth who do the bidding of 

the gods.” 

“I believe there are many gateways to this world from our own,” said her uncle. “I found 

three of them before the Asgardians found me, all in ruins. That leads me to believe that there are 

many realms, just as the mythology says, and at one time the gods moved between these 

supposed realms as part of their daily lives.” 

Amber nodded. “That explains why the gateway behind Rurik’s door is still active, and why 

it’s located in Jotunheim, the last place any of the Norse gods would want to be caught dead.... I 

remember Jotunheim. I—I lost a bet to the giant, Vathruder. Someone kept him from taking my 

head, and it wasn’t Daniel.” 

“It was me,” spoke a voice from the shadows of the doorway to their chamber. A man 

approached, the man who had rescued her from Vathruder. “My name is Jarl if you don’t 

remember. Your plane took an awful crash. I was there to witness it.” 

Professor McClean gasped, glaring at Amber. “You brought the Quasar Lite through?” 

“Not intentionally,” Amber stammered. “It was—to get past him!” She pointed at Doctor 

Roberts. “After we figured out the door, Doctor Roberts and his team of ‘researchers’ snuck in 

behind us and ambushed us before we could get into the Norse realm. Daniel and I retreated to 

the Quasar and flew in over him. We’d never have used the Quasar unless it was absolutely 

necessary.” 

Doctor Roberts rolled his eyes and said nothing. 

“Well, now the Quasar will be nearly impossible to get out again, and difficult to hide,” 

McClean sighed. “But I guess if it’s crashed then there’s nothing to be done anyway.” 

“The dwarves were repairing it, last I heard,” said Jarl. 

“That’s not as reassuring as one might think.” Professor McClean took a deep breath and 

looked at his niece. “What are we going to do now?” 

“We need to figure out an escape, which means we need to work together.” Amber said. 

“I’ll see if I can get the cell keys from Magni.” Jarl said and hurried through the door where 

they had left earlier. 

“I’m curious to know if you recognize this building, Amber.” Her uncle said. 

Amber looked around and shrugged. “I haven’t seen very much of the place.” 



“Five-hundred and forty doors, with halls wide enough for eight-hundred men to pass 

through. This is the legendary fortress of Valhalla, where slain viking heroes were supposed to 

assemble and live happily until the day of Ragnorak, upon which Odin will call them to arms.” 

“Oh bravo, Captain Studious, but how does that help us find a way out of here?” Doctor 

Roberts snarled. 

“Even assuming Jarl can get us the key, we’ll have almost no chance of escape, most 

definitely no chance without a fight,” nodded McClean. “This place will be locked down tighter 

than—well; Odin considered this one of the safest places of all the realms, so this is it.” He 

chuckled.  

“Helpful information would be good.” Amber said. 

“I’m afraid the information I know might make this a whole lot worse: the Valkyries here 

have no choice but to do the Asgardians’ bidding. Along with every warrior within these halls 

barring our exit, we’ll have to find a way past Odin’s chosen elite.” 

“Maybe we should just silence you. Our troubles didn’t seem nearly as daunting before you 

started talking,” said Roberts. 

“Guys,” said Amber. She meant to say more but didn’t get the opportunity to finish. 

The door to the barracks flew open, slamming against the inner wall. Jarl darted inside, 

closed the door, and dropped the inner lock-bar across the threshold. “We’ve got a problem!” He 

yelled, making his way between the empty cells toward them. “Magni wasn’t too keen on my 

idea of borrowing his key.” 

“Wonderful.” Roberts crossed his arms and stared at the ceiling. “I get to die here with you 

people.” 

The barracks door blew open, splitting the lock-bar. Magni charged in, eyes set on Jarl. He 

carried his hammer in both hands in front of him like a lumberjack getting ready to cut down a 

tree. Jarl drew his sword, readying himself by the bars as Magni marched toward him, pinning 

him against the cell of Midgardians. 

“I always knew you were against us, Jarl!” Magni called. “Arguing about your conspiracy 

theories.” 

“They’re not theories!” Jarl yelled, standing tall before Magni who towered over him like a 

brutish titan. “Soon, things will go back to the way they should be. The sun will rise each 

morning. The trees and grass will return. Order will be restored. I won’t be forced to work in this 



prison you use to brainwash the citizens of Asgard so that they’ll believe your crazy stories that 

the gods are dead!” 

“The gods are dead, Jarl,” said Magni, loudly enough for any inquisitive Asgardians listening 

outside the barracks door to hear. “Bolwerk was telling the truth, and due to your constant lack 

of faith, I have no choice but to execute you as swiftly as possible!” Magni tossed the neck of the 

hammer into his right palm, raised the hammer and brought it down. For a moment, Jarl thought 

he might be able to deflect the hammer, but instead he ducked out of the way just in time as 

Magni’s hammer slammed between the bars over his shoulder. Jarl fell to the floor, scraping his 

wrists and chin. Amber’s eyes widened, seeing the hammer jammed inside the cell bars. 

Magni placed his boot on the bars in an attempt to pry the hammer from between the cage, 

but was having trouble. Both Amber and Professor McClean jumped up and grabbed hold of the 

hammerhead. They began pulling as hard as they could. Doctor Roberts stared in awe from his 

position safe at the back of the cell as the two heaved the hammer backward. The look on 

Magni’s face was sheer rage as he planted his other boot across the cell bars for support. He was 

about to pull it back through when Doctor Roberts stepped up and grabbed the hammer around 

the hilt to help. 

Jarl got to his feet and got behind Magni, who looked over just as Jarl grabbed his face with 

both hands and slammed his head into the bars. A tendril of blood oozed over his swollen lip as 

his eyes rolled into the back of his head. Magni dropped the hammer hilt, fell to his knees, and 

slumped to the floor on one shoulder. 

“I guess that could have gone worse.” Professor McClean said, adjusting his glasses on his 

tired old face. 

“We should get out of here before he wakes up again,” said Jarl. He dropped to his haunches 

and found the cell-door key on Magni’s belt. He opened the door, allowing the three to exit the 

cell. Jarl then unlocked Doctor Roberts’s assistants. The six of them met by the doorway from 

which Magni had entered. After leaving the barracks, they retraced their steps back down to the 

inner fortress. 

Amber exited through the door first and turned to the entrance to Valhalla only to see it 

closed and locked. They had retracted the drawbridge, which also functioned as the front door, 

closing the world out and keeping all within imprisoned. The others in the group following 

stopped beside her. Amber turned around and saw the warriors of the courtyard sitting at each 



table, each in the process of pigging out. As the six stopped in a neat little circle, more of the 

inhabitants of Valhalla noticed them. There was nowhere to go or hide. The entirety of the fort 

lay in front of them. 

Several of the warriors stood up. Others drew their weapons and glared at the six who had 

intruded upon their feast. Each valkyrie who saw them dropped what they were carrying and 

grabbed a spear from the nearby weapon’s rack leaning against the wall. The six quickly found 

out that there was no shortage of weapons within the fortress. Fiolnir sat with his back to them. 

When he noticed everyone’s attention on an attraction behind him, he turned around and saw the 

Midgardians. He was on his feet with his sword drawn within seconds. 

“THE PRISONERS HAVE ESCAPED!” Fiolnir called, raising his sword. “KILL THEM! 

Kill the Midgardians and the traitor who’s helped them escape!”  

Jarl swallowed. 

The Asgardian warriors who weren’t already standing, got to their feet and drew their 

weapons. The valkyries, still in their serving robes, bounded over the tables, brandishing spears 

in their charge. Several of the warriors kicked over their chairs. A muscular man with a scraggly 

beard wearing only a dark gray loin cloth jumped on a table, lifted both arms into the air, and 

roared at the top of his lungs. The crowd heading for the six escapees turned into a raging mob. 

Men carrying one sword, two swords, and some with two axes, charged forward. The valkyries 

sang their haunting battle-cry as they joined the oncoming horde. 

The six pressed their backs to the gate as impending doom raced toward them. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Daniel soared on the back of Bristleboar. The creature had a saddle but no reins, so he had to 

grip the boar around the neck as they swooped over fields of powder white. They ascended the 

mighty ridge leading to the mountain realm of Ivald. When they came over the top of the 

mountain range the wall of Asgard rose from the ancient valley at the foot of the mountains. A 

thick mist shrouded the rooftops and towers of the city. 

Bristleboar carried him over the city wall so that they could see the many rooftops of the 

houses and buildings below. A castle lay at the back on a hill that met with the mountain 

overlooking the town. Behind it stood Odin’s tower, a silver spear that punctured the stomach of 



the clouds overhead. As the two rocketed through the sky over the town square, townspeople 

cried out and pointed up at them. 

Daniel held on tightly as Bristleboar’s ears perked up and he took off faster, swooping down 

to street level where the rush of soaring through the air gave way to the clatter of its hoofs on the 

cobblestones. People shouted, jumping out of the way as the giant golden pig darted between 

them. Bristleboar made for a fruit stand leaning neatly against the wall of a building, accelerating 

its pace as it opened its mouth. 

“No!” Daniel yelled. “Not now! There’ll be plenty of time later to eat, but we’re in a hurry 

now!” 

Bristleboar continued to speed toward the fruit stand as Daniel cried out in protest, but to no 

avail as the merchant screamed and dove away from his goods. The pig lurched forward with its 

mouth open wide and consumed the whole of the fruit, along with most of the wooden stand as 

well. Splinters of wood pelted Daniel in the face while the fabric hanging down from the top of 

the stand wrapped around his head. Holding onto the saddle with one hand, he grabbed hold of 

the cloth and wrenched it away in time to see Bristleboar darting for a bread stand. Bristleboar 

reared through the stand, gobbling down all he could. Something about eating at last after a fast 

of a thousand years made him hungrier than Daniel could possibly fathom. 

Several Asgardian guards saw the commotion and rushed over with their swords drawn. 

Daniel saw the red and white tabards on their chests and tried to direct Bristleboar in another 

direction, but the pig kept on moving forward. Bristleboar lowered his head and plowed through 

the guards, throwing them left and right with the simple jerk of his head. Without skipping a 

beat, Bristleboar gorged down an entire meat stand as the owner stood behind the counter with a 

shocked look upon his face. His goods had been there two seconds earlier, and now they were 

gone. 

“Bristleboar!” Daniel yelled, yanking the rope to assert direction. The pig gave a squeal 

before taking off into the air once again. Daniel sighed, lowering his head as a bigger crowd of 

guards hurried into the square below. From the front of the city, a rainbow spectrum of color 

extended in two different directions up into the clouds. Up above, to the west of Asgard, Daniel 

could see the dark, misty shape of an enormous structure rise into the heavens. When he realized 

what it was, he opened his eyes wide. 



“It’s Yggdrasil, the world tree.” He muttered, seeing the greatness of that which he 

understood but never could have imagined. Bristleboar followed the alternate path, the one 

leading to the north. As they progressed, he saw a mountain split into two pinnacles with a raised 

wooden drawbridge sitting low between them. That was Asgard Prison. He knew it long before 

they drew close enough to see the bulky shapes of the fortress behind the drawbridge. 

Bristleboar maintained a steady flight speed—until he saw the bloody, dripping boar’s head 

dangling from the archway preceding the raised bridge. The moment the pig laid eyes upon that 

monumental relic of slaughter for the sake of ritual, it released a horrible squeal of outrage. 

Daniel felt its body vibrate. Its light grew intensely bright as it sped up. He held on as tightly as 

he could, but he began to slip. They weren’t even close to the prison yet, and he could not see the 

ground below the rainbow bridge below. 

“Bristle... boar!” Daniel croaked, his neck pulling back to the point where he could not 

steady it forward, back to the point where a line of pain swelled at the base of his head. “Slow 

down!” He managed, but the pig continued accelerating forward. Daniel’s fingers slipped and he 

lost his hold. Bristleboar flew forward. 

And then, Daniel was flying backward, slowing down—the gold blast of Bristleboar moving 

away from him. He could move his head again, but he was also falling. The wind billowed his 

shirt and jacket against his chest as the exhilaration of falling clenched his heart. Daniel thought 

quickly. He grabbed his pack from over his shoulder, stuck his hand inside and felt around. 

Everything was still neatly placed on the seemingly endless flat bottom of the bag. He felt for the 

falcon headdress, but closed his fingers around the cube of the Quasar Lite instead. 

Daniel withdrew the cube and clutched it in both hands. He pressed the button and the vessel 

began to unfold—not in front of him, but around him. He silently applauded the clever dwarven 

technology that put him inside the plane, since he had half-expected to have to climb inside 

while falling through the air. The glass shell of the canopy shielded the wind from his face as the 

seat positioned beneath him. The Quasar Lite’s wings slid up and out, and he felt the resistance 

of the wind against his vessel as the wings sliced through the air like butter. The plane tilted 

downward as it aimed for the area beyond the Bifrost Bridge. He free fell for what felt like an 

eternity, the plane’s weight tugging him toward the earth below. 

At a certain point, as he held the control stick, he was able to level the plane out and glide on 

its momentum. He scanned the instrument panel, looking at all the knobs and switches. “Come 



on, Daniel, think. You’ve seen Amber do this a million times.” He lifted one of the switches at 

the far left that he had seen her lift most often, and heard the motor whir into action. The Quasar 

Lite fired forward as the propeller spun up. 

The golden spark of Bristleboar was up ahead of him. He gained speed and altitude as the 

Quasar Lite did the job it was made to do. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Amber stared at the oncoming horde, the warriors who carried murder in their eyes and 

hearts. “In what context could one consider this afterlife heavenly?” She wondered. These men 

had fought tooth and nail through war after war so that Odin might grant them eternal life in the 

hall of Valhalla—this hall. The place seemed more like purgatory than heaven or hell; a pit stop 

before the Great War of Ragnorak, for which Odin had enlisted these warriors to fight alongside 

him. After that, what lay in store for the spirits of these raging souls? She realized as she backed 

against the giant drawbridge wall behind her, that none of that mattered. She couldn’t help but 

wonder what would happen to her next, after they finished this unnecessary slaughter. 

The heavy iron boots of the warriors clattered over the ground before them. Amber grabbed 

her uncle’s side. Doctor Roberts wore an unpleasant snarl that made him appear as if he too were 

trying to comprehend a life after this abrupt and impossible ending. One of his assistants had 

curled into a ball and was sobbing against the wall. The other simply stared at the front line of 

warriors in horror. 

“BACK!” Jarl yelled and stepped forward with his sword raised into the air. A huge gust of 

wind billowed from nowhere, causing a hesitation in the warriors and valkyries. Group mentality 

carried them forward. So long as the line progressed, so went the attack. Jarl’s impotence in the 

face of his imminent death caused him to shrink back with the rest of the prisoners. Even the 

magical power in him wasn’t enough to stop a horde of undead mercenaries. 

She heard it before the first explosion rang out. The noise of war drowned out her voice, but 

she had tried to ask her uncle what she was hearing. He looked about the sky, brows furrowed in 

confusion. The next moment, a hail of wood rained upon the soldiers. The line of undead 

warriors came to a halt as brilliant golden light poured over their awestruck faces. Silence 

enveloped the courtyard save for the ridiculous squeal of a pig. A great orb of light struck the 



front line of men like a bowling ball striking the arrow of pins in a bowling lane. The warriors 

who had looked so angry and ready to bring death were flying in all directions, releasing horrible 

yells of protest as the glowing beast gored them left and right. 

The roar of an airplane soon overpowered the sound of everything else, causing Amber to 

look up in disbelief. She saw the red, white, and blue colors of the Quasar Lite as it screamed 

through the hole the glowing creature had made. The pilot directed the nose of the plane towards 

a line of Asgardian warriors, all of whom dropped their weapons and scattered, abandoning their 

cause at the sight of the flying demon-machine. 

Daniel had watched Amber land the Quasar enough times to try doing it himself, under the 

circumstances. He pitched the Quasar up, flew over the high wall of the fortress where men were 

running frantically in terror at the sight of him, and circled around. He just barely missed the 

wooden tables of the courtyard as he landed on the stone walkway and bounced to a stop before 

Amber, Professor McClean, Jarl, Doctor Roberts, and two men Daniel didn’t recognize. He 

raised the canopy and looked out at the chaos behind him, and the happy face of Amber below. 

“DANIEL, YOU LANDED ON YOUR OWN! THAT WAS AWESOME!” Amber 

screamed. He smiled, about to say something smart and quirky, when he saw one of the hulkish 

Asgardians he had witnessed on the bridge in Svartalheim and in Gladeshire Pass. The man 

looked both angry and determined as he wielded his hammer and started running at Professor 

McClean from behind. 

Daniel jumped out of the plane and began jogging to intercept him. He instinctively grabbed 

the hammer handle from the strap on his shoulder. He knew he wouldn’t make it but he reared 

back anyway, gathering all the weight and strength he could muster. Magni drew his hammer 

back over his head and leapt into the air. Daniel brought Miolnir down with all his power and 

released, watching it turn end-over-end in the air. Professor McClean turned around as the 

shadow of Magni fell over him, his jaw dropping and his eyes widening in horror. 

Magni saw Miolnir racing at him, his face contorted in an expression of hopeless terror right 

before Miolnir struck him directly in the chest. Magni’s hammer disintegrated instantly. The 

impact was so great that a globular shock wave of pressurized air exploded outward, knocking 

Professor McClean and the others to their knees as Magni flew into the wall nearby, making a 

huge crater in the bricks. Miolnir spun backwards through the air, retracing its path, and shot 



directly into Daniel’s open hand with a thud. Daniel couldn’t believe what had happened and 

what he had done. 

He turned around and saw the Asgardian soldiers standing immobile, looking dumbfounded. 

“I come on behalf of the mighty Thor! You will release these prisoners lest you incite his wrath 

further!” Daniel yelled. Not one of the men looked capable of speaking. None of them moved. 

Daniel turned back to the others as they got to their feet. 

Amber stared at him in wonder. “Who are you?” He thought that she had intended it as a 

joke, but the continued query in her eyes betrayed the true nature of the question. 

Daniel looked at the hammer in his hand then back at her. He opened his mouth to speak. 

“I hate to cut this short,” interrupted Jarl, “but we must get out of here before the soldiers 

regain their wits and rally on us. You might have startled them, but these men will remind 

themselves that they welcome the opportunity to die with honor. I fear your vehicle isn’t large 

enough to rescue all of us.” He indicated the Quasa Liter, which appeared to be a two-seater. 

“Wrong, my good man.” Daniel jumped up on the wing and opened the seat panel. Behind it 

was room for four more in the hidden cabin. “Go on in and make yourselves comfortable.” He 

looked over at Magni. 

Magni had just gotten to his feet and was clutching his head with one hand. His tabard had 

been reduced to tatters hanging down from his shoulders, exposing the chain-mail mesh beneath 

“Come on guys. Don’t ask how it works, just get inside.” Daniel motioned for them to hurry. 

Professor McClean and Jarl entered first, followed by Doctor Roberts and his assistants who had 

to share a seat. He closed the seat back and graciously motioned for Amber to take the pilot’s 

seat. Bristleboar, who had been chowing down on the food that the soldiers had abandoned in 

order to attack, gave a squeal. Daniel stood up and said, “Follow us, Bristleboar!” He dropped 

back into the co-pilot’s seat and closed the canopy. “Captain, if you’d be so kind as to get us the 

heck out of here, we’d all be grateful.” 

Amber smiled, watching him closely like he might shape-shift at any moment as she dropped 

into the pilot’s seat and buckled herself in. Daniel put his seatbelt on too. “All right everybody,” 

said Amber, “sit back and I’ll try to get us out of here. Fasten your seat-belts, it might be little 

rough at first.” She spun up the propeller and circled back around so that she was facing the 

courtyard full of soldiers who had started raising their weapons and chanting. Bristleboar soared 

after the Quasar Lite. 



“It says the gas is full in both tanks.” Amber noticed. 

“I don’t think we’ll be running out of gas while we’re here in this world. The dwarves can 

explain it better than I can.” 

“What have you been doing all this time?” She asked as she drove through the crowd of 

soldiers who parted for the plane. They got up to speed and the Quasar Lite took off over the 

wooden tables below. 

“Getting into trouble, sneaking around giants, transforming into birds and snakes; the usual.” 

Amber shook her head without comment. They were now flying over the clouds, putting 

distance between them and Valhalla. 

“Amber, can I tell you something personal?” Daniel asked, looking at her. 

She glanced at him, then turned her attention to the way ahead. “We’ll talk about it later, but 

for now, tell me where I’m going.” 

Daniel nodded. “We need to return to Ivald immediately. Once we’re there, I’ll explain my 

plan to everyone.” 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Part Five — 
 
 

Deserted 
 
 

— One — 
 
 

Slick as Oil 
 
 

The next five days went by in a flash. Travis had summer reading to do for seventh grade 

next year, but not too much. After setting iTunes to download the next few episodes of The 

Adventures of The Quasar Lite, Travis was packing the nicest casual clothes he thought he might 

need for the trip when the phone rang in the kitchen. He knew it was G before his father picked 

up, figuring G probably just wanted to make sure he was getting ready. His dad knocked on his 

door and pushed it open. 

“Travis, phone.” His dad handed him the portable phone. 

Travis took it and held it to his ear. “Hey, what’s up?” 

“Hey Travis, it’s G, I just wanted to let you know that I’m not going to be able to go with 

you today to Florida. I’m a fairly ill. Doctor told me not to go anywhere.” 

“Oh no,” Travis murmured. “I guess the trip’s off then....” 

“Well, you can still go if you want.” G held the phone away from his mouth as he coughed 

for a few seconds. “My friend, Hank Barlow, is flying the Streamer up there. He’s a great guy 

who knows a lot of important people in the FAA world.” 

“I don’t know. What would you do if you were me?” Travis asked. 

“Travis, when an opportunity comes knocking you need to answer or pass. How many 

seventh graders do you know spend their weekends flying airplanes, or going to fly-ins across 

the country?” G asked. 

“I’m probably the only one.” Travis said. His voice sounded small and unsure. 

“Right. This is one of those opportunities where even if I’m not around you can still go and 

show off the Streamer 260. The more you do with these airplanes, the more you’ll understand 



and be able to go to school for this sort of stuff. There’s always a job for aircraft people. People 

need jobs. In ten years when you get out of college, people are still gonna need jobs. This 

industry will need aeronautical engineers, pilots, mechanics, instructors, avionics and 

instrumentation personnel.” 

“Okay, I’ll go.” Travis rolled his eyes. G knew how to lay it on thick sometimes. 

“Let me call Hank and let him know. I can come by and pick you up in about thirty-minutes 

and then take you over to the airport. He’ll meet us there.” 

“Okay, cool.” Travis agreed. The two hung up. 

He finished downloading the first nine episodes of the current season of The Adventures of 

The Quasar Lite TV show and uploaded them to his uBox phone. Travis didn’t think he’d have 

time to watch them all, but hated being bored. 90% of his phone memory was a small sacrifice to 

avoid boredom. After packing the last of his clothes, G rapped on the front door. He and Travis’s 

father talked in the doorway for a good ten minutes. When Travis appeared at the doorway, G 

shook his hand. 

“How you doing?” G asked, but had half the usual tone in his voice. 

“Good. Ready to fly I think.” He smiled. 

“G says you’ll be spending the night in a hotel,” said Travis’s father. “You okay with that?” 

“Yeah, I’ll be fine.” Travis glanced back at G, and noticed none other than Dan making his 

way up the sidewalk carrying a small cage at his side. 

Dan was one of Travis’s best friends. He had big bones and was large, but not fat. His hair 

was frizzy reddish blonde, and his eyes were green. 

“Oh crap!” Travis slapped his forehead. Dan wrinkled his brow as he stopped beside G. 

“Hey,” Dan nodded at G, who shook his hand and introduced himself. “I’m here to drop off 

the scorpions for our summer research project.” Dan said to Travis, holding up the cage. 

“I’m about to leave town, man.” Travis said. 

Dan rolled his eyes. “It’s your weekend to take these guys, and I’m about to spend the week 

at my brother’s house in downtown Perry.” 

“Take them over to Miles’s house. He’s got nothing better to do.” Travis suggested. 

“I guess I have no choice, though I doubt he can keep them alive. One of his cats ate the class 

turtle in fourth grade. I don’t even know how that’s possible.” 



“They’re well covered,” Travis’s father nodded and took the scorpion cage. “I’ll feed them 

for a few days.” 

“Great, thanks. Well, have a safe trip, Travis. Where you going?” Dan asked. 

“Florida, for an air-show?” Travis looked to G. 

“Yeah,” said G. “It’s an antique fly-in. The Streamer 260—that’s our plane.” 

“So, you’re not taking the Quasar Lite I guess?” Dan asked. He knew all about G and the 

Quasar Lite. Dan and Miles were Travis’s two accomplices in a bout of mischief that almost got 

them into a royal amount of trouble the spring prior. They had decided to ride bikes 30 miles 

north to another county in order to see the Quasar Lite. The trip didn’t go as planned in a lot of 

ways, but they still had fun. 

“Well, I’ll see you guys later.” Dan waved. “Good to meet you, G.” 

“Likewise.” G said, watching Dan leave. When Dan met the street and started walking down 

the block toward Miles’s house, G turned to Travis and his father with bright eyes. “I know I’ve 

seen that kid before somewhere.” 

“I got a lot of work to do in the office, so you have a safe trip, Travis.” Travis’s father set the 

scorpion cage down by the door and bent over to hug Travis. “Call me when you get there. I 

want to know you’re safe.” 

“Okay, Dad.” Travis said. “I should be back Sunday evening.” 

As G and Travis walked toward the Toyota Avalon parked on the curb in front of the house, 

Travis noticed the overcast sky above. He’d never flown when there were cloud layers before. 

Fortunately, he wouldn’t be flying in Arkansas for very long. 

While they drove to the airport, G explained the route Travis and Hank would take. They 

would fly south through Louisiana, refuel in New Orleans, and push the last two and a half-hours 

over the Gulf of Mexico to St. Petersburg, Florida where the air-show would take place.  

G got off the freeway and rode along the access road for a few minutes before turning onto 

an old farm road. Travis and G always went to this airport to fly. Driving this way reminded 

Travis of his walk to Brandy Airfield the previous spring, when he, Dan, Miles, and Dan’s two 

cousins had to walk a lot of country roads to find the airfield. Several vintage planes, like the 

Streamer 260, circled under the clouds overhead, indicating that they were near the airport. Not 

long after, they pulled up next to a trailer in the grass beside the runway. 



The two got out of the car and walked to the airplane hangar where the Streamer 260 waited 

for them. A man with a bushy mustache and greasy, thinning black hair was tinkering under the 

nose of the plane. When Travis and G approached, he glanced at them and stood up, popping his 

back as he did. 

“Hey there!” G called. “Travis, this is Hank Barlow. Hank, this is Travis Wheeler.” 

“Hey Travis, how are you doing?” He shook Travis’s hand tightly, paining Travis’s fingers. 

Travis flailed his hand. “Doing well. Is this the girl we’ll be flying?” 

“The very girl.” Hank nodded and quickly adjusted something on the left engine. “Now, 

before we jump in here, how much experience do you have, Travis?” 

“Twenty-two hours.” Travis beamed and patted his pocket where he kept his flight log. 

“Great, so you have a good idea of how the process works. Anybody can hop in a plane and 

fly, but really knowing what you’re doing is the trick. Me: I’ve been doing this for twelve years 

and I still don’t know what I’m doing! I can take off and land though.” He and G laughed, while 

Travis pretended to laugh. Hearing any pilot he was about to take a three to four hour flight with 

say he didn’t know what he was doing wasn’t all that funny. 

“It’ll be fine.” G said. Travis’s stomach unclenched a bit. 

“Just give me about fifteen-minutes Travis, and we’ll be ready to go.” Hank said, and went 

back to his work under the cowl. 

“Well, I’ll leave you two to it.” G said, stifling a series of coughs. “I’ll see you on Sunday 

when you get back, young man!” G clapped Travis on the back and shook his hand before 

heading back to his car. Travis said goodbye and watched him turn the car around on the runway 

and head back to the road. 

 
 

— 
 

 
Flying in the Streamer 260 was nowhere near as fantastic as flying in the Quasar Lite. The 

acceleration was lousy and it went about half as fast. Travis didn’t think he’d be able to notice 

the difference with only twenty-two hours of previous flying under his belt, but the Quasar was 

like a mother to him. This other aircraft was a foreigner—a stranger by feel and maneuverability. 

Hank let Travis take over for a bit as they flew over south Arkansas. When he said that it didn’t 

feel right, Hank laughed. 



“Yeah, she’s a whole different animal than you’re used to. You’ve been pampered, lil’ 

buddy. Most airplanes still fly like this. The Quasar’s got a HEMI engine in it. That kind of 

engine can outperform something like this without any trouble.” 

“What’s a HEMI?” Travis asked over the humming propeller. “I know they put them in cars 

and stuff, but I always thought they advertised them knowing full well most people don’t know 

what they’re talking about; the same way Gatorade and vitamin waters say they have 

electrolytes.” 

“It’s a differently designed engine. It is true that to say a product has a HEMI nowadays is 

like throwing a trademark on it, but the hemispherical engine allows a less restrictive flow path 

for the air and fuel mixture. It’s more efficient in a lot of ways. It also burns the air and fuel 

mixture more efficiently. The engine’s the heaviest piece of equipment on that Quasar.” 

“Wow.” Travis said, wishing he were in the Quasar Lite more than ever. 

Travis felt awkward during long periods of silence. As they passed into Louisiana, he wanted 

to come up with something to talk about, but couldn’t think of anything. Hank didn’t seem to 

mind. He wore the same relaxed, patient expression G usually had when he flew. Travis guessed 

that after enough time spent in the air, you get used to silence and stop trying to fill it with noise 

the way most people do.  

Below them, endless fields of pine trees and farmland extended to the horizon. Travis took a 

turn flying for a bit while Hank directed him. The weather wasn’t being very cooperative. The 

winds were stronger today than on any other day Travis had flown. Often, Travis would notice 

them being pushed to the left or right. This always freaked him out. When Hank took the 

controls again, Travis relaxed in his seat while the petals shifted beneath his shoes. 

They landed at New Orleans as planned and fueled up. The sky had become overcast, and 

Travis felt sprinkles every now and then. Hank got them some chips and candy bars from the 

snack machine in the hangar, and then talked to a guy. Travis was still at the plane, but the man 

was making some pretty wild hand gestures to Hank. Hank nodded and started back to the plane. 

He was smiling, but it looked forced. 

“What was that about?” Travis asked. 

“According to the radar, there’s some excitement forming over the gulf, near Mexico. This 

ol’ girl should be fine, though.” 



Travis glanced at the Streamer 260 skeptically. “Are you sure? I mean, I hate to be a pain, 

but whether this thing can get us to Florida or not is literally life and death.” 

Hank stepped back from the plane and surveyed the clouds. A fierce wind took the 

opportunity to scream through the field, blowing Hank’s flannel shirt around behind him. He 

turned back to Travis. “I’ve been flying for the last twelve years, and I’ve flown in much worse 

than this. We’re going to go along the coast so we know where we are. This thing is a twin-

engine. It’s got another engine for backup just in case one goes out.  

Travis shrugged. “I’m just making sure you’re sure we’ll be okay. Our lives are in your 

hands.” 

“We’ll be okay,” Hank nodded, opening the door to his side of the airplane. Travis opened 

his door and climbed in. Hank tossed the chips and candy bars into his lap and got back out. He 

opened the left cowl and withdrew a pair of needle nose pliers from his shirt pocket. A moment 

later, he closed the cowl and climbed back in the pilots’ seat. “You ready?” 

“Only if you are.” 

“We’ll be cool. Nothing to worry about.” Hank said. With that, he started the engines and the 

two took off into the east. Not long after, they were soaring over the steadily churning waves of 

the sea. 

Hank had to fly east alongside the coast. He talked about headwinds and explained how they 

would probably get poor gas mileage because of it. Travis felt like he should understand, but he 

was only about to start the seventh grade. And the way the sky looked: he was more scared than 

curious about how things worked right now. The entire southern side of the sky to the right was 

deep blue. He almost wanted to try and call the whole thing off, but Hank had to know what he 

was doing. Travis often felt nervous in the dentist’s chair, but he reminded himself that the 

person scraping and grinding away at his teeth spent eight to twelve years in college just to do it. 

Hank had twelve years in aviation, so the comparison wasn’t all that different. 

Hank chatted with a communication tower nearby, letting them know their plans. Travis 

looked out the rickety window on his right. When he looked down and saw the ocean, he noticed 

swirls and streams of thick black tracks. He furrowed his brows and noticed the streaks all over 

the place. 

“What is that, down there?” Travis asked. 



Hank peered out his window for a moment, taking in the scene that Travis was talking about. 

“Hmm, that’s sobering.” 

“What?” 

“You keep up with the news much?” 

“Not really.” Travis shrugged. 

“You’ve got to have heard about the huge oil spill in the gulf. That happened two months 

ago. I didn’t think it would be so easy to see.” 

“You mean, all that down there is oil?” Travis suddenly looked queasy. 

Hank nodded. “Pretty big mess. I hear they’re close to capping that well. Too bad this 

storm’s coming.” 

Travis shook his head. “How could somebody let something like this happen?” 

“I don’t like it any more than anybody else, but don’t be regretful and shameful about what 

happened, like you might be able to keep it from happening. That’s what drives me up the wall. 

We’re all in this mess together whether we like it or not. If we’re preoccupied in finding blame 

and seeking out revenge, at the end of the day we’ve still got the problem we faced in the first 

place. There’s an oil spill. Let’s clean it up, then we’ll talk about who should get grilled for 

doing their job incorrectly.” 

“It’s just like, who would do it if they knew it could end like this? That’s what I want to 

know.” 

“Sorry kid, I’m just a pilot. If you want answers become a reporter. Seek and you shall find.” 

Hank said. Travis had thought about the idea, but knew he wasn’t any good at English. That was 

the required field for working at a newspaper, according to his teachers. 

He was pretty frustrated with the whole oil spill situation, but a wave of drowsiness swept 

over him as he watched the coast and the beach on the left, and the churning waters to the right. 

Travis yawned. Hank glanced at him and spoke into his headset. 

“You can go ahead and chill out for a few hours. We’ll probably land again in west Florida 

and get some more fuel before we push to St. Petersburg.” Travis nodded and relaxed in his seat. 

The cabin jostled as the winds pushed them around. 

He didn’t go to sleep; that much was impossible with all the vibrations and rattles, but he 

rested his eyes for a good half-hour. He heard the wind pick up and begin howling. This was 

followed by a loud smack, which startled him awake. Hank quickly steered left toward the land. 



Several more smacks rocked the cabin. Most of the windscreen was covered with gooey black 

splatters. The winds howled around them. Thunder boomed from somewhere nearby, shaking the 

entire plane. Huge globs of oil slapped the plane relentlessly. 

Hank grabbed his headset and yelled, “MAYDAY, MAYDAY, MAYDAY!” into the 

microphone. He set the plane to autopilot before he grabbed Travis’s seat belt and yanked it until 

it was tight against this chest and lower stomach. The motion reminded Travis of something 

Amber had done in the Quasar Show. Travis yelled questions at Hank, but he was too caught up 

in what he was doing to respond. They couldn’t see out through the windshield at all. 

“Travis, just hang on tight. I’m going to try to get us out of this!” Hank yelled. Not long 

after, the power went out and the cabin went dark. Neither could see through the mess of black 

tar, but they heard the engines die and the propellers slow to a stop over the barrage of the oil 

sleet. Travis’s stomach plummeted. They were gliding around without power, without the tug of 

the propeller, and they couldn’t see a thing. The situation had taken a very dark turn. Somehow 

they were still flying though. 

Travis didn’t think things could get much worse, but they did. The winds raged around the 

airplane. Without any of the equipment in the cabin, they couldn’t see how high they were, 

which direction they were flying. Even the GPS had failed, flashing a big disconnection sign on 

the screen. The plane rocked back and forth as though in the hands of a child. Hank tried to steer, 

but the controls would do nothing. The wind was too strong. It had taken hold of them and 

wasn’t going to let go. Tears rolled down Travis’s cheeks as he thought of his father. Today, 

there was a good chance he would lose his second son in the same year he lost his first. 

“WE’RE GETTING SUCKED INTO THE MIDDLE OF THE STORM. JUST HOLD ON!” 

Hank yelled, bracing his arms on the inner wall and the seat under his leg. 

Travis had been on roller coasters before and he’d been on rides at carnivals, but none of 

those rides could ever prepare one for the overwhelming feeling of terror that’s being thrown 

around in high winds without a clue of what was happening beyond the box holding them. His 

head rolled and whipped around as the wind caught the wings at different angles. They fell, and 

they rose, and they fell again. Travis’s ears rang with the pounding of rain and oil sleet. The 

plane creaked from the back. They descended for what felt like a long while before the wind 

caught them again and this time, they heard a ripping noise. One of the wings gave way, and they 

were spinning wildly now. 



Travis screamed, clutching his arms over his head. His scream was interrupted as the plane 

slammed into something on their left side—the pilot’s side. Travis kept his eyes closed and his 

arms over his head as the plane shifted and began to fall backward. Water flooded through his 

socks and shoes. Travis opened his eyes to look for Hank, but he was gone. A huge hole was in 

the place where the wing and the pilot’s seat were supposed to be. Wind screamed around the 

plane as it moaned backward. The remaining half of the cabin hatch had come open. Travis could 

see the swirling clouds in the lightning beyond. The smell of salt was stronger than he had ever 

known it before in his life. As the plane slipped slowly down what looked like a large rock, 

Travis undid his seat belt and pushed the door open. 

The door screeched on its hinges. It broke from its connectors and blew away into the sky. 

Travis looked over his shoulder and saw Hank. He was floating face down in the churning 

waves. Travis got up as the plane slid toward the water, and jumped into the sea below. The 

Streamer 260 hit the waves and floated for a few seconds. Travis had landed on his knees in 

shallow water. He turned around in time to see the plane sink into the water next to a large rock 

jutting from the ocean nearby. Standing, he coughed and sputtered. He needed to get Hank, even 

if he was too hurt to recover. 

He couldn’t see very well from all the rain, but he thought he saw Hank’s flannel shirt 

surfacing back and forth within a large wave that was gushing straight for him. Thunder boomed 

just as the wave crashed through him, sending Travis swirling through the water. He landed on 

the sand once more and found his bearings. Hank was gone and Travis couldn’t see two feet in 

front of his face. Travis hurried up the sandbar toward dark, stalking shapes. They looked like 

trees as lightning flashed in the sky. He sopped up what had to be a beach and collapsed against a 

large stone. Travis coughed until he felt like he was tearing something in his throat and forced 

himself to stop. Palm trees danced in the wild storm around him. 

Rain pounded his back. Travis made himself get up and stumbled into the base of the trees. 

His whole body ached like he’d fallen down the side of a mountain. He tripped on something 

sharp and fell down on his shoulder. There, his consciousness abandoned him. 

 
 
 
  



— Two — 
 
 

The Island 
 
 

Brilliant sunlight bled through the tree-leaves above. The waves washed up and down the 

beach insistently. He felt the numbness in his fingers first. Ache throbbed through Travis’s every 

muscle as he opened his eyes. He saw the palm trees he’d seen the night before, but could 

remember nothing that had happened between leaving his dad’s house and where he was now. 

He conjured the image of Dan for some reason; Dan carrying the cage with the scorpions, Dan 

pushing him down at the park several months prior, Dan throwing the Root-beer cans onto the 

power-line. Then he remembered G: G flying him around in the Quasar, G coughing 

maddeningly into his fist; the plane crash, Hank Barlow floating face-down in the violent 

darkness of the sea. Travis got up as quickly as he could. His ankle hurt. Looking down, Travis 

saw a bleeding gash running around the curve of his ankle—the circular talus bone according to 

Mrs. Jacobs, his sixth period science teacher from last year. 

Travis limped through the sandy brush and stumbled onto the beach, soggy shoes sloshing 

under his numb feet. He searched for the Streamer 260, but saw only rolling waves as far as the 

eye could see. Glancing at his hands, Travis noticed that he was covered with oil, saturated by 

the sun and thick within the cracks of his dry skin. Fear and panic raced through him with fear 

taking the lead. Travis fell to his knees as he gaped at the sea ahead. Nothing he had ever done in 

his life could have prepared him for this. Panic then swooped ahead, leaving fear trailing close 

behind. 

He patted himself down, wondering if he had his uBox phone. He had nothing; his pockets 

were empty. Not surprising, seeing as how his plane had been buffeted out of the sky, which then 

regurgitated him onto a beach in the middle of nowhere. There wasn’t a plane in the air, or a boat 

in the distance. The only thing he saw was endless ocean, and a small lot of trees on an island 

way off in the distance. Clouds drifted through the bowl of sky above as though slowly on their 

way to some final destination. 

“This can’t be happening.” Travis said, his mouth dry as cotton. His stomach rumbled 

hungrily. 



He took off his shoes and got to his feet. The sand was warm between his toes as he walked 

down the beach to a long dune. It was hard to believe with the blue sky and bright sun overhead 

that not six hours earlier his plane had crashed at this very spot. He could still see the brown and 

black paint from the Streamer 260 at the top of the large stone jutting from the tide line. Travis 

sighed, looking into the deep drop-off next to the stone where the plane had sank. He could only 

just make out a wing, and the blade of a propeller. A bag of Funions and French onion-flavored 

Sun Chips floated in the green muck collected next to the rock. 

Travis took off his shirt and paddled to the bags. He pulled them both into the crook of his 

elbow, and pulled them back to the dune. It wasn’t until he climbed the shore that he saw it: the 

sleek black rectangle of his uBox phone poking up from the sand at the top of the dune. His heart 

skipped a beat at the sight of it. Travis dropped the chips and picked up the uBox. He turned it 

sideways. Water poured from the headphones jack, further dampening Travis’s spirits. 

After dropping off the chips and iPhone on the beach near the shade of the palm trees—safe 

from the tide—Travis decided it might be a good idea to go exploring. He made his way around 

the beach. The first thing he saw when coming around the island’s edge was a clump of banana 

trees huddled in the crook of a large rock formation that oversaw the island. The next thing he 

noticed was the wooden bridge that connected the second story of the rock formation to a small 

vista protruding from the sand at the far end of the island. Someone had been here before. The 

thought crossed Travis’s mind that someone might still be here now. 

He followed the second story with his eyes until he saw the overgrown trail lead into a cave 

opening between several slabs of rock. If somebody was on this island, that was probably where 

he or she would make their home. He saw a total of five jars full of water placed neatly around 

the entrance. They looked like peanut-butter jars without their labels. Travis quickly moved out 

of sight of the cave. Something about it made him nervous.  

He walked back to the area where he woke up and sat on the sand. His uBox was shot—at 

least for now. He would try to start it up later when the water had dried out of the screen. Over 

the last five years, Travis had left an uBox Mixer out in the rain, dropped his father’s uBox 

phone in the toilet at a gas station, and left his uBox Minoa in the wash at least five times. The 

Minoa was the only one that ever stopped working, mainly because he tried to operate it too 

quickly after soaking it. 



“What now?” He asked aloud to no one. Travis recalled his father often saying he wished he 

could get stranded on a deserted island just to get away from it all. How were you supposed to 

function with such pure isolation? He didn’t think he’d ever been away from the whole world for 

more than the time he spent asleep every night. 

For some reason, Travis started thinking about his older brother, Justin. That just made him 

depressed. After battling leukemia for two years, Justin Wheeler had finally passed away a few 

months earlier. Their father had been heart-broken. The two visited Justin’s grave on a weekly 

basis ever since, just to let him know how everything was going with them. They both knew he 

was gone, but directing their energy to Justin—even though he wasn’t around to receive that 

energy—made them both feel better afterward. Travis knew they wouldn’t be able to see his 

grave every week for much longer. Weeks would turn into months and months into years, and 

hopefully Travis would be able to make time to visit Justin’s grave on Justin’s birthday. 

What would his father think now? Joseph Wheeler had already lost one son this year. Would 

the Coast Guard send helicopters and boats to search for him? Even if they found him, would 

they see the wreckage of the Streamer 260 resting in the deep underwater pit next to the island? 

Would they even come out this far to look? His next course of action became clear. Travis had to 

make some kind of signal so if someone did come to rescue him they’d know he was here. 

First, he gathered as many rocks and sticks as he could. Travis had watched all kinds of 

movies where the hero was shipwrecked or stranded on an island. This was usually the first tier 

in survival: making a sign so your rescuers know you’re still alive. For some reason, no one had 

ever found the heroes in those stories because they were either too far out at sea or the help just 

didn’t show up. Those were also stories. With technology like Google-Earth and satellite GPS 

locators, they might be able to find him without even looking. If he could get his uBox to work 

again, someone might be able to track it. His father would try everything in his power to avoid 

losing a second son. He thought for a minute about what kind of sign he wanted to make, and 

decided he would spell out the word HERE on the beach. That would get someone’s attention if 

they saw it. 

It took him almost all afternoon to position the letters neatly enough to feel satisfied. With 

that done, Travis sat on the sand again. “What next?” He said aloud. 



“What next?” He asked again. “I don’t know what next. Why do I keep asking what next? 

Like I have an answer to that stupid question.” Travis sighed, feeling frustrated, but a little better 

with the sign in place. 

After a few hours, as the sun began to descend in the west, Travis decided he would make the 

beach into a compass just to pass the time. He made four arrows on each side of the island in the 

sand—far enough away from the water for them to not get ruined by the tide—and made an N, 

an S, an E, and a W next to the correct arrow. By the time he finished, the sun had just dipped 

over the edge of the vast ocean circling him. He then elaborated the arrows with sticks and 

stones. He wasn’t exhausted from this tedious work but with the sun down, decided it was time 

to retire from the day’s productivity.  

The bananas in the banana trees weren’t ripe yet. Travis plucked a banana and peeled it open 

with difficulty. When he finally took a bite out of the fruit it tasted sour. He ate it all anyway, 

and finished the meal by rewarding himself with two sun chips. Now he was thirsty. He knew 

that you couldn’t drink the ocean water. Ironic that one can be surrounded by water, and yet die 

of thirst. After rolling the bag up and stuffing it under a rock in a large circle of stones that would 

soon become his campsite, Travis laid down on the sand and watched the sea wash up and down 

the shore. 

Why had his father wanted to be trapped on a deserted island so badly? There was nothing to 

do, no one to talk to, and no television or internet to keep one entertained. Travis concluded that 

it would be far more interesting if he had his best friends, Dan and Miles with him. He wondered 

if anyone would or could ever find him way out here. Travis had been looking: not a plane or 

boat in any direction had passed through all day. 

He sat up and laced his fingers together worriedly. What would happen to him if no one ever 

came? What if this island was untraceable; some complicated position no one in the world could 

find, like the Bermuda Triangle or something. He had watched a documentary about the 

Bermuda Triangle on the Discovery Channel once. It wasn’t about the area being haunted or 

mysterious, it was a hypothesis that a large mineral deposit of metal could be messing up the 

instruments in planes. How many of those places actually existed in the world? What if Travis 

had somehow landed smack dab in the middle of an island impossible to navigate toward? The 

world was big, yes, but it wasn’t that big. And there were supposed to be oil-clean-up crews 

everywhere in the gulf. Was he even in the gulf anymore?  



Travis dropped his head into his hands and tried not to cry. No one knew where he was. 

Nobody was coming. Not his father, not his friends, not the Coast Guard, not G—he was 

completely alone without any possible hope of being found. If there was a rescue team coming 

for him, he’d have seen at least one helicopter or boat or something. He had never felt so helpless 

before in his entire life. 

As night fell on the island, Travis could see a world of stars he’d never seen anywhere on the 

mainland, even in the country. Galaxies and universes spiraled out of the darkness and lit up the 

sky. This was easily the nicest part of being isolated from the rest of the world. Lying on his 

back, Travis watched the sky until his eyes slid closed, and he fell asleep. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Travis woke in the middle of the night to a familiar sound nearby. It was a plane; he’d 

recognize the sound of a propeller like that anywhere. He got up and ran down the beach toward 

the noise. Sure enough, far in the distance a plane traced across the beautiful, star-spangled sky. 

Travis jumped up and down, yelling at the top of his lungs. He flailed his arms and ran as far 

after it as he could, but the plane was going another direction. He watched it disappear at the end 

of the sky, and fell to his knees in tears. Someone was looking, and they didn’t see him. 

During the next day, he saw two more planes and repeated the same motion as the early 

morning before. A helicopter blade thudded in the distance when the sun was straight overhead, 

but they didn’t come near his island. Travis had come up with a new way to draw attention but 

that afternoon another storm came. After the storm that brought down his plane, he didn’t think a 

simple rainstorm would be as bad as the hurricane. He was wrong. Violent winds forced its way 

through the island, bending the palm trees and shaking the banana plants. Wisps of water from 

the ocean peppered everything, along with the onslaught of rain. Travis took cover in the trees 

around the base of the rock formation. 

For two hours he endured the weather’s ruthless wrath. And then it all went away within ten 

minutes. The storm clouds cleared the heavens, giving way to blue sky as the sun made its way 

to the western horizon. Travis found the straightest, sturdiest stick he could find. He’d hidden his 

uBox beneath his shirt so it wouldn’t get any wetter. Unrolling the shirt, Travis made his way up 

to the gaping mouth of the cave. He clambered over large slabs of stone and climbed to the top of 



the central rock. From up here he could see that his sand compass was no more than four blurry 

blotches at each point of the island. 

There was a crevice through the middle of the rock’s zenith. Travis jammed the stick 

between the two sides of the rocks so it would poke straight up. He then pulled his shirt from his 

pocket and looped the stick through one of the sleeves. Poking the tip through the knitting that 

separated the neck from the shoulder, Travis had created an effective flag. It didn’t wave very 

much or flap or anything, but it would be a sufficient enough sign if someone were to fly over 

while he wasn’t paying attention. He promised himself he would take it down at the end of each 

day and before each storm. 

Travis climbed back down and considered the cave. Nothing had come out—that he knew 

of—since his arrival. If it weren’t so dark, he would go inside, but not without being able to see 

what he was doing. It wasn’t because he was afraid of the dark either. What if the ground just 

dropped off for some reason? He couldn’t afford to slip and fall and hurt himself. He was lucky 

enough to be relatively unharmed after the plane crash; his ankle had been only bruised and cut. 

Travis returned to camp with two of the peanut-butter jars in hand, and sat down with an 

armful of bananas he had picked earlier. He figured out that they ripened faster when they 

weren’t connected to the main plant. He had still been eating them before they were ripe, but 

mainly because by the end of each day he was so hungry his stomach felt as though it were 

eating itself. He drank the water from both the jars, streams pouring down each cheek and down 

his neck as he engulfed the only drinkable source of nourishment in sight. 

After inhaling the bananas, Travis sat with his arms resting on his knees. He picked up the 

uBox sitting on the log at his side, and pressed the power-button. Travis jumped to his feet as the 

uBox magically turned on. It still had three-quarters of the battery left. That was at least five 

episodes of The Adventures of The Quasar Lite TV show. The phone couldn’t triangulate a 

signal, but travis pinged an emergency signal regardless and turned it off. At this point, food was 

less important than the life of the uBox. 

After hiding the uBox phone, Travis took a nap. He heard no more sounds of rescue for the 

rest of the evening. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Three — 
 
 

Modern Day Pirates 
 
 

The next morning, Travis opened his eyes wide to the sound of several voices nearby. A 

motorboat hummed in the distance. He got up quickly and peered through the leafy brush nearby. 

He could only make out a red-bottomed motorboat filled with six or seven people; they were still 

relatively far away from the island. Fear struck Travis as loud popping sounds echoed over the 

sea like fireworks. Since he didn’t see any fireworks and the day was bright, he had to assume 

the noise was gunfire. Something told him these people weren’t part of the search and rescue. 

They came close to the island—right next to the beach preceding Travis’s hiding place—but they 

didn’t stop there. They continued around and beached to his right, beside the stone where his 

plane had crashed. When they passed, Travis noticed many of the men carrying guns and several 

holding machetes. 

Travis licked his lips. They were out of sight, but they would see him for certain if they came 

around the central rock formation in his direction. Before he could rationalize what he was 

doing, he was running across the hot, sandy beach to the left of his camp. He scanned the island 

for a hiding place and saw nothing. The cave caught his attention. Travis bit the inside of his 

cheek. He hadn’t wanted to go in there for good reason, but the sight of those men and the 

sounds they made worried him. 

He quickly hurried up the path and across the wooden bridge. Pausing before the cave 

entrance, Travis glanced over the side of the rock face. He heard more voices: they were coming 

closer. He ducked into the darkness, plunging his right foot into a gaping, watery hole before 

continuing deeper until wooden boxes blocked his way forward. Travis squeezed around them 

and rummaged through the darkness. Spots of light peered through the rock formation overhead, 

illuminating little of the inner cave. He found a cubby between two long boxes, and slid in 

between them. 

There, he waited. 

Outside, the men hauled four large boxes over the sand and up to Travis’s camp. Jose, one of 

the bald young men who had been roped into taking the crates to the weapons cache carried a 



machete in one hand and a flashlight in the other. He watched the rest of the group push and pull 

the boxes toward the path leading up to the cache. Freddy, his friend with curly black hair and a 

mustache took a swig from a liter Ozarka water bottle and handed it to Jose. Jose took it and 

drank, screwing the cap to seal the bottle when he was finished. He gave it to Lopez who would 

give it to Martinez when he was done, and so on. 

Freddy followed Lopez to the bridge where they were to drag the crates into the cave. He 

crawled between the wooden railing to get ahead of the movers on the bridge. Once inside the 

cave, Freddy clicked on his flashlight to reveal the moist cavern within. The others carried the 

crates across the bridge, and tugged the first crate over the threshold where they hauled it down 

into the depths of the cave. Travis listened as the men spoke Spanish to one another. 

Jose yawned, feeling the sun beat upon his back. Nearby, Robert—the leader—told everyone 

that if they needed to go to the bathroom then do it now. Several of the men thought they saw 

another boat tailing them in the distance. They would need to off-load the weapons and be on 

their way soon. It wasn’t until someone mentioned the bathroom that Jose realized he had to go. 

Climbing through some of the brush, Jose paused, surveying the ground around him. He saw 

something out of the ordinary and picked it up. He saw a T-shirt rolled around a stick. Jose  

glared and saw what he thought was the rectangular shape of an uBox phone sitting on a small 

rock. 

Inside the cave, Freddy and Lopez positioned the crates in an orderly fashion. Travis could 

see their flashlight moving about in the darkness. The boys chatted with one another as they 

eased the crates onto the stacks. They placed three of the four, and were about to pull the last box 

to Travis when the unmistakable sound of gunfire filled the air outside. Another motorboat 

hummed from far away followed by someone yelling something over a loud speaker. The boy 

holding the flashlight accidentally dropped it before the two left the cave. 

Jose heard the gunshots and dropped the uBox phone in the sand before jogging to the 

motorboat. Robert was yelling for everyone to get in so they could go. In the distance, a white 

Coast Guard boat was nearing their position. Three of the men in their motorboat fired on the 

Coast Guard, but it was too far away for the bullets to strike. Robert ordered them to keep firing 

so they wouldn’t get any closer. 

Freddy and Lopez emerged from the cave. Each of them leapt over the wooden railing, slid 

down the rocky slope, and landed next to the banana trees. They both noticed a pile of banana 



peels and glanced at one another momentarily before they jogged around the central stone 

structure. The rest of the men were already on the motorboat, waving for the two boys to hurry. 

Freddy and Lopez clambered over the edge of the boat as they took off over the water. The Coast 

Guard boat sped after them. 

Travis picked up the flashlight and turned it over in his hands. He clicked it off and climbed 

out of the cave. In the sand, he could see the footprints of the intruders and where they had slid 

the boxes. 

“Wow.” Travis sighed and fell on his bottom. He had come so close to being seen. If they 

knew he was there then they might have killed him in front of the cave entrance. Travis didn’t 

know what they were doing with all those crates, but something told him it wasn’t legal. He’d 

heard both English and Spanish from the megaphone outside, but the blare of sound made it 

incomprehensible. If it had been the authorities, there was a good chance they’d send someone to 

the island to find out what was going on. If that happened, Travis might just be saved. He would 

have to be careful though. A misunderstanding, or if the pirates came back, could cost him his 

life. 

When he cautiously made his way back to camp, he realized that his stuff had been moved. 

He searched for his uBox because it wasn’t where he left it. He found it in the sand nearby. 

Someone had found his camp and rummaged through it. Someone knew he was here, and it 

wasn’t someone Travis wanted to see again. If those men were what the world considered to be 

modern day pirates, he didn’t think they’d have any qualms about capturing him and trying to 

sell him back to America. Or kill him if they were unsuccessful. 

He found a machete in the damp sand near the water’s edge. One of the pirates had dropped 

it on their way out. Travis took it and dropped it by the rocks at camp. He scavenged a little 

longer, searching for something—anything—but they hadn’t dropped anything else, save for a 

swallow of water from the liter Ozarka bottle. 

That night, Travis sat at the camp with his elbows propped on his knees. The shorts he’d 

arrived on the island with were getting tattered and worn from the constant wear. After his first 

day he’d been pretty severely burned and so his skin was beginning to itch and peel on his face, 

ears, and neck. The backs of his legs were also burned, but they didn’t bother him as much. 



“Okay Travis,” he nodded to the empty charcoal spot in the middle of the camp where 

someone had made a campfire long ago. “What are we gonna do, man? We’re stuck here, and 

pirates could show up at any moment.” 

“I don’t know,” he answered himself. 

“We’ve got to get out of here. This is life and death, bro. If it means saving your life, you 

might just have to build a boat.” 

“I don’t know how to build a damn boat, so how do you figure I do that?” 

“We’ll figure it out. Nobody in the movies or TV shows ever sits still and waits to get 

rescued. Besides, if anybody were coming, they’d already be here. Let’s face it. We missed it. 

They gave up.... Probably didn’t even look very hard.” 

“I’m going to keep putting up the flag. As long as I’m here, that flag goes up.” 

“That’s fine, but starting tomorrow we make that boat.” 

Travis nodded to himself. He had always known about the smarter part of his mind, the voice 

that always whispers the right answer. Most of the time Travis didn’t listen to that voice, but this 

was different. That voice could be the key to saving his life. He had to at least try its instruction 

this time. Getting off this island might not be easy, but with the pirates still fresh in his mind he 

wasn’t left with any choice. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Travis spent most of the morning planning out his vessel in the sand. The boat had to be 

seaworthy and large enough to carry him and a few commodities. Top priority was bananas—

even though he was sick to death of bananas already—and all the jars of water on the island. He 

had already drank the water in three of the five jars he’d found, so he wouldn’t be able to leave 

until it had rained and they were full again. 

At noon, Travis decided it was time to scout the cave and see what he could find that might 

help him build his boat. He descended to where the boxes were and clicked on the flashlight. 

After trying to open all the accessible boxes, he realized that they were nailed shut. Frustration 

boiled in him until he tripped on a crowbar. One of the pirates must have left it in their haste to 

return to the boat. Travis saw it as a potentially valuable tool, so he decided to keep it with him. 

After prying the top off one of the boxes, his heart skipped a beat at what lay within. Travis had 



played a lot of video games and watched a lot of movies, but he had never truly witnessed so 

many guns before in his life. He recognized a few, like the AK-47, and the many categories of 

assault rifle, but there were so many more. 

In the world of the deserted island with a population of one, guns are far less useful than the 

wooden crates carrying them. Travis used the crowbar to peel the boards apart, carefully taking 

all nails and pocketing them. He put the guns in a pile at the far end of the cave. Something told 

him the pirates wouldn’t be happy if they found out he was moving their arsenal out of the safety 

of the boxes, but if any one of them were put in his situation, Travis didn’t think it would take 

long for them to come to the same conclusion. 

“Gotta have a boat to survive.” He said to himself as he began to pry open the second box. 

“Boats are made of wood, and there’s not enough trees on the island to make one. Sorry guys. I 

guess you’ll have to make do with some place else to store your,” he pried the top off and shined 

his light inside, “rocket launchers?” The second box was full to the brim with huge weaponry 

and guns that required bullets the size of his fingers. It took him at least an hour to carefully 

unload the enormous death-machines. He pulled the box outside. Travis didn’t know if they were 

loaded or not, but didn’t want to find out. 

The third crate Travis pulled apart was full of boxes of ammunition for weapons large and 

small. These he stacked next to the guns realizing, as he stood next to the two piles, that someone 

had every intention of using these weapons for destructive purposes. These weapons were going 

into the hands of people who needed to do a lot of harm. He tried not to think about it. If not for 

his run of bad luck, he wouldn’t even be here to witness these weapons. 

Blisters covered Travis’s fingers from prying the crates apart. It hadn’t been difficult, but it 

was a lot of work. All of the crates had been covered with rope. Travis collected the rope from 

the floor of the cave and made a large pile outside. He would need all the rope he could find in 

order to later bind the different parts of his vessel together. 

He wasn’t exactly sure how much wood he would need in order to build his boat but, more 

out of curiosity, Travis decided he would inspect the contents of the other crates. He found a 

random assortment of stuff in the fourth crate, some of which he found useful like the pocket 

knife. There were generators, two long paddles, a propane tank and a metal striker, fishing poles 

and line, some adult-sized clothes that looked rather nice, a lot of complicated nautical computer 

equipment, a fire axe, a mechanic’s toolbox, two cans of WD-40, a large coil of rope, and at the 



bottom was the weathered cloth and sheet of a sail. There were only two more crates after this 

one and they were filled with more weaponry. This island was being used primarily as a weapons 

cache for illegal weapons-trade. 

Standing outside in the hot afternoon sun, Travis figured he had enough wood and nails to 

start. He laid out the boards and tried to come up with a good plan. He had a lot of useful 

equipment, but needed a hull: something round to cut through the water. That’s what most boats 

used. He figured he could build a rectangular box, but his common sense grasp of physics told 

him something like that wouldn’t go far in any specific direction. 

Exhausted from the work he’d already put into gathering the materials for the boat, Travis sat 

on a rock on the beach and rested his chin on his hands, trying come up with a good idea. The 

sky was blue now, but in the east the clouds were bunching up as though preparing for an assault 

on the island. Travis took the opportunity to gather his equipment and tie it down at camp. When 

he was done, he sat on the rock once more and watched the surf ride up and down over the dune 

where he’d landed. It was hard to believe he had crashed in the Streamer 260 nearly a week ago. 

Was it a week? He couldn’t remember anymore. 

Staring and thinking about the events that had happened, it hit him like a life-changing 

epiphany. The plane—a rounded hull! Travis jumped to his feet and ran to where the Streamer 

260 had been laid to rest. He could just barely make out the numbering on the tail amidst the 

dark seaweed below. It was deep, and ruined from the crash. Travis would have to try and get it 

out, but how? He thought about this as the wind began to pick up and the clouds overhead fused 

together. 

It was raining within the hour. Travis chose to take his uBox phone and hide out in the cave. 

Now that he knew what was in there, going inside didn’t bother him. The storm didn’t pass until 

well after nightfall, during which time Travis plotted on how he was going to surface the 

Streamer 260.  

Travis woke early the next morning. He’d concocted several ideas during the evening prior, 

and while none of them promised success he wanted to jump in and see if he could have the 

plane in front of him on the beach by sundown. 

His first task was to tie all the rope he could find together. By mid-morning, he had compiled 

around a hundred and seventy-five yards of rope—about the diameter of the island— and still 

had some left on the last two crates. As he worked, his plan became more intricate. He would 



have to get the rope from the last two boxes, and use that to make a harness. Travis didn’t 

remember much from his time with the boy-scouts, but he knew he’d never forget the most 

useful ways to tie a knot. When the sun reached its pinnacle in the sky, Travis had fashioned 

seventy-yards of rope, a harness tied to thirty yards of rope, and four lengths of three yards. He 

tied knots in the rope at different places in the length seemingly at random, but his mind knew 

precisely when and where those knots would be used. There was only a little rope left on the last 

crate after he finished. 

Travis’s next job was to get the large boulder next to the camp to the opposite side of the 

island by the banana plants. As most plans go, the planning part is a lot easier than the execution. 

When Travis finally managed to unearth the bottom part of the boulder, he found that the boulder 

was now twice as large as it had been before. Moving it was like moving a giant snowball. Travis 

would pick up one side and heave it over until it rolled a ways—sometimes rolling down the 

beach in the wrong direction. Once it was in position, Travis tied the harness around its base and 

threw the long length of rope over the top of the central rock on the island. 

He ran to the camp where the rope dangled over the wall behind it. Travis pulled with all his 

strength and weight. His muscles strained and popped as he hauled the rope back, lifting the rock 

on the other side of the large central rock formation. He tripped on some of the equipment he’d 

pulled to camp, but didn’t lose the boulder. He might have one chance at this, and he’d already 

come too far to go back and rethink his plan. At last, the boulder reached the height of the rock 

formation. Travis tied the rope to one of the palm trees nearest to the beach. It bent and moaned 

with the burden of holding Travis’s boulder. 

Next came the hard part. Travis tied the four lengths of three yards to the stressed rope 

holding the boulder, allowing it to catch a knot he had fashioned specifically to keep the other 

rope’s knot from slipping. These he had to tie to the strongest parts of the Streamer 260, praying 

it wouldn’t fall apart on its way out. Travis just hoped the boulder was large enough to withdraw 

the plane from the water. He could figure out what to do with it once it was out even if it wasn’t 

entirely accessible, but could do nothing with it submerged. 

Holding one of the four shorter lengths, he dove into the sinkhole, feeling the salt of the sea 

burn his eyes as he tried to make out the dark shape of the plane. Travis grabbed hold of the wing 

and used it to pull himself further under until the hollow of his ears began to throb painfully. G 

had to take the Quasar Lite apart in order to get it in and out of the doorways wherever he took it. 



Travis remembered G pointing to all the places one could grab hold of in order to pick up the 

plane and wheel it to its desired positioning, and one of them was where the wings met the cabin. 

Travis traced the base of the wing and found the plate of metal where the wing connected. He 

laced the rope around the plate and threaded the rope so it pulled tight around the connection. 

After going up for air, Travis went back down and tied the second rope to the other side. The 

other two he tied to either side of the landing gear, most of which was buried beneath the sand. 

He emerged from the sinkhole a final time and swam back to the beach. The plan was almost 

ready. The palm tree holding the boulder was bending more and more under the weight of the 

boulder. All Travis had to do was cut the rope at the palm tree, and the rope holding the four 

lengths would take the stress. Once that happened, the plane would be the only thing left keeping 

the boulder from falling. 

Travis picked up the machete and carefully aimed for the rope tied to the palm tree. He didn’t 

want to cut the other one by accident. He chopped at the bulge of the knot on the tree. The rope 

unraveled to threads. Travis hit it once more, slicing it clean this time. The rope pulled tight, and 

Travis instinctively jumped back. He heard the boulder roll a little down the wall, and then stop. 

Travis fell to his knees and punched the sand. 

“Why the heck didn’t that work?” He sighed, and grabbed hold of the rope. He tugged back 

in favor of the boulder, and the rope pulled. Travis pulled with all his strength and weight. 

Slowly, the skeletal remains of the smashed and tattered plane emerged from the water. Once it 

surfaced, it fell back on the wheels of its landing gear. The rock dropped and the plane launched 

toward the palm tree. The right wing struck the tree and ripped clean off. The Streamer 260 

continued bobbing over the dunes toward Travis’s camp. Travis chased after it helplessly until 

the boulder crashed to the ground on the other side of the island, and the plane bounced to a halt. 

“Wow.” He breathed, thinking about how the plane had gone from being stuck underwater 

one minute, and then out on the beach in front of him the next. An earned sense of 

accomplishment flooded through him as he walked toward the Streamer 260. 

Travis untied the knots on it and surveyed the plane like a hunter examining a kill that took a 

great deal of work. Both of the wings were now missing. The canopy was gone, but the round, 

egg-shaped cabin was still intact save for the place where Hank’s side had been crushed. He had 

done well—better than he ever would have expected. Not only did this mean he had the base for 



his boat, but with the wreckage of the plane in plain sight for potential rescuers, he might not 

even need to finish it at all. 

Satisfied with the day’s work, Travis grabbed the fishing pole from the pile of useful 

equipment he’d found in the cave, and caught two sizable fish before the sun disappeared over 

the western horizon. He used the propane tank and striker to build a small fire at camp where he 

cooked the fish and ate it. Even without seasoning, it was the best meal he’d ever had. 

That night, he turned on the uBox phone. It still had 82% power remaining. Travis set the 

brightness to low, and started watching the next episode of The Adventures of The Quasar Lite. 

 
 
 
  



— Part Six — 
 
 

Assault on Asgard 
 
 

— One — 
 
 

A King of Tall Stature 
 
 

Jarl walked down the hall of Svartalheim with Amber behind him on his left, Professor 

McClean behind him on his right, and Daniel at the rear. They passed no Asgardians on their 

way, but plenty of dwarves and dark elves with minor injuries watched them make their way 

through their realm. Jarl turned down the royal corridor and marched down the center path. As 

the path crossed over the forge hall, glowing warmth billowed from the depths surrounding it. 

They passed under a huge archway with the characters of another language printed largely in the 

stone. Huge, fiery braziers were positioned on either side the bridge as the four approached the 

great throne of Oberon. 

Jarl had told them of the king’s greatness, of how he had maintained peace in the realm of 

Ivald for the last six hundred years. When Daniel saw the great Oberon, he stifled a laugh to a 

forced smile. King Oberon’s face looked ancient, but his short and stout body rose no higher than 

Daniel’s stomach. He wore a golden suit of armor, and his crown was made of both gold and 

silver. The king of the dark elves and dwarves watched the four approach the foot of his royal 

throne. He did not look happy as he got to his feet to survey them. 

“Good evening, my liege,” bowed Jarl. The other three mimicked his motion and dropped to 

one knee. 

“Eve to you as well, Asgardian. Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t have you and your 

companions executed for attacking the west entrance to my city.” 

“Allow me to explain,” said Jarl. “The order to attack Svartalheim was not mine, nor does it 

correlate to the true meaning of Asgard’s feelings toward the treaty between the realms. We are 

brothers, Oberon. However, the reason for the attack was the order to banish all Midgardians to 



Midgard. These three Midgardians were unfortunate to get caught up in this mess.” Jarl stepped 

aside for Amber, Daniel, and the professor. 

“So, if there’s an order for them to remain in their realm, then why in blazes are they here?” 

Oberon scowled. “Must you threaten our peace of mind with your presence?” 

“We’re trapped here!” Daniel stepped forward. “We came through a gateway in Jotunheim. 

Our gateway between the realms has been destroyed. We only wanted to get back home, but 

that’s before we realized what is happening on this side of the gate. The gods and true lords of 

Asgard have been captured. No one knows where they are. That’s why the sky is still dark. We 

want to end the darkness and restore the light to its proper place. We can’t do this alone, so we’re 

asking for your assistance in retaliating against the Asgardians.” 

Oberon’s eyes widened. “You now ask for assistance? You bring danger to our doorstep, 

provoke the Asgardians to attack, and now you ask for aid? Tell me why I should break my 

realm’s state of peace to help you bring back this light you speak of when light turns us to stone? 

Your success will eliminate a significant part of our freedom to come and go at all times of the 

day. How do you consider this a benefit to our society?” 

“First of all,” began Amber. “Your state of peace was broken when the petty children of the 

gods gave the order to attack your city without explaining why and without warning. This was an 

inconsiderate move on the Asgardians’ part as the realm of Ivald is significantly larger than the 

whole city of Asgard. Secondly, the Asgardian soldiers didn’t just capture my uncle and me, they 

attacked many of the civilians of Svartalheim in the process of trying to find more Midgardians. I 

would consider such an intimidating, spontaneous attack a slap in the face—an insult. They 

believe they can come into your kingdom and do as they wish, harass whomever they please for 

their purpose with no explanation needed, without taking a single diplomatic approach 

beforehand. Lastly, we were unarmed. Did they believe we wouldn’t go with them willingly? 

Did they need to resort to such brutish tactics in order to find unarmed civilians? This is a blatant 

breach of the treaty between Asgard and Ivald that can’t be ignored. If they believe they can do 

this once, we shouldn’t give them the satisfaction of thinking they can do it again.” 

“The night may be in your favor, great king,” said Professor McClean, “but without light to 

balance the world, you create a habitat for darkness and evil. Sometimes you must break habit to 

maintain peace.” 



Oberon took a deep breath and sat down on his throne. “You come here, explaining that the 

Asgardian’s are our brothers, and then ask for my assistance in plotting an attack upon the city 

for the sake of the Midgardians? I don’t understand.” 

Jarl answered. “The children of the gods are out of control. The recent attack on your city 

proves this. We have a strategy that we wish to discuss with you and your commander if you 

accept our terms. We need only a small portion of Svartalheim’s army at our disposal in order to 

make this happen.” 

“You’re asking too much of me. If I try to mount even a small military operation against the 

Asgardians, what’s to stop them from attacking us in full force?” Oberon asked. 

Amber shrugged. “Retaliate or continue to be bullied by the Asgardians. The Asgardians who 

really respected the kingdom of Ivald have been missing for the last millennium.” 

“They only broke the peace when you showed up. Getting rid of you is a lot simpler than 

trying to help you start a war!” Oberon yelled, then sighed. “Give me one good reason why I 

should help you. That’s all I ask.” 

No one said anything. For a long time, all they could hear was the constant pour of metal in 

the forges below. 

“Because it’s the right thing to do.” Jarl said finally. “The gods can ensure your protection 

and safety; their children can’t. They proved that earlier. You outnumber them thirty to one. It 

would be foolish to attack Svartalheim. No, we need only to intimidate Asgard. That will be 

enough.” 

“Let me hear your plan,” said Oberon, “and I’ll decide whether it’s a worthy investment of 

my time and resources.” 

After hearing Daniel’s plan, Oberon agreed to stand by the Midgardians and their cause by 

lending them six hundred of his ablest soldiers and the assistance of the city’s powerful 

engineers. From the throne room, they went to the Military Quarter where the four met with the 

commander of Svartalheim’s army, Commander Bolro. 

Commander Bolro was a plucky man with only one good eye. His other was glazed white 

from a battle six hundred and twenty-five years earlier. He had long gray hair and a big beard 

curling down his chest. When the four met with him he walked funny, claiming that—during the 

six hundred years of peace—he hadn’t any need for his armor. 



“This will be the first time we return to our equipment, so we may be a little slow.” 

Commander Bolro grabbed a map from one of the many slots in the wall and laid it over the big 

square table in the circular war room. It was a map of Asgard, showing specific locations, the 

whole layout of the town. 

“This will be useful,” said Amber. 

“You didn’t think we’d send an outfit into Asgard with no real intelligence did you?” Oberon 

asked with a patronizing glint in his eyes. “This is your strategy. Now, let’s run it and see how 

she does.” 

Twelve hours later, after six hours of coordinating tactics and six hours of rest, Commander 

Bolro’s men split up and headed out of Svartalheim to their positions. 

Each group of two-hundred met with their rally master. Amber was the first rally master. She 

headed the group that would attack Asgard’s east entrance. When the dwarves first looked upon 

her as they exited the mountain of Ivald, she was riding Bristleboar. The dark elves had outfitted 

her with a gold and silver suit of plate-mail. The silver helmet she wore covered her face, nose, 

and cheeks, but left slits for her eyes. Her brown hair fell over her shoulders from under the 

helm. 

In the forests south of Asgard, Doctor Roberts—atop a mechanical spider that the dwarven 

engineers had created—met with his platoon. He was the second rally master. He wore a suit of 

chain-mail over his clothes. The mechanical spider had a visor that would block missiles and 

flying objects from Roberts’s face. His assistants rode a pair of mules from the stables. Neither 

mule looked interested in complying with their rider’s wishes, but they lazily wandered in the 

vicinity of where they were directed. The dwarven warriors collected behind him. In the 

distance, over the treetops, they could just barely see the front gates of Asgard. 

Jarl rode upon a great stallion over the foothills west of the city of the gods. At his back were 

two hundred dwarven soldiers marching in formation to the front gates of Asgard. Each of them 

wore silver and gold. Jarl raised his hand. A burst of light fired from his palm into the air, 

signaling the initiation of the battle. The guards defending the western gate saw the oncoming 

army and fled into the city. They lowered and barred the door from the other side. 

Dwarven warriors in the middle of the formation pushed ballistas—giant mounted crossbows 

that shoot arrows the size of trees—up the slopes. When they were in range of the gate, each 

ballista’s pusher locked the wheels and began to crank the winch handle, which pulled down the 



slider attached to the giant arrow. Each arrow was connected to a rope, which was connected to 

another crank. The dwarves then snapped the trigger of the bow, firing the bolts into the door. 

The rope uncoiled and snapped tightly as the bolt punctured the wooden gate. The dwarves 

pulled the crank, tearing at the strength of the door. Many of the arrows pierced the wall, but ten 

found their mark in the door. With each dwarf pulling, the door finally broke to pieces around 

the support beam. 

As the gate fell away, dozens of Asgardians wearing red and white rushed into battle. The 

dwarves scurried forward, slashing with their axes and maces, driving the Asgardians back into 

their city. Once they crossed the threshold, Jarl held up his hand to hold position. The plan was 

to wait at the entrance until Professor McClean returned. Amber’s battle also went well, although 

she lost more dwarves than Jarl did. Doctor Roberts’s giant spider terrified the Asgardians back 

across their threshold with incessant flamethrower bursts. 

Immediately after Amber, Jarl, and Doctor Roberts left for their rally points, Professor 

McClean and Daniel took the Quasar Lite and exited Ivald from the southern entrance. They flew 

the Quasar back to Jotunheim on Jarl’s directions. They were in search of a large red oak tree 

that the giant, Tanemshad, had made into his home near a lake known as Lake Ymir. 

It didn’t take them long to find Tanemshad’s home, or Tanemshad. He stood on the cape 

overlooking a large body of what looked more like blood than water. It was said that Tanemshad 

despised any and all Asgardians or Midgardians, and that his energy to hunt and kill one or the 

other was limitless. Tanemshad, outside on the lawn before his home—held his hand up to the 

moon as if he were trying to hold it between his thumb and forefinger. When he heard the odd 

sound coming from behind him he turned around in time to see the Quasar Lite go soaring over 

his shoulder. Rage flooded through him at the sight of the annoying mechanical insect. 

Tanemshad swiped at them, but Professor McClean maneuvered out of his way. Professor 

McClean was an aerobatics pilot; that’s how he learned to fly. Amber couldn’t hold a candle to 

how nimbly and expertly her uncle flew the Quasar Lite. Daniel’s stomach turned as they spun 

around. Once he straightened the plane, Professor McClean sped off back the direction they 

came. Tanemshad stumbled after them, the fall of each foot causing minor earthquakes in the 

fields surrounding him. 

They flew over the river Ifling that separated Asgard country from Jotunheim. Tanemshad 

plunged into the river after them. The water came up to his waist as he waded to the other side 



and scrambled up the muddy bank. Professor McClean doubled back around to further 

antagonize the giant just as Tanemshad got to his feet on the other side of the river. Tanemshad 

plowed over forests after them, his arms raised like a child chasing after a firefly. Far away 

Odin’s tower was barely visible within the gray, misty distance. 

Doctor Roberts saw the Quasar Lite first, just as planned. As he put his finger on the flare 

button, he thought about why he was helping the very people he had been at odds with for the 

last four years. He rationalized that his need to get home justified doing so. After just a brief 

period of wandering through the Norse world, he no longer cared about gathering artifacts or 

thwarting Professor McClean’s efforts to make a breakthrough discovery. He wanted to climb 

back through that tunnel and go right back through Rurik’s door—back to reality. Reality: where 

everything made sense physically, logically, and rationally. Roberts pressed the button, which 

sent a flare into the sky over the battleground, signaling Jarl and Amber to proceed into the city. 

Amber saw the signal and ordered the juggernauts—dwarven fighters in heavy plate-mail—

to barrel through the gate. For each of the three juggernauts that entered the city, ten dwarves 

entered behind them to ensure their survival. As they entered, Amber looked up to the Quasar 

flying over the city walls with the giant, Tanemshad, on its tail. “We did our part. It’s up to you 

now, Daniel.” She said. 

Tanemshad plowed straight through the wall to Asgard, inspiring screaming citizens to take 

to the streets. Arrows from the Asgardian army stuck to Tanemshad, making him look like a 

pincushion. He yelled angrily, pounding his rocky fists against his chest as he kicked every 

building he could. Professor McClean flew outside the city limits and circled around to view the 

battle. Three sides of Asgard were under attack. Turmoil filled the streets as citizens ran towards 

the center of the city where Tanemshad had not yet progressed. 

“I think it’s time for me to go.” Daniel said. “Let’s land so I can get out and go up to the 

tower.” 

“Sure thing, Bud.” Professor McClean said, directing the nose of the plane up toward a clear 

field beneath the night sky. “Jarl gave you the key, right?” 

“Yep.” Daniel said, holding up the ancient golden key that looked like a small version of 

Larry’s. 

“Good luck.” McClean saluted Daniel with two fingers as they rolled to a stop on the field. 



Daniel lifted the canopy of the Quasar Lite and jump out. He drew the falcon headdress and 

put it on, feeling the wind catch him as he morphed into falcon form. He rocketed over the 

broken stone wall and over the city of Asgard. Below him, a sea of red and white flooded away 

from the castle toward each of the three entrances to the city. At the southwestern entrance to 

Asgard, Tanemshad was picking up carts and throwing them out of the city. The plan had gone 

better than they could have hoped. He needed only a distraction while he entered Odin’s tower to 

find out where the gods were being held captive. Daniel flew toward Odin’s tower and saw a 

balcony under the ceiling of cloud above. 

He landed on the balcony and took off the headdress. It was quiet up here. Every now and 

then, he heard the gruesome cries of some dwarf or Asgardian falling in battle below. The wind 

was harsher as well, nearly causing him to lose his footing. The structure of the tower was glass, 

but he couldn’t see through the opaque shine of the panels. Daniel saw one entrance to the tower 

from here: a glass door with the hole for a key—Jarl’s key; the key Odin gave to Heimdall in 

confidence that only he and two others would be endowed with the great responsibility of 

entering the tower. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Two — 
 
 

The Great Battle 
 
 

Daniel slid the golden key into the lock and turned. He heard a loud clunk in the glass panel. 

The opaque black door slid open. If not for the stone the dwarves had given him, Daniel would 

have had a lot of trouble seeing what lay within the tower. With it, he could see the swell of 

stairs at the bottom of a stairwell leading up to the next floor. Another door lay across the room, 

but Daniel knew of no way to enter that one. The need for haste prompted him to hurry up the 

steps to the next floor. 

When he reached the next level, Daniel looked around at the millions of books lining the 

walls. Otherworldly artifacts covered shelves and littered tables throughout the multi-story 

archive of information. He noticed another stairwell on the top floor of the room. 

Daniel made his way up the steps and, panting, stepped out onto a black and white tiled floor. 

There was another, taller bookcase with a ladder positioned in front of it. Across from the 

shelves was a chair. A boy with sandy blonde hair sat within the chair. As Daniel approached, 

the boy turned to look at him. His face was soft, his blue eyes forgiving, yet his jaw portrayed a 

raw hardness; the conviction of leadership. 

“Good evening, Daniel.” The boy said. 

“What are you doing here, kid?” Daniel asked. “It’s a school night where I come from.” 

The boy rolled his eyes. “If you haven’t more respect for a person you’ve only just met, I can 

only imagine the kind of respect you carry for one you’ve known for a long time.” The boy 

returned his eyes to the book in his lap. 

Daniel was taken aback. He wasn’t sure if the kid had just insulted him or not, but didn’t care 

enough to say anything else. 

“I know what you’re looking for,” said the boy without looking up. “I’m supposed to help 

you, but I’m not sure why.” 

“What do you mean you’re not sure?” Daniel asked. 

The boy closed the book and set it on the table nearby. “My name is Rurik. There’s a 

problem you’ve overlooked. I know you came through the passage in Jotunheim, which was the 



last remaining open gateway between this realm and Midgard. There are many other realms that 

connect to this one, but all gateways back to Midgard from here are gone.” 

“Couldn’t we just excavate that gateway? Pull the rocks out of the way and find the passage 

again?” 

“The enchantment that made that gateway possible has been destroyed.” Rurik said. 

“Does that mean we can’t go home?” 

Rurik laced his fingers together and peered over them at Daniel. “I don’t know. To recreate 

that kind of enchantment would require the powers of a god. Since the gods are locked away in 

Niflheim—locked and imprisoned by many dangerous guardians—returning to your world 

would require a miracle.” 

“So, is this the part where you decide whether or not to help me?” Daniel asked. 

Rurik tapped his boot on the floor, then got to his feet. He picked up a cane that had been 

lying next to the table of books and began walking toward Daniel. “First, I must discover if you 

are truly a descendant of the gods. If you are, then you’ll have no trouble defeating me in a duel. 

Are you ready?” The young boy by the name of Rurik drew a blade from the cane and readied it 

before him. 

Daniel unstrapped Miolnir and lifted it with two hands like a batter prepared to strike a 

baseball. “Ready when you are.” He responded. And so began the duel that would determine not 

just the fate of the lost travelers, but the fate of the very gods. 

Rurik struck first, lashing out at Daniel who could do no more than defend with the flat side 

of Thor’s mighty hammer against the flurry of Rurik’s blade. At the first sign of a break in 

Rurik’s chain of attacks, Daniel swung the hammer at Rurik’s middle. He jumped back, narrowly 

avoiding what would have incapacitated any mortal. Daniel raised the hammer once more as 

Rurik unleashed another deadly blitz of strikes, pushing Daniel back to the wall. 

He was too fast. Daniel could barely avoid being hit, much less take the offensive for longer 

than a swing or two. Something told him that his defense was all Rurik cared to test because, 

after several close calls leaving Daniel with deep cuts in his arms and shoulder, he realized that 

Rurik could have ended this right from the start. 

Daniel tried a downward strike, but Rurik caught it and knocked the attack away. “Come on, 

Daniel! Fight me like you mean it, like your whole life has led you to this moment. All you have 

learned and lived for comes down to this!” Rurik said between a series of strikes. 



Daniel dove under Rurik’s lash and came up quickly, jabbing him hard in the ribs with the 

spike of the hammer’s hilt. Rurik recovered and brought his strike down on top of Thor’s 

hammer. Daniel placed his hand on the side of the hammer and pushed it into Rurik’s chest, 

sending him stumbling backward. 

“Good!” Rurik said, only to pick up pace and put Daniel on the defensive again. “Do you 

think it’s a coincidence, your arrival here?” Rurik asked as though the two weren’t engaged in 

the heat of battle. 

Daniel grabbed Rurik’s wrist before he could bring his sword down on Daniel’s shoulder. He 

tried to do something he’d seen in the movies before and smack Rurik in the face with his 

forehead. It worked, but not the way he had hoped. The two parted dizzily, Daniel’s face aching 

like someone had decked him. Nobody ever looked like he felt after pulling one of those moves 

on TV. 

Rurik tried to hide his smile, but couldn’t. “Attack me as though the fate of the Gods rests in 

your hands, like you would die for Odin’s honor if asked!” 

Daniel took the offensive, pressing Rurik back and up the stairs behind him. He had to 

deflect each of Rurik’s timed blows as well as keep him guessing. It didn’t take long for Rurik to 

get around Daniel’s tactics and force him back down the steps. 

Rurik struck the hammer, releasing a gleaming ring from his blade. “A single error could end 

your life. Dozens of Midgardians like you have attempted to rescue the gods throughout the last 

millennium. All have been slaughtered on the road to glory!” Rurik thrust his blade at Daniel’s 

chest. 

Daniel raised the hammer to block, but Rurik parried and cut his thumb. Daniel ground his 

teeth together to stifle the pain as he dropped Thor’s hammer to the ground. He thought he had 

lost, that Rurik would stop attacking now that he had no weapon ready, only to see Rurik still 

coming at him. He sliced downward—Daniel dodged. He lashed horizontally—Daniel ducked. 

He flicked his blade in a jab intended for Daniel’s face, but Daniel shot a kick into Rurik’s shins, 

dropping him to the floor as Daniel recovered his stance. 

He thought about getting the hammer, but saw a dwarven rifle mounted to the wall at the 

bottom of the steps. Daniel tore it from its mount as Rurik leapt down the stairs and scraped his 

blade over the wall where Daniel had been a millisecond earlier. When Rurik turned, Daniel 

jabbed the gun’s nozzle into Rurik’s ribs and pulled the trigger. 



Click.... 

Nothing happened. 

Their eyes met. Rurik backed away slowly and sheathed his blade. “Well done. A lesson 

taught and a lesson learned. Follow me please.” He said in a kind voice and started up the stairs. 

“What, you’re not trying to kill me anymore?” Daniel said, picking up Thor’s hammer. He 

hurried up the steps to catch Rurik. 

“You had no way of knowing if the gun would work or not,” Rurik’s voice echoed down the 

stairwell, “but given the task of defeating your opponent by any and all means necessary you 

very well could have succeeded. I can’t say I’m disappointed that you didn’t, but you’ve proven 

your capability in my eyes.” 

“I guess that’s good, even though you didn’t seem to care when the battle should have been 

over for me.” Daniel mumbled. The walls surrounding the rising corridor were covered with 

paintings of landscapes and massive fortifications and strongholds. He saw several framed maps 

depicting unfamiliar landmarks and territories. 

“Do you know who I am, Daniel?” Rurik asked. 

“You said your name is Rurik, even though the only Rurik I know is the viking warlord that 

fled Europe to get away from the Holy Roman Empire a thousand years ago.” 

“Has it really been that long?” Rurik asked as he stepped onto the next floor and started 

down a vast hallway between towering, misty archways. Daniel followed. “Your information is 

accurate. I and my men were exiled for attacking a multitude merchant fleets. We never did 

anything to anyone who didn’t deserve what came to them, but that is from another lifetime ago. 

Our boat crashed off the east coast of the old lands, which wiped out most of my men. I and the 

other survivors retreated from the natives for weeks. We couldn’t get away from them. I began to 

have dreams of a secret place in the mountains where the air was thin like it was at home.” 

“What happened after that?” Daniel asked. 

“The last of my men died in a horrible ambush, but I found the place from my dreams. It 

brought me here. I went from the harsh reality of our world to what I had always believed was 

heaven. I dined with the gods in Asgard, held drink with the soldiers in Valhalla, clashed blades 

with the Aesir, and even ate of Iduna’s fruit. Since I was a mortal at the time, her apples 

rejuvenated me to an age where I am most capable. I became good friends with Odin, and that’s 

when things started getting odd.” 



“Odd?” Daniel shrugged when they stood before a great granite wall with Thor’s hammer 

emblazoned upon it. 

“Yes. Right after Odin elevated me to the status of a god—the caretaker of his tower and 

keep—he and the other gods disappeared. A number of strange artifacts appeared around this 

place after the ownership of the tower went to Bolwerk. Bolwerk allowed me to stay and keep 

my job, but I haven’t seen him in many years.” 

“So, you have no idea what happened to the gods then?” Daniel asked. 

“I know from Jarl’s last visit that the gods were last seen in Niflheim. When Bolwerk caught 

Jarl here, he sent him to work at the prison. I believe Bolwerk fully intends to make everyone 

forget about the gods—the only way to truly defeat a god.” 

“So why are we trying so hard to get to this seat when we already know where the gods are? 

Let’s just go to Niflheim already!” 

“Do you have any idea how large Niflheim is? Even with the aid of Thor’s hammer there is a 

good chance you would not live long enough to find the gods. We must use Odin’s seat, if only 

for the convenience of knowing precisely where you and your friends are going. In order to do 

that you must first destroy this barrier. Only Thor’s hammer can do this.” 

A dwarven battle-cry filled the air around the tower, reminding them that a battle was still 

going on below. 

Daniel looked up at the wall-sized block of stone. “All right, stand back.” Rurik moved to the 

far wall as Daniel drew Miolnir. Daniel sank the hammer into the wall of granite, sending a dull 

thud through the whole tower. Spritz of stone drizzled from the ceiling. Daniel hit the same spot 

again. CRACK! A huge crevice appeared in the block. He struck the object a final time, 

disintegrating the block to dust. The smoke cleared, leaving a dark passage ahead beyond the 

rubble. 

“Good work.” Rurik met his side. “Let’s proceed. I haven’t been to the top story of Odin’s 

tower in a thousand years.” 

“Ugh, more steps. I could have climbed the world tree in the time I’ve spent climbing the 

stairs of this tower.” Daniel complained. 

The two hurried up the steps. The walls fell away, revealing glass windows marching with 

the staircase climbing around a vast space in the center of the tower. They could see the battle 

raging below from three different areas of the city. Fires filled the city where Tanemshad’s 



destruction had progressed. The Asgardian defenses seemed utterly bewildered as the dwarves 

plowed through in their carts, showing their butts to the Asgardians as they rode past. The steps 

climbed to the ornate top story: Odin’s personal sanctuary. 

Most of the things Daniel saw around the room he didn’t understand. Hundreds of crystals 

littered the counters, along with silver knives, forks, and spoons. Apothecary equipment was 

spread out over a table on one of the many stories of the study. The entire central pillar of the 

level was a case for different grades and sizes of glass cookware. He saw several empty silver 

birdcages, and silver chains and incomplete sets of armor. Rurik led him around to a platform 

which led to an amazing glass balcony with a chair the size of a large armoire in the center. A 

footstool of gold lay on its side in front of the chair. 

“Lidscalf,” said Rurik. “Odin’s personal seat from which he was able to see all realms.” 

“This Odin dude sounds like quite a guy.” Daniel cocked his brow. 

Rurik glanced at Daniel from the corner of his eye. “You have no idea. Come, sit upon the 

throne of Odin: a seat that few have been so lucky to grace.” 

Daniel made his way onto the balcony and around to the front of the chair. While the 

structure of the chair looked crystal, beautiful crimson cushion lined the seat and armrests. He 

extended his hand toward the armrest. Daniel glanced at Rurik who was watching him curiously. 

“What’s going to happen to me when I sit here?” 

“I’ve never sat on the throne before. You will be the first Midgardian, ever. But you’re also 

the first Midgardian to ever wear the garb and wield the hammer of Thor.” 

“I’m no mythology expert, but there’s a big difference between Odin and Thor,” said Daniel. 

“How much more time do you believe your friends can buy you? Once they inevitably retreat 

to the mountains, Bolwerk will realize that someone has infiltrated the tower and investigate 

immediately. You already know that you aren’t the first to come looking for answers here.” 

“But I am the first to get this far, something that I’m trying not to take for granted by dying 

from some trick.” 

Rurik shrugged, crossing his arms as he leaned against the glass wall nearby. 

Unfortunately, Rurik was right. He didn’t have time to second-guess. Daniel licked his lips, 

touching the fabric of the chair with his finger. Nothing happened. Daniel placed Thor’s hammer 

on the floor by the chair. He took a deep breath, turned around, and sat down. He reclined in the 

seat and put his arms on the armrests. 



“Okay,” Daniel said, “nothing’s—” 

The feeling of taking off on a roller-coaster shot through him. His fingers locked onto the 

armrests and his legs and heels pulled tight to the seat. His eyes widened as his perception 

rocketed into the sky. He was able to see everything. He panned around the leafless world tree, 

Yggdrasil. Universal silence fell over his ears. The array of brilliant stars above gleamed 

throughout the endless night sky. Soldiers were hurrying down the Bifrost bridge toward Asgard. 

Professor McClean, in the red, white, and blue Quasar Lite, was flying east toward Svartalheim 

once more. Most of the dwarves were retreating from the city without pursuit. The Asgardians 

were too busy trying to take down Tanemshad, who was still having a great time kicking through 

the city. 

A voice spoke from far away: “Niflheim.” It was the voice of his own mind, but his 

consciousness was bogged down with so much precise information and detail that he could 

barely hear it. As though complying with the thought, Daniel’s visual of the world began to 

move. He swept over mountains and valleys to the north, leaving all familiarity behind. The 

ground turned to ice as he neared sea-level. Continents of glaciers dissolved into rich black 

water. Waterfalls began to fall from out of the sky. Daniel realized that they were falling from 

enormous floating islands. Flocks of otherworldly birds with lizard-like bodies and leathery 

wings soared between the weightless blocks of earth. The place was both beautiful and 

hauntingly lonely at the same time. 

“The gods: where are the gods?” He willed himself to think. 

His vision moved up a wall of ice and stone. The wind went from serene at the lower 

atmosphere to catastrophic as he graced the pinnacle of the mountaintop. Sitting amidst the 

incessant surge of snow was a small temple. A man in a black cloak emerged from the building. 

Two birds flew from the tree and nestled on the man’s shoulders. He immediately disappeared in 

a puff of black smoke. Upon the door of the temple was a great coat of arms that he didn’t have 

time to investigate. 

A moment later, Daniel was being shaken back into the consciousness of his own body. 

Rurik pulled him out of the chair and began slapping his face. “Come on, Daniel! We need to get 

you out of here immediately!” 



“What?” Daniel looked around sleepily. His brain hurt from the minute or so he spent on the 

seat. Everything in the vision was so crisp and clear, like looking through the eyes of the falcon. 

“It’s Bolwerk,” said Rurik. “He’s here!” 

 
 
 — 

 
 

Amber called for a retreat hours earlier. She and her dwarven troops were still trying to brush 

off the last of the defending Asgardians as they made for the mountains. Bristleboar—the golden 

pig that belonged to the god, Frey—was getting tired of lugging her around. She had run out of 

dwarven treats for him, so he was grumpy on top of being tired. 

She and the remnants of her group were making their way up one of the last inclines 

preceding the entrance to Svartalheim. The moon was a large pale orb peeking through the net of 

clouds in the sky above. Snow was beginning to fall upon the land. The path wound up the wall 

and came dangerously close to a ledge as it rounded the west entrance to the realm. 

They hadn’t been ambushed in an hour, so Amber was ready to believe that the Asgardians 

had given up. She only hoped that they had won Daniel enough time to get to Odin’s seat. She 

was exhausted among other things. Her stomach grumbled constantly, and her eyelids were 

beginning to slide down over her eyes as she lazily drove Bristleboar on. 

Amber couldn’t remember when she fell asleep, but the next thing she knew, she was 

walking through a beautiful white castle with tall gothic doors and long, spacious walkways. Her 

direction in the dream was aimless; the visual moved without her comprehension or will. She 

ascended high stairways that towered over the valleys of the lower castle. The style of the palace 

progressed as she moved deeper through its corridors, the walls transforming into rays of glass 

that crisscrossed over the walkway. The way continued on like the distant hall of a perfectly 

arranged orchard of trees. 

Something appeared at the end of the passage, a blurry gray object like a train on the tracks 

coming over the horizon in the distance. It started small, and then grew as it drew closer. It was a 

dog or a wolf from what she could tell. The creature bounded toward her, moving at such a 

ferocious speed that when its forelegs struck the ground its whole body crashed forward, 

thundering the palace with its enormous movement. Fear overtook her and she tried to run but 

she could not stop moving ever closer to the monstrous dog as it moved for her. The space 



between the two shortened. She could see the wrinkles in the dog’s great muzzle and the slosh of 

the creature’s pelt over its muscle before it leapt at her. 

Amber’s eyes flew open and she screamed. Bristleboar jerked back onto his hind legs in 

horror, squealing frantically. What Amber didn’t know was that they had reached a narrow 

walkway while she was asleep. When Bristleboar reared back, she went tumbling down his back 

and off the cliff into the cloudy white mist below. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Professor Aaron McClean maneuvered the Quasar Lite—one of the fastest fuel-efficient 

machines ever built by man in the twenty-first century—between the mountains of Ivald, home 

to the realm of Svartalheim where the dwarven king, Oberon, and his subjects held quarter. The 

winds were strong, but he cut through them regardless. After leading Tanemshad to Asgard, 

Aaron’s job was to return straight to Svartalheim but couldn’t recognize where he was. The 

dwarves had upgraded the plane in a lot of ways, but the instruments still went haywire every 

time he fired up the engine. 

A beam of pale white light fired over the shoulder of the plane, narrowly missing him. 

Professor McClean’s eyes widened as an eruption of rock tumbled down the wall up ahead 

where the beam struck. He pulled up, spinning as the propellor choked and the plane slowly 

succumbed to the motion of gravity once more. His view turned down so that he could see his 

pursuer. It was a flying chariot, pale and bright as the moon. The illuminated rider held a globe 

of light in one hand and directed his black steed with the other. 

Professor McClean smirked. “So you think you can out-fly me, eh? You might have just 

signed your own death-warrant, chump!” The propeller spun back into life as the Quasar Lite fell 

into a downward spiral. 

The moon chariot diverted course and took off down the channel between the mountains as 

Professor McClean became the chaser. This didn’t last as, a moment later, a second chariot 

flanked his left. The rider of this one was a woman with dark lavender hair, carrying a pitch 

black orb in hand. A black beam grazed the wing as McClean tilted it out of the way. He 

recognized these figures: they were the night and the moon, Nott and Mani. The chariot riders 



who governed the moon and the night across the sky until their end during the final days of 

Ragnorak. 

“Must be working for Bolwerk if they’re attacking me,” said the professor. 

Mani—the rider flying down the Quasar’s sights—pulled up, his black horse galloping in 

haste as if its four hooves were still planted firmly upon the ground. Professor McClean avoided 

another attack from Nott by doing a quick loop-the-loop and was suddenly behind her. She 

glared over her shoulder, her purple hair billowing in the wind. Mani was coming right at him in 

a kamikaze style attack: one of Aaron McClean’s famous chicken maneuvers. The two screamed 

toward one another. McClean’s eyes were fixed upon Mani, but his objective was Nott. 

Just as the two were about to strike, Professor McClean tried to spin out of the way. Mani 

attempted a similar move, except his chariot clipped the end of the Quasar’s wing, knocking 

Mani into a tree hanging off a nearby cliff-ledge. Mani had to make an emergency landing as he 

was hanging off the remnants of his chariot for dear life. There was no apparent damage to the 

Quasar’s wing. He made for Nott who took a right at the fork that divided around another 

mountain range. Snow was beginning to fall from the sky as they climbed in altitude. 

Professor McClean remained on Nott’s tail. She looked over her shoulder and stared in 

horror at the Quasar Lite’s ability to effortlessly gain upon her. She moved left and right in front 

of him—trying to shake him—but he was too good. 

“Don’t start a dogfight you can’t finish!” McClean grinned. 

Nott glanced at him, smirking. She fired a stream of black energy across the shelf of snow 

and rock up ahead, and then spiraled downward into the crevice below. An avalanche of powder 

white began rumbling down the mountainside right over the way ahead. Professor McClean 

stayed on Nott, keeping her in his view as she soared into the darkened depths of the realm 

below. 

The horse carried the chariot between slabs of stone and wall with the Quasar Lite in hot 

pursuit. Caves and tunnels honeycombed the mountain as they descended. The minimal light 

Mani provided outside began to dim as the snow encased the way behind them. Professor 

McClean saw everything. In his pocket was the stone the dwarves had given Daniel so that he 

could see through the darkness of the mountains. Nott pulled up and jetted through a network of 

passages. 



The Quasar Lite turned with his will as he maneuvered the vessel through increasingly 

narrow tunnels. McClean maintained a constant sideways and upside-down flight as he spun 

between the caves. Rock was replaced by enormous crooked roots, jutting in and out of the path. 

Flimsy branches and wiry root-hairs brushed the side of the Quasar Lite. The space opened up to 

a hollow grotto where they seemed to be flying through nothingness. At first, McClean thought 

he was looking at some strange other-worldly artifact, but realized that they were flying right 

next to the mighty sleeping face of a pitch-black dragon. Worms riddled the dragon’s face and 

the ground below. Nott pulled up once more and after a minute or two, they were back outside. 

She continued straight up into the air, her horse pulling the chariot vertically alongside the 

mountain wall. Professor McClean followed. Below them spread a sea of worms and maggots, 

feasting on the wood of the world tree. 

When they ascended higher than the mountain they continued climbing past a tall, square 

structure of stone blocks. At the top of this, the great tree of Yggdrasil rose and filled the sky 

with trunks and decayed leafless tree limbs. Nott glanced over her shoulder and laughed at 

Professor McClean. In doing-so, she didn’t see the big falcon spread its wings and take off from 

its roost in the treetops. The falcon narrowly avoided being run down by the crazy goddess, but 

her chariot jostled out of control. Nott screamed as her horse collided with the huge column of a 

tree branch, toppling the two over into a wooden basin grooved into the grain of the limb. 

McClean saw her fall free of the broken chariot and collapse before she passed out of view. 

On the flat stone structure surrounding the world tree, Professor McClean saw a small broken 

down fort. He set the Quasar Lite down on the flat stone floor outside the building, hardly able to 

believe he had survived the last ten minutes. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Rurik led Daniel back through Odin’s tower. The two were on their way down the steps to 

the floor where Daniel entered when they saw a man in a forest green robe crouched in the center 

of an odd circle of tiled floor with his back to them. It was the same man that was in front of the 

temple Daniel saw in Niflheim. Rurik quietly tugged Daniel behind several shelves of glass 

cookware. He held his finger over his lips for silence and peered around the corner. 



The man stood up, revealing a bald spot on the center of his domed head between a circle of 

frizzy white hair. Rurik returned from looking around the corner and focused on something 

strange amidst the glass cookware. He blinked and picked up a sealed tea-kettle and small sealed 

mineral jar. Rurik then shoved these two items in Daniel’s hands. “I don’t have time to explain,” 

he whispered, “but take these and destroy them when your dwarven friends have returned to their 

home in the safety of Svartalheim. I’ll see you soon, I promise!” 

“RURIK!” The balding man roared, filling the hall with the sound of his voice. 

Rurik gave a choked expression as he raised his hands and appeared in a puff of smoke by 

the man’s side fifty-yards away. “What brings you to Odin’s Tower, my liege?” 

The man backhanded Rurik and glared at him. “How many times do I have to tell you never 

to mention that name in my presence?” 

“I’m sorry. What brings your greatness to Bolwerk’s Tower of Wonder and Mysteries?” 

Rurik asked facetiously. 

“I need a powerful spell-book, one that will open the realm between this one and Midgard.” 

“Why ever would you need to do that, Master Bolwerk?” Rurik asked. 

“I intend to do what I should have done a long time ago. I’m going to open the realm so that I 

may enter it and destroy it. The Midgardians that came through those portals have caused more 

trouble than you can imagine. They have provoked a war that their kind will never be capable of 

winning.” 

Daniel gulped from his hiding place. 

“Do you feel it would be wise to punish an entire race based on the actions of a select few? 

None of the other Midgardians that have wandered over to this side have caused the kind of 

trouble this group has.” Rurik said. 

“We destroyed the known entrances to Midgard long ago so that we wouldn’t have to engage 

with the Midgardians again—so that they could be alone with their collective consciousness to 

destroy one another as they have always aspired. That was Odin’s plan for them after Ragnorak 

anyway.” 

“I urge you to reconsider. But if you insist, then follow me.” Rurik started up the steps, 

leading the man with the bald dome away. Daniel immediately crept toward the balcony from 

where he entered. 



“Oh, one more thing.” Bolwerk said and turned around. His eyes locked upon Daniel who 

was standing directly in the center of the tiled circle. “What the bloody blazes?” 

Rurik grabbed hold of Bolwerk’s shoulder with one hand and directed his other at Daniel. 

“FORSVINNA!” Rurik growled, causing Daniel to disappear within the circle instantly. 

Daniel saw nothing more as the world dissolved in a swirl of brilliant light. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Doctor Roberts and his squad of dwarves returned to Svartalheim deep in the mountains of 

Ivald. Jarl returned with most of his troops as well. They waited an hour for Daniel, Amber, and 

Professor McClean, but not one of the three came back. They had no choice but to assume the 

worst. Amber’s troops claimed that she fell off Bristleboar outside the entrance to Svartalheim. 

Professor McClean’s disappearance was much more complicated. After he left Tanemshad to his 

destruction of the city, no one knew of his whereabouts. The same went for Daniel. 

“What do we do now: wait for Bolwerk to send the Asgardian army here to pummel us?” 

Doctor Roberts asked as he took a seat on one of the benches in the Military Quarter. 

“No way the Asgardians are going to attack us again after a successful operation like that!” 

Commander Bolro, the commander of the dwarven army said as he entered the circular room. 

“Called their bluff and sent ‘em home with a black eye. Sorry your buddies didn’t come back.” 

He shrugged as he passed Jarl. 

“They will.” Jarl said, hopeful. He didn’t know what could have happened to Daniel, but he 

had Thor’s hammer before he went into battle. That alone was enough to convince Jarl that 

Daniel was alive. Amber, on the other hand: if she fell off the road where the dwarves claimed, 

there wasn’t much chance of survival. “Roberts,” said Jarl. “You and I will go look for the girl. 

She might have fallen, but we won’t run into any Asgardians looking for her in the lower 

necropolis.” 

In the time it took Jarl to finish speaking, Roberts’s expression had changed three times. It 

went from bored to outraged to terrified in a span of five seconds. “Necropolis? Here?” 

“Yes, Svartalheim has been around for tens of thousands of years. The dwarves have 

hollowed out most of this mountain through centuries of civilization and rule. They only started 



moving closer to the surface after Sol and Dag disappeared, allowing them to go outside at their 

leisure.” 

“You don’t really think we’ll find her that deep in the mountain do you?” Doctor Rivers 

smiled. “If she fell outside then she would land outside, right?” 

“Not necessarily. The many lower levels of Svartalheim navigate alongside Mimir’s River—

the dwarves’ constant water source. There’s a chance she might have fallen into the river itself, 

which she might have survived. Searching beats sitting around here with nothing to do.” 

“Opposed to walking around dark mountains aimlessly, I’d rather do nothing.” Roberts 

crossed his arms. 

“Come on.” Jarl put his hand on Doctor Roberts’s shoulder and led him into the Svartalheim 

city streets. He protested, but Jarl didn’t care. Jarl spent the better part of a thousand years 

waiting patiently for someone to come along and save the world and now he was supposed to 

wait around again? 

“But why do you need me?” Doctor Roberts asked. 

“You’re my bait in case we run into any earth dragons. One must always bring a distraction 

for the nastier creatures underground.” Jarl joked. 

“Are there really dragons in these mountains?” Rivers squeaked. 

“Sure, but there’s much worse than dragons hiding beneath the surface of the world. This 

will be fun.” Jarl laughed. Doctor Rivers gulped. The two continued through the halls until they 

reached the entry foyer where they descended a set of narrow, dusty steps that led down into the 

darkened halls of the forgotten necropolis. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Three — 
 
 

Travis’s Vessel 
 
 

It had rained constantly over the next few days, filling each of the jars to the brim. This 

presented a problem as Travis was unable to work on the boat so he had just watched The 

Adventures of The Quasar Lite between turning off the power to preserve the battery. With so 

many storms going on, he couldn’t see anything in the distance or in the sky: bad news for 

someone praying for clear weather. Travis didn’t need to have an intricate understanding of the 

Coast Guard’s inner workings to know that the longer one remained a castaway, the more likely 

that person wasn’t coming back.  

During a spell where it rained lightly for an hour, Travis hauled the plane by the rope down 

the beach to a place where it was in view of the cave entrance. For one: so he could make sure 

the wind didn’t blow it back out into the water. Secondly, watching it got him thinking. As the 

storms and waves crashed behind it, Travis stared at the plane from the threshold of his new 

sanctuary. Flickers of lightning illuminated the shape and color of the vessel as the churning 

clouds mixed in the sky. He noticed the remaining propeller was broken; the nose crunched 

inward. 

When Travis was eight years old, his grandfather passed away and his family inherited his 

sailboat. Joseph Wheeler then took both he and his brother, Justin, out to Lake Ouachita and 

taught them how to sail. Travis couldn’t remember very much, but could probably still sail if he 

had a boat with which to do it. He remembered now that there was a sail in one of the crates in 

the cave. 

The morning following, the sun finally greeted him through an array of distant clouds. First, 

he scooped out most of the sand that had collected in the plane’s cockpit, which lightened it 

enough so he could push it with ease on its landing gear. He spent the next ten-minutes tearing 

through remaining connection between the wing and the plane. The rest of the day, he worked on 

the boat, figuring out how he could get the wood from the crates to carry the aluminum plane 

while maintaining the round hull of the boat. 



Travis unrolled the sail he’d found in the cave and nailed together a mast to fit it, which fell 

apart multiple times while he tested it running around the island. He figured out quickly that this 

wasn’t a mild wind off the lake he was working with, it was the ocean—the major leagues; the 

big boys’ turf. As useful as some of the items he’d uncovered in the cave were, he didn’t have 

the necessary tools to create something strong enough to compete with that kind of force. “I 

don’t need to compete with it, I need to use it. And that’s where I’m having trouble.” 

Throughout the day, he ate bananas to keep up his strength, which was a necessity after he 

started using the fire axe to break up the boards of the crates. Fishing took too long, and he didn’t 

have a place to store the fish, nor did he want to use the propane tank too often. It wasn’t a very 

large tank, and at this point it was his only method of starting a fire when he gathered enough dry 

grass and sticks to start one. Bananas worked fine, although Travis didn’t intend to eat any more 

bananas if he ever got back home. 

The sun had begun to set in the west, a glowing orb making its way closer to the sea. Travis 

ceased his chopping and stared at the ocean rolling in and out to the distant horizon. All of it 

moved constantly, forever and ever. There was never a single moment where the entire world, or 

even a small part of it, was ever—or would ever be—still at any given time. The thought made 

him think about home, about the individual leaves on all the trees, and about people in general. 

Everyone’s moving so quickly all the time, they don’t make room for appreciating something 

like a stove, or a refrigerator, or the fact that they have a comfortable place to sleep more often 

than not. 

The world that people have engineered is a drama: from coast to coast on any continent, there 

is an invisible force that drives all to be and act and exist in a certain way. Out in the middle of 

nowhere, no one’s there to tell you you’re making too much noise or using an axe incorrectly. 

There aren’t any speed limits or parents telling you what to do. In a way, Travis had found the 

last paradise left in the world. And paradise wouldn’t be possible with another person there to 

negate the deserted island that personified not only loneliness, but also freedom. 

He stared at the island in the distance. “If I die swimming back to shore, I’ll at least have 

tried to get off this island. I’m not dead. The world can pretend I am all it wants, but I’m not 

going to roll over and die because it says I should.” 

As if to spite Travis’s words, he noticed after another thirty minutes of work, that blisters 

were beginning to swell in the worn areas of his hands where he held the axe. He would have 



given anything to keep going and finish the project just to ease his mind’s worry about the 

pirates’ eventual return, but one does not work into pain especially at the end of the day. 

Travis caught a fish later that evening after he got his usual case of twilight munchies. He 

was surprised no one flew over that day—none that he saw or noticed. It was one of those placid 

days where no one bothers you. Considering the previous few days, he had gotten quite a lot 

done. The Streamer 260 was less of a plane and more of a boat now, his mast experiment was 

eagerly awaiting the proposal for version 1.2, and he had split half of the wooden slabs to half of 

their initial width. He would be ready to begin nailing the pieces together the next morning. 

He only caught one fish and put it over the small fire he’d made from the last of the sticks 

and grass he had gathered for kindling. After the rain, the grass had grown an inch or so. Travis 

had begun to gather the grass in the brush surrounding the outside camp, and let it yellow in the 

sun. It was the only way he could get the sticks from the shrubs to burn, which then burned the 

crisscrossing rods of extra crate-wood. It all burned fast, within a minute or so; hardly enough 

time to cook a meal, but Travis was desperate. He didn’t like bananas very much before this 

endeavor, but he would die peacefully if he never had to eat another banana again. 

The next morning, Travis woke to an overcast sky. With his sunburn fresh and painful on his 

shoulders from the work of the day prior, a little less sun for today didn’t bother him. He’d had a 

dream about his boat the night before. It wasn’t what he had concocted so far at all, but it gave 

him a good idea for what to do next. He didn’t have enough crate-wood or nails to build a perfect 

hull around the base of the plane’s cockpit. The crate-wood would be used to reinforce and hold 

together the foundation of his newest prototype. Assuming his hands could hold out through the 

morning, he might have the boat ready and assembled by the next day. 

Travis took the fire axe and chopped at the base of one of the fatter, straighter palm trees on 

the island. It took him about an hour and a half of hacking off and on throughout the morning to 

chop through the thick chunks of tree husk until the palm tree creaked to the side and broke from 

its base. Travis then severed the leafy head and dropped it in the cave to dry for a fire later. He 

did this again, working with huge swollen blisters on both hands, until he had a second tree of 

similar size and diameter. 

He rolled them over to the plane and dug a trench by hand under the landing gear. Once the 

trench was complete and the plane body was positioned carefully on either side of the trench 

walls, Travis unscrewed the nuts and bolts holding the landing gear on. With the landing gear out 



of the way, Travis pushed each log down the trench until the plane was sitting atop the two logs 

like skis. He wrapped the whole thing with as much rope as he could spare and nailed crate wood 

to the sides as further reinforcement. 

By the time the cloudy sky began to darken into evening, Travis’s hands hurt too badly to 

hold a fishing pole so he ate bananas again. Of all the things the pirates had in those crates, he 

wished more than anything that there was a first-aid kit in there. He let the ocean water run over 

bleeding sores that traced the creases in his flesh and oozed from the pads of his fingers. He felt 

like he had only just begun the work as well. There was so much left to do. 

“At least most of the big stuff is out of the way.” He shook his head, tossing a banana peel 

into the big pile he’d left around the base of the banana bushes. 

Travis withdrew his uBox phone and turned it on. The power was at sixty percent of the little 

battery that signified the device’s life at the top right of the touch screen. Oddly enough, he had 

been able to watch most of the Quasar episodes he downloaded before the trip without any 

trouble. Travis didn’t think he would have much trouble without it in the event that it was 

destroyed or malfunctioned, but it had been nice to kick back at the end of the day and keep up 

with his favorite show. He slept easily that night.  

Travis had dreamt that he was back home in his bedroom. It had seemed so vivid and realistic 

as his eyes moved over the scenery and he saw his posters, his computer, and all the Quasar Lite 

novelties that littered his bedroom. When he heard the endless sound of waves beyond the 

doorway to his sanctuary, he tried to stay with the dream for as long as possible. If only he could 

pull back the drapes over his window and peer through the blinds at the front yard, he might be 

able to ignore the waves and pretend he’d been rescued, that the Coast Guard had picked him up 

and carried him home while he was asleep. His father would be so happy to have him home, he’d 

have a tall stack of pancakes waiting for him downstairs and he wouldn’t have to eat flavorless 

bananas for breakfast again. In the end, Travis finally got up with the same painful headache that 

waited for him to rouse each morning. Ever since he found the sail in the crate, Travis had been 

using it as a pillow. It wasn’t much better than the ground or his shirt, but he least his neck didn’t 

ache as much. Today, it was his throat that hurt. 

He exited the cave to another cloudy morning. The sun wasn’t quite over the horizon yet so it 

was still partially dark. He took a morning whiz in the ocean, and washed his hands in the tide 

off the dune. Staring into the face reflected on the surface of the water, Travis no longer 



recognized it as himself. He had lost at least half of his body weight. His face was gaunt, and he 

had lost a considerable amount of body fat. 

A new reason to continue his project and get away from this island dawned on him. His 

health was dwindling. Bananas and the occasional fish weren’t part of any diet he had ever heard 

of, and his body was beginning to starve for real nutrients. He hadn’t had a solid bowel 

movement since the second or third day after his being marooned on the island. The energy he 

used to wake up with every morning was starting to desert him. He felt sicker and sicker each 

time he woke from the comfort of his dreams to this nightmare—this lonely world where only he 

existed. 

He tried to drink some of the water he’d saved in the jars and choked on it. After, he spent 

the next five minutes coughing his lungs out. Travis began to realize what his body was doing. It 

hadn’t been apparent until now because he was so busy trying to get the boat ready. The effort he 

had exerted the previous day probably had a lot to do with how crappy he felt this morning. He 

hadn’t understood how symbiotic a life is to the bonds it develops as it matures. To take all those 

bonds away and leave the body with nothing was condemning it to an inevitable death. His body 

was preparing itself to die. 

The idea of work made him want to crawl back in the cave and continue sleeping. Getting up 

and working hardly made sense anyway. If his father didn’t think he was dead right after his 

disappearance, two weeks later the thought certainly had to have crossed his mind once or twice. 

After what happened to Justin, Travis couldn’t bear to think about how his father was feeling 

right now some two thousand or so miles away. Even disappearing by accident made him feel 

ashamed and guilty. He shouldn’t have gone on the stupid trip to Florida, not so soon after 

Justin’s untimely departure. It had only been a month. His dad needed him. 

“He still needs me.” Travis said in a voice that sounded scratchy and rough; unfamiliar. “I 

don’t have a choice. If I’m gonna die, I’ll die working to save my life. One or the other.” He 

smiled and tried to laugh at the irony, only to begin coughing again. His head spun with nausea. 

It had really hit while he was asleep.  

Travis sighed, and noticed the shirt rolled around the stick that he used as a flag. He hadn’t 

forgotten to put it up on the days that it didn’t storm. Today, it looked like it might, but he at 

least needed his beacon functional for the off chance that someone might find him and take him 

away from this place. It had become less like a paradise and more like punishment. He 



clambered to the top of the island where the rock faces had helped levee his boulder, which aided 

in drawing the plane from the ocean. He planted the stick with the unrolled shirt in the crevice, 

where the shirt fluttered in the wind. Travis took a moment to survey the gray storm clouds 

looming in the sky. Thunder growled in the distance.  

It wasn’t part of his ideal breakfast, but once Travis got down he decided on bananas. 

“What’s for breakfast today?” He asked himself as he peeled the still-green skin from the soft 

middle. “Bananas? Awe, but we had bananas yesterday and the day before that. What’s for 

lunch? You guessed right, kiddo: bananas. And don’t go asking what’s for dinner, because I 

think you know the answer to that question already.” 

In spite of his facetious attitude, Travis did feel better after he got a few bananas into his 

system—well enough to work on the plane for an hour or two. There were a few holes in the 

plane’s hull. Travis patched them as best as he could with the crate wood, hoping the nails held. 

The palm tree logs were going to be doing most of the work in the water, but the risk of 

overflowing was going to be the biggest issue. 

It didn’t rain, but Travis’s exhaustion and sickness were catching up to him. By late morning, 

his cough had developed into a full croup. He had bad coughs before, but this one clawed at the 

inner lining of his throat, burning down to his lungs as he hacked for minutes at a time. 

After eating a few more bananas, Travis went over the cockpit of the plane one last time to 

make sure everything would be okay. It took a lot of work, but he managed to slide into the 

pilots’ seat, his head thumping against the hollow headrest. This made his eyes widen. Travis 

couldn’t believe how stupid he had been. He folded the copilots’ seat forward. Behind the seat 

was an array of wet papers and maps, all of which was covered with mildew. Under the papers 

was what he should have found much sooner than he did: a medical kit. There was also a long, 

yellow mechanical box at the side. As the winds picked up, Travis carried the box and the kit 

into the cave. He wanted to get as much work done before it rained as possible so he would 

examine them later. 

Chopping through the aluminum of the wing he had broken off the plane nearly crippled him. 

Dizziness clouded his head as he hacked down the middle of it with the fire axe. His hands and 

fingers burned in such excruciating pain that he could no longer feel them. The muscles in his 

arms, legs, chest, and stomach ached to the point where they convulsed at the end of each 

projected effort. The axe handle slipped at times from the blood and pus leaking from the 



wounds on his fingers. This would be his final contribution to his escape. It had to be ready by 

the end of the day because he knew he wouldn’t be able to bring himself to leave the cave and 

work if his health got any worse, which it couldn’t possibly get any better without medicine. He 

needed antibiotics for whatever was slowing eating away at his insides. 

He nailed together the pieces of the aluminum wing like a cross and used the last of the rope 

to bind them together. It kind of looked like a big kite. The sail came with ties to tie the different 

parts of the fabric to different areas. It was way bigger than Travis needed, so he used the 

machete to cut the cloth, making sure to leave enough for the wind to catch and tug. His fingers 

hurt so the whole process took a lot longer than it should have. He got frustrated when the wind 

picked up what he was cutting and tried to carry it off. When he finally got the two parts looking 

like he wanted, he was so exhausted he fell asleep with the soft extra material of the sail bunched 

under his head. 

A few minutes later, his eyes flew open to the sound of thunder overhead. He had forgotten 

about the storm. Travis tried to get up but the sail material had come undone, encasing him in 

sheets of white. Tumbling and rolling in the cloth, Travis frantically clawed at the different 

sections of the sail, praying for the exit. When he finally found it, the two pieces of sail he’d 

created were gone. The storm winds had stolen them while Travis was resting. He was fortunate 

enough to find one caught between the rock wall and the banana plants. He stored it in the cave. 

On his way out, he saw the other in the water about three tides out. It would be lost if he didn’t 

go after it right away. 

Travis ran as fast as he could until he hit the water. Then an overwhelming sense of fatigue 

pounded through his arms and legs as he paddled. The waves crashed around him, pushing him 

back and forth as he fought to stay afloat. Two days earlier, he’d have had no trouble getting out 

into the water and retrieving that sail. Now, he could barely suck in enough air to hold him while 

he was fighting underwater to get back to the surface. “I’ve got to get it back!” He thought. “It’s 

the only way!” A fresh sense of urgency pushed adrenaline into his veins. Travis knew that he 

could get the sail back, but he’d be spent once he returned to the island, assuming he could even 

get back without being torn apart by the waves. 

He swam at the top of a huge wave and saw it from above floating face down in the water 

like a corpse. For a moment, Travis saw the floating form of Hank Barlow—face down with his 

arms and legs splayed around him. When he blinked, he saw the sail again. Lightning speared 



through the sky. Thunder reverberated through the heavens as Travis grabbed onto the sail and 

kicked the other direction. The island wasn’t far, but his muscles were shot. He sucked in air 

when he got the opportunity, but even when he was above the water rain swept over the churning 

sea in sheets. 

Somehow, the tide brought him down hard on the sand of the island’s shore. He coughed 

maddeningly with the sail clutched in one bleeding hand. The aluminum at the end of the mast 

had torn a fresh cut across his already wounded palm. The tide poured through his frail body 

once again, shoving him into motion up the dune. Travis gripped the sail and crawled from the 

salty sea to the cave where he collapsed in the rocky descending hall, panting from the effort and 

coughing when he could spare a breath to do so. 

He had done it. He had brought both sails back. The rest of the sail material had blown away, 

but he didn’t need it anymore. Travis remembered that his shirt was still sitting on top of the 

island, but didn’t care to retrieve it. He sat on the outside wall of the cave next to the yellow box 

he’d found earlier. Travis thought it looked like a thermos, but when he picked it up it was too 

heavy. There were two latches on either side. He pressed them both at the same time and the box 

clicked. One half slid off, and there was a switch and a light on the inside. That was all. The 

switch was set to OFF. He frowned at it, wondering what it could be for. He flipped the switch to 

ON, and the light began to blink red. It didn’t do anything else. 

Shrugging, Travis set the yellow box aside and picked up the medical kit. Inside was a 

Snickers bar, one small bottle of hydrogen peroxide, a box of Band-Aids, two rolls of bandages 

and bandage tape, two bottles of triple-antibiotic cream, an orange flare gun and three rounds, a 

bottle of Aspirin, and a bottle of prescription strength Naproxen tablets. At the very bottom of 

the kit was a small pistol and six bullets for it rolling around at the bottom. Travis immediately 

ate the Snickers, took two Aspirin for his fever, and a Naproxen to help relieve his aching 

muscles. He seemed to remember taking Naproxen when Justin cracked his collarbone by 

accident two years earlier. The medicine probably wouldn’t be enough to bring him back to full 

health, but it would hold him over for the night. 

Travis poured the hydrogen peroxide over the cut on his hand, waited for it to dry, then 

smeared the antibiotic cream over the wound. He unrolled a bandage and wrapped it tight around 

his palm. 



There was nothing else for him to do but rest and finish the next episode of The Adventures 

of the Quasar Lite. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Part Seven — 
 
 

The Darkness Within 
 
 

— One — 
 
 

The Path to the World Tree 
 
 

Amber opened her eyes to the sound of dripping water. It thunked repeatedly in a small pool 

by her head. She tried to move, but her armor was too heavy. She lay sprawled on the bank of a 

shallow river beneath a large shelf of stone with her legs still soaking in the water. A wall rose 

from the opposite bank and climbed beyond her vision.  

She took off her helmet, which was difficult with much of her hair caught in the ornamental 

hooks and shapes of the helm. Taking off her chest-plate was even more difficult because she’d 

had the dwarves’ help putting it on. Once she loosened the straps keeping the piece in place, she 

was able to pull it off, and then take off her leggings. Her under-armor felt much more 

comfortable. Her body still hurt from the fall, but at least now she could move around. She 

wrapped her belt and scabbard around her waist and got to her feet. 

Surveying her surroundings a little better, Amber saw a cave entrance leading into the 

mountain behind her. She sighed, thinking it best to begin her journey through the mountains 

while she wasn’t too hungry. A light flashed over her shoulder, causing her to turn around and 

pull her seax from the sheath on her calf. Amber gasped as Daniel appeared before her eyes and 

fell down on his face between a break in the streams. 

“Daniel?” She gasped. Several pieces of glassware fell out of his hands and rolled across the 

gravel before him. 

“Oh crap!” Daniel planted a hand on his head, wincing. “My head feels like someone cut it 

open and sewed it closed. What the heck happened?” 

“Daniel, where did you come from?” Amber asked, keeping her blade out just in case. 



He looked up at her, not realizing that she was really standing in front of him until just then. 

“Where did you come from? What’s going on here?” Daniel got to his feet. The handle of Thor’s 

hammer poked over his shoulder. 

Amber glared at him as she sheathed her sword. “That’s what I’ve been asking you! How did 

you get here?” 

“I don’t know, how did you get here?” 

“This is getting us nowhere.” Amber rolled her eyes and turned her back on Daniel. 

“Right. Last I remember, I got shot by Rurik before Bolwerk could catch me.” He glanced at 

her. “Sorry, I found Rurik in Odin’s tower.” 

She turned around. “The Rurik from our world?” 

“The very same. I also sat on Odin’s seat and have a pretty good idea where the gods are 

being held.” 

“That’s good news,” said Amber. “I guess this means the mission was a success. I was 

heading back for Svartalheim last I remember.” 

“And you somehow ended up here... wherever that is.” Daniel sighed, pinching the bridge of 

his nose. “Can we go home now? Heroics were never my thing. I usually just read the map. 

That’s my part; my role—my job. I miss my job.” 

“Your job is to help get us home alive. C’mon, there’s a cave that might lead us back to 

Svartalheim.” Amber grabbed Daniel’s arm. 

“Wait!” Daniel took his arm back and hurriedly grabbed the glassware off the icy floor. 

“Can’t forget these bad-boys.” 

“What are those and why are you carrying them around?” Amber asked tiredly. 

“They’re... I don’t know. Rurik gave them to me before we parted, right before Bolwerk saw 

me.” 

Amber furrowed her brows. “Bolwerk. Every time someone says that name, I could swear 

I’ve heard it before.” 

“The guy looked old and balding with scraggly white hair if that helps you remember. Rurik 

said to do something with these,” said Daniel, looking down at the glassware. He shrugged. 

“Whatever. I’ll figure it out later.” He swung the pack Brock gave him over his shoulder and put 

the items on the odd flat surface at the bottom of the bag with the rest of his crap from this side 



of the portal. He tried to close the bag but found that he couldn’t. The drawstring wouldn’t 

tighten. He tried taking the glassware out of the bag. It closed again without trouble. 

“Come on, Daniel. I need a nap, and I’m hungry.” Amber whined, watching him try to figure 

out why his tea-kettle and mineral jar wouldn’t stay in his bag. 

“Okay, this is officially annoying.” Daniel said after a second and third try. “I don’t want to 

carry these stupid things around.” 

“Then leave them here. They’re probably cursed, which is why he didn’t want them 

anymore.” Amber said. 

Daniel glared over his shoulder at her. “After Rurik gave them to me to take? Not likely. 

Here, you hold one, and I’ll hold the other.” 

“Fine, let’s go.” Amber took the mineral jar, wrinkling her brow sheepishly at Daniel’s 

interest in keeping all the junk he could find. 

The two entered the nearby cave and walked down the path with the light from the entrance 

growing dimmer behind them. The cave turned into the square corridor of an underground road, 

like the halls of Svartalheim. Just as the last of the light disappeared, torches sparked to life 

alongside the passage. 

“Just a little creepy.” Amber said. She massaged her aching skull as they made their way 

down the corridor. 

The two came to a vast underground crossroads that left them with few options. There were 

passages to the left, right, and straight—except both the doors to the left and right were closed, 

and the way ahead had caved in. There was a big sign in the middle of the room with stone 

arrows labeling each direction in the Norse dialect. 

With her finger, Amber followed the sign pointing to the right. “That’s back to Svartalheim. 

That’s to Asgard,” she glanced to the left before stepping around to the sign to see where the 

straight path would have taken them. “Alfheim, beyond the world tree.” 

“Yggdrasil.” Daniel answered. 

“Very good,” Amber glanced at him with a smile. “Sounds like you didn’t forget everything 

you learned in school.” 

“Ask me when I’m seventy, and I probably won’t remember.”  

“Knowing you, you won’t even know who I am at seventy.” Amber shook her head. 



“I’ll never forget you, Amber.” Daniel said, remembering that he had made a promise to 

Gunlod to tell Amber his deepest feelings for her. These last few minutes had been the first down 

time they’d had since Amber woke from her concussion in Svartalheim. He opened his mouth to 

speak, but Amber began first. 

“You think Thor’s hammer could smash those rocks?” Amber indicated the way ahead. 

“I don’t know,” said Daniel. “Want to find out?” 

Amber nodded. As Daniel walked toward the collection of boulders, he unstrapped Thor’s 

hammer from his back and took it in both hands. He hiked the hammer over his head and brought 

it down on the bottom-most stone. It turned to dust with one strike. Daniel took a step back as the 

rocks settled, sending clouds of sand through the air. 

“That’s going to come in handy.” Amber said, watching Daniel rear back and smash the next 

few rocks. A minute later, there was nothing left but mounds of broken stone. “I kind of like the 

hammer,” Amber met Daniel’s eyes. “Makes you look good.” 

Daniel blushed as he followed her down the corridor. 

They continued down the longest hall either of them had ever seen. At first there was only 

the square of enclosed passage ahead. Amber concluded that they were walking at an incline at 

the same time the two noticed a river of roots creeping along the ceiling. Soon after, the corridor 

became an outdoor path with arcade structures lining the walls on either side of them to the 

ceiling of twisting roots. Misty nothingness shrouded the world beyond the archways. 

As they made their way down the path, Amber noticed the enormous ash tree roots rising 

from the mist. Soon, there were hundreds of roots creating a wall beyond the columns that were 

suffocated with leafy vines. The place smelled like a compost heap. 

Amber paused and stuck her head under the arch to look around. “I think we’re under the 

world tree.” She said. 

“Cool.” Daniel murmured. 

The two noticed a strange aroma as they made their way down the hall. A few minutes later, 

Amber clutched her face and gagged. “Gross.” She pointed beyond the archways. Daniel 

followed her finger to where the roots were, but there was something different about these roots. 

They were covered with big, wriggling hairless worms. As they progressed, the roots of the tree 

appeared to be soaked in a sea of worms. 

“What are these things?” Daniel asked. 



“Tree worms. I thought they were metaphorical, like saying that the tree would eventually 

decay and die, but I didn’t think the thing would really be in the process of being consumed by 

worms.” 

Out of nowhere, Daniel noticed an odd chill run down his spine. He felt a supernatural 

vulnerability that he recognized from a recent experience, and that was when he was faced with 

the dragon, Scorheim. The panic started in his chest and flowed through his nerves to his brain, 

telling the mind that it needed to get out of here in any direction possible. “There’s a dragon 

nearby.” 

Amber glanced at Daniel. “How do you know?” 

“It’s like the bad feeling you get when you know you’re going into unknown territory, but 

it’s more specific than that. It gets under your skin and makes you uncoordinated.” 

“The panic signal in our primitive brain,” said Amber. “I’ve been feeling that too. Being in 

the mere presence of something so powerful would have that kind of effect on a person. Wait a 

minute.” Amber’s eyes widened. “The dragon Nidhug. It chews at the roots of the world tree, 

remember?” 

“I remember that,” said Daniel. “I remember because I got its name wrong on the test. I 

called it Nilbog.” 

“Goblin backwards,” drawled Amber. “I graded your paper for the teacher. I don’t know how 

you made such low grades in an easy class.” 

“Easy? You think remembering all these weird names in a few days’ time is easy?” 

“It is easy if you don’t spend the class reading graphic novels instead of reading our book 

and paying attention, Daniel. Learn to study—” 

BOOM! 

Daniel and Amber dropped to the ground as a part of the hall behind them disintegrated with 

the swish of a huge reptilian tail. The two exchanged a look of horror. The bridge shook with the 

motion of some grand beast moving about within the roots and worms below. The creature gave 

a loud roar. The bridge behind them began to collapse. 

“Run for it?” Amber shrugged. 

“Thought you’d never ask!” Daniel took off with Amber at his side, the bridge crumbling to 

nothing at their heels. 



The path began to sway around them as the structure started to fail and fall like a line of 

dominoes. To their left, a grotesque dragon-like face half the size of a basketball court and 

covered with nasty, wriggling worms materialized from the mist to look at them. Its eyes were 

solid gray orbs. The teeth hanging over its gums were cheddar cheese yellow and full of holes. It 

gave a huge roar, which shook the bridge as the creature ducked down below. 

“Daniel, doing something might be a really good idea!” Amber yelled, watching the square 

way ahead turn into a diamond as the support beams torqued. They couldn’t get out of this 

situation by running in either direction. 

Ideas flooded Daniel’s mind. The vision of him leaping from the bridge with the hammer 

high over his head as he aimed for the dragon met his mind. He disregarded the thought, more 

because he didn’t want to be covered with those gross worms than anything else. Daniel stopped 

and rummaged in their pack. He found the falcon head headdress and the snake skin. Without 

asking he shoved the snake skin onto Amber’s head, causing the mineral jar to fall from her 

grasp and roll around on the floor. She gave a word of protest before she turned into a harmless 

garden snake. He pulled on the headdress as the ground began to tip and fall with the rest of the 

bridge. 

Just before the bridge fell and sank into the worms, Daniel—in the form of a falcon—

swooped forward and picked up Amber in his left talons, and managed to hook his other talons 

around the mineral jar and tea kettle. He flew between the arcades and into the misty air, seeing 

the line of bridge drowning in the disgusting creatures. The dragon fired from the mist, 

screaming as it tore after them. Daniel aimed high, meeting a ceiling of roots before they could 

escape. He followed what used to be the bridge below. 

The dragon sank into the worm ocean, unable to keep up with them. Daniel went low and 

passed through a square hole that had been the port that lead to the bridge over the tree roots to 

Svartalheim. They were safe. He dropped Amber and landed next to her. He pulled off the falcon 

headdress before removing the snake skin from Amber. The two of them sat on the floor with the 

headdress and snake skin on the ground beside them. 

“Don’t ever do that to me again.” Amber warned, getting to her feet. 

“You asked me to solve the problem and I did.” Daniel grabbed the tea kettle and mineral jar 

and stood. 

“Whatever, this place is just starting to give me a major headache.” Amber complained. 



Daniel wanted to argue. He had been all over the Norse world throughout the last few days 

while Amber was resting peacefully in the infirmary ward in Svartalheim after the Quasar Lite 

crashed. The only thing she had done was help with the attack on Asgard and answer a few 

riddles. He thought about saying something, but decided it best to leave the issue alone. Girls 

were always complaining. 

“I wondered how Yggdrasil would be affected by the disappearance of Sol and Dag.” Amber 

said after a long while of walking in silence. “It seems the tree worms have harvested the roots 

over the last millennia of light deprivation, which means Nidhug has the ability to cause 

significant damage to Yggdrasil’s core.” 

“Those worms were everywhere,” said Daniel. “Shouldn’t that mean that the tree is 

completely dead? And if the tree is dead, why isn’t Ragnorak here? I thought when Yggdrasil 

died, it was one of the many signs of Ragnorak.” 

Amber wrinkled her brow in thought. “You’re right.... The tree is infested. It can’t be 

technically alive, but I have a hypothesis. What if the tree can’t die.” 

“You mean like the fountain of youth?” Daniel asked. 

She shook her head. “No, not at all. What if when the tree dies it really does mean the end of 

the world—Ragnorak, apocalypse: fire and brimstone from the heavens? One of the many signs 

of Ragnorak, just as you said, is the tree dying. But not before a succession of other events come 

first. Without the Gods here to continue their fate, the world can’t end.” 

“And the tree of life can’t die.” Daniel finished. 

Amber sighed. “So the worms are living off the endless suffering of the tree of life.” 

“That’s messed up.” Daniel said. 

“You’re telling me. We’ve got to do something.” 

“It’s only a problem that the natives of this world haven’t been able to fix for over a thousand 

years, but yeah, let’s give it a shot.” Daniel said. 

“We aren’t as submissive as the rest of the drones on this side of the portal. When the gods 

disappeared, no one did anything. Everyone was too lazy and ignorant to get up and fight for 

ideas they formerly believed in. That’s why the sun and day are gone, that’s why the tree is 

dying, that’s why the gods are still missing, and that’s why we’re still stuck here. All the 

problems are connected. Unless you want to die in the Norse world, you’re going to have to help 

me do a few things that no one else in all the realms has the balls to do.” Amber said. 



“When you put it that way,” shrugged Daniel, “lead on.” 

The two continued down the corridor until it turned into the longest, highest spiral staircase 

they had ever climbed. 

 
 
 — 

 
 

Positioning the angle between the tail and the right wing of the Quasar Lite against the corner 

of the fort, Professor McClean was able to keep the machine from moving around too much as he 

bent the left wing back into true. It didn’t take much, but he was beginning to feel his age 

nevertheless. Something that would have been easy twenty years ago was now a physically 

taxing endeavor that left him tired. 

McClean wandered around the small fort for a few minutes before concluding that the place 

was deserted. Everything had also been pillaged. There wasn’t so much as a blanket or pillow on 

the many small wooden beds in the soldiers’ quarters. He climbed to the top of the fort and 

looked across the flat stone platform—miles across—that surrounded the godly tree trunk that 

allegedly sent roots throughout all the realms.  

There wasn’t a lot to look at in the nightly gloom, but he did notice a small globe of light 

flickering in the distance close to the shadowy shape of the tree. Aaron hurried down the steps to 

the front foyer and exited through the front gates. He positioned the Quasar Lite toward the 

empty lot to the right of the tree and got in. She flew like a dream again as he took off into the 

air, aiming for the light he had seen from the roof of the fort. 

It only took a few minutes for him to get nearer to the light, however the stone ended in a 

plain of dirt that McClean didn’t trust setting down on. He landed along a place where he could 

see the stone floor and got out. The ground was littered with giant curls of bark like rubber tire 

carcasses on the side of a freeway. The light was so bright that the hazy mist glowed with its 

aura. He was able to see his breath plume from between his lips. Warmth passed into him as he 

drew near a great bonfire. 

Near the skyscraper-like tree trunk stood a small hut. On the porch of the hut was a woman 

that looked twenty years older than McClean himself. Creases filled her face like folds in old 

leather. Tufts of white hair sprouted from her scalp. She wore a yellow dress that gave her a 



grandmotherly appearance. As Aaron approached, she stood up, squinting at him. Her brows 

furrowed. She waved him away like a pesky fly before she sat back down. 

“Hello there, my name is—” 

“Save it, Professor. You’re not the right person.” She crowed in a healthy, clear voice. 

“I’m—I’m not?” He asked. 

“Nope.” She glanced at a silver pocket watch in her hand. “Lousy children are never on 

time.” 

“You’re one of the Norns, aren’t you?” McClean asked. “Where are your sisters?” 

She pierced him with a look that made him regret asking. “Who knows? Who cares?” 

“Sounds like the attitude of someone who’s content with where they are. That must make you 

the present. Verdandi.” 

“Congratulations, Professor,” said Verdandi. “You win a gold medal.” 

“Why are you being so rude to me?” 

“Because you’re not supposed to be here, you’re supposed to be meeting my sister right now. 

You’re late, and your niece is late, so it must run in the family.” 

“Where am I supposed to meet your sister?” McClean asked. 

“She is located at the spring that used to be Mimir’s Well. It’s a short way east of Valhalla. 

Be on your way, Professor, lest you cross threads that ought not be crossed!” She ushered him 

away from the bonfire. He started away reluctantly. It was the warmest he had been since being 

in the forge hall in the realm of Ivald. 

He got in the Quasar Lite, fired her up, and started toward Valhalla, better known nowadays 

as the Asgard Prison. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Two — 
 
 

Nidhug and The Fates 
 
 

Not two minutes after the sound of the Quasar Lite disappeared into the distance, Daniel and 

Amber emerged from a trap door in the middle of the stone lot about a football field away from 

the bonfire next to Verdandi and her house. 

“Ah, it’s about time.” The old woman cawed as Daniel and Amber approached the bonfire 

curiously. The two stared over the licking flames and up at the towering Yggdrasil overhead. The 

old woman in the yellow dress glanced at her pocket watch again. “You might have had a little 

wiggle room had you arrived earlier, but you need to leave immediately now that you’re late.” 

“Late for what?” Amber glared at the old woman who stood a foot and a half shorter than 

them. 

“For what you ask? Why, to rescue the tree of life and consequently the entire world, my 

dear.” 

Amber and Daniel exchanged an incredulous look. 

“How do we do it?” Daniel asked. 

She turned to Amber. “You must stop Nidhug from devouring the heart of the tree. He has 

been stirred from his slumber recently and has continued his assault on the roots of Yggdrasil. 

With the added weakness of the tree due to the tree worms, Nidhug will reach the tree’s core 

within the next hour. You must hurry through the entrance to the tree and find Nidhug before it’s 

too late.” 

“So much for my previous theory.” Amber murmured. “Where’s the entrance?” 

“Over there.” Verdandi pointed at a tall slit in the white bark of the ash tree that traveled up 

the side. 

“Let’s go, Daniel.” Amber beckoned over her shoulder as she ran ahead. 

“Great, this sounds like another near-death experience.” Daniel remarked. The two slipped 

inside the crack and paused in the dark, humid gloom of the tree. Cobwebs dripped down from 

the roots overhead. “You know, anybody else would’ve had serious psychological problems 

from doing half the stuff we’ve been asked to do in this world. But we just gotta keep on truckin’ 



like it’s all no big deal. ‘You just have to stop a dragon the size of a giant and save the world, but 

it’s no biggie for you two. You guys do it all the time, so you should be used to it’.” 

“Enough, Daniel. I’m not thrilled about all these tasks either, but if we want to sleep in our 

own beds again then we’ve got to bring the gods back to power. Maybe once we do that we can 

have them wipe our memory so we have no recollection of all this craziness.” Amber said as they 

crept through the thin, hairy roots everywhere. 

“I kind of like being a descendant of Thor.” Daniel smiled. 

“There’s a good chance any male of European ancestry from our world would be a 

descendant of Thor, assuming the gods intervened in the affairs of men as it suggests in the 

Eddas. There’s probably millions of descendants in America and Europe.” Amber said. 

“Thanks for bursting my bubble, Amber.” 

“It’s just basic ancestry.” She shrugged. 

Circling the walls of the inner ash was a leafy ramp that wound around the walls downward. 

Daniel and Amber kept right and followed the ramp down into the cold depths of the tree and 

world. As they descended deeper tremors began to rattle the walls. Daniel remembered Scorheim 

and how he had caused such a disturbance beneath Svartalheim that many of the dwarven mines 

had begun to collapse. And then he realized what they were about to be up against: Scorheim 

was nearly the size of Nidhug’s head alone. 

“Take this, Amber.” Daniel said, shoving the tea kettle in her hands. “I’ll need to be ready for 

Nidhug when he shows up.” 

“Why are we still carrying this crap, Daniel?” Amber asked. 

“They were a gift from a good friend, who subsequently tried to kill me fifteen minutes 

before he gave them to me. But it’s the thought that counts.” 

Amber had taken off her armor and put it in the bag of infinite space, and was wearing a pink 

hoody she had taken out of the Quasar to wear under her armor before the battle in Asgard. She 

shoved the tea kettle in the hoody pouch with the mineral jar. “I don’t know why you think 

you’re going to be the one to kill Nidhug. The Norn up there said that I’m the one who’s going to 

keep the heart from being destroyed.” 

“I don’t care who kills the dragon, so long as somebody kills it.” Daniel said. 

The middle of the tree opened up to a great hall below the walkway. They could see the mass 

of worms crawling over themselves to get at the tree roots. The path curved into a narrow 



corridor that descended to a platform at the far end of the hall. Amber and Daniel exited the 

corridor to a platform preceding the vast army of disgusting tree worms. There had once been a 

rope bridge that led to an altar where the heart of the tree was nestled within a column of tree 

roots that fed the very life force of the world. Now, the heart at the opposite end of the room was 

covered with worms. It still beat steadily, thriving in spite of the pestilence that was eating it 

away like a cancer in its final deadly stages. 

“Oh man.” Daniel groaned, feeling sick at the sight of the insects.  

“She couldn’t have been serious.” Amber stared at the heart at the end of the room. “This is 

impossible.” 

The two moved back as, from within the swarm of worms below, a great form emerged. The 

dragon, Nidhug, rose completely—his huge, repulsive face dripping with tree worms. His body 

was primarily made of bones; the worms had eaten away most of his being as he was tethered to 

his fate of destroying the world tree at the time of Ragnorak. Nidhug gave an airy roar that stank 

to high heaven and blew Amber’s hair back over her shoulder. 

“I think I just threw up a little in my mouth.” Amber choked. 

Daniel stepped forward and unstrapped Thor’s hammer from over his shoulder. He raised it 

over his head to allow Nidhug to see what he was going to be dealing with. It didn’t seem to faze 

the giant beast as it screeched, flapping its decrepit wings in the narrow space for it beneath the 

great world tree. 

“What’s that?” Amber pointed over Nidhug’s shoulder. Suspended above the steadily 

thrumming heart of the tree was a platform with a gray-haired skeleton pinned firmly to a wall 

by brown ivy vines. The skeleton seemed to be shimmying left and right as if trying to get free. 

Its jaw closed and popped as small tree worms wriggled throughout the many orifices of the 

skeleton. 

“I don’t know.” Daniel stared at the disturbing sight, not sure what to make of it. 

“It’s got to have something to do with the heart. Look at the blood.” Amber pointed. 

Daniel hadn’t noticed before, but dripping from the platform was a consistent rain of crimson 

blood, oozing onto the worm-covered heart. Nidhug marched forward, agitated by their presence. 

“Hang on, Daniel. Distract Nidhug. I’m going to climb up to that platform and see if there’s 

anything I can do there.” Without waiting for confirmation on Daniel’s part, Amber retreated 



through the passageway from whence they came, leaving Daniel on the vista before Nidhug who 

was beginning to advance through the marsh of tree worms. 

Daniel opened his bag to see if there was anything inside that would make things easier. 

Nothing promised to solve the problem, although he readied the falcon headdress and the 

snakeskin just in case they needed to make a close escape. They had already escaped Nidhug 

once, barely. They might not get so lucky a second time around. 

Amber appeared on the walkway overhead that ascended back up to the trunk of Yggdrasil. 

She grabbed onto the vine-ridden ceiling and swung her legs down in a daring move. She 

dangled from the ceiling by the creeping roots and began to make her way to the platform with 

the skeleton. All the while, Nidhug drew closer to Daniel. Amber grabbed a root that had been 

dead for a long time. It broke in her right hand, sending her swinging by her left grip as a rain of 

dead roots collapsed onto Nidhug’s shoulder below. 

Daniel gasped, seeing Amber’s near plunge. He took Miolnir in one hand, reared back, and 

threw it as hard as he could at Nidhug’s face. It turned end-over-end, curving around before it 

met its mark—crashing through one side of Nidhug’s skull and exiting out the other. Daniel’s 

jaw dropped. Nidhug gave a disapproving growl, but otherwise seemed unfazed by the assault. 

The hammer flew back into Daniel’s hand with a meaty smack. At least Nidhug’s attention was 

no longer drawn to Amber. She climbed the distance to the platform and dropped down before 

the skeleton. 

It writhed in its bindings as if in torment. Amber overcame her fear of the animated skeleton 

and grabbed onto the roots sealing the skeleton’s left hand. The skeleton screamed at her, 

sending shivers down Amber’s spine as she wrestled with the fastened roots. 

Below, Daniel heaved the hammer again before Nidhug could discover the source of the 

screaming. It swung around and plowed through Nidhug’s brittle composure, returning to its 

master dutifully. “AMBER!” Daniel called. “YOU MIGHT WANT TO HURRY!” 

Nidhug scrambled forward. Daniel could no longer see Amber through the obstructive form 

of Nidhug. The creature was no farther than twenty yards in front of Daniel. He could smell the 

nasty stink radiating from the dragon that had seemed so dignified in the stories they had read in 

school about Yggdrasil. It was a putrid, soulless shell of a being; tied to its horrible fate as its 

legacy decayed to nothingness. 



Amber got the roots untangled from the bones of the skeleton’s forearm. As soon as she did, 

the skeleton grabbed her wrist and wrenched her forward. It screamed at her, and within the 

gaping hole of its mouth emerged a vile purple tree worm with a nest of pulsing needles on the 

tip. Amber fought to get her arm free as the worm squirmed toward her face. 

Nidhug drew back to strike Daniel with all of its weight, but a large root from the ceiling 

dropped down and slithered around the creature’s neck. Nidhug threw its head left and right, 

smashing the walls with its huge wings. More radicles fired from the walls and ceiling, 

entangling the massive beast. The heart at the other end of the room began to beat faster. Nidhug 

tried to get free, but was unable to do anything but struggle. 

For a few moments, the beating of the heart was strong and healthy, but it began to fade to a 

disconnected, inarticulate rhythm that pounded painfully throughout the tree. The roots holding 

Nidhug weakened under the dragon’s unrelenting force. Its left side pulled free before ripping at 

the right. Daniel took a few steps back as Nidhug tugged and tore at its right arm and wing. A 

loud crack like a tree limb breaking filled the hall above the constant buzz of the tree worms 

below as Nidhug amputated its wing and arm. It was free. Daniel retreated into the passageway 

as Nidhug stammered forward and crashed into the wall of roots, shaking the entire tree. 

Amber pulled as hard as she could, tearing her hoodie sleeve. The nasty tongue-like worm 

danced like a cobra before her cheek. Amber felt the mineral jar and tea kettle slide from her 

pouch and hit the floor. She glanced down and saw them both roll off the platform. The needles 

of the worm retracted and the worm rocketed back into the skull’s mouth as the skeleton’s jaw 

snapped closed. The hand released Amber. She stumbled off the end of the ledge but caught the 

ledge. 

Below her, a light brighter than any she had ever seen before in her life exploded. It 

happened like something out of a dream. She hoisted herself onto the ledge, but could see 

nothing. Immobilized by the lack of vision and sound, Amber wrapped her arms about herself on 

the platform. The tree began to shake. The heartbeat at the end of the room became the most 

distinct sound throughout the whole of the tree. Even in the hall passage nearby, Daniel wasn’t 

spared from the blinding illumination that had filled the great cavern beneath the world tree. 

“YEE-HAWW!” Cried an awesome, booming voice. 

“WOO-HOO!” Another yelled. 



Amber felt two gusts of wind as two figures passed her and disappeared from the tree. Her 

vision began to return in patches. She noticed a young lady wearing a green dress standing on the 

platform next to her. The woman looked close to her mother’s age before she died when Amber 

was six. 

“Amber!” Daniel yelled to her from the walkway above the cavern. “It’s incredible!” 

Below, not a single worm remained in existence. Leafy, green vines covered everything. 

Against the far wall, Nidhug lay sprawled. Vines and roots encircled him. He groaned as they 

pulled him down into a deep layer of roots far underground. The heart in the back corner was red 

and beating heartily, and worm-free. 

“What the heck happened?” Amber asked. 

The old woman turned to her. “What happened? You released the sun and day, Sol and Dag.” 

“I—I did?” Amber got to her feet and brushed herself off. 

“Whatever fell out of your pocket released them, and they couldn’t have been released in a 

better place. Their light wiped out all the tree worms, purging the world tree of its cancer. Now, 

with the sun and day in cycle once more, Yggdrasil can remain strong and healthy. The seasons 

will return, the weather patterns can once again resume their natural course.” The old woman 

looked over her shoulder, a look of nostalgia in her eyes. 

“You’re the Norn of the past aren’t you? Urd: always looking into the past.” Amber said. 

“Very good, Amber. I was captured and placed here by Bolwerk; a memory clasped too tight 

for fear of being forgotten. At some point one must let go. Let’s return to the surface where 

Verdandi will be waiting for us.” 

 A large tubular vine stretched from the platform to the walkway overseeing the grassy 

cavern below. Amber took one last look at the heart of the world tree before Urd led her up the 

path to where Daniel was waiting for them. 

“Freakin’ awesome, right?” Daniel asked. 

“Yeah, Daniel. A real barrel of monkeys. We almost died.” Amber sighed as they ascended 

the path. 

“We always almost die.” Daniel said as they began to see something they hadn’t seen in quite 

a long time. Light poured through the opening of the tree at ground level above. 



Once they stepped through the slit into the brightness of the sun and day, the way closed and 

sealed behind them. Blue sky filled the heavens as birds fluttered over the leafless trees in the 

distance. The sun gleamed down upon the land from its pinnacle above. 

“Look!” Verdandi said, standing on what was now a grove of fresh grass. She was pointing 

up at the world tree. Daniel and Amber gazed skyward. Small buds had begun to form on the 

branches. “You did it! You saved the tree!” 

“We couldn’t have done it without you,” said Daniel. “Literally.” 

“It’s because I had the tea kettle and mineral jar that I was the one who was supposed to 

rescue the heart of Yggdrasil, correct?” Amber asked Verdandi. 

“Of course. I knew you were coming, but,” she shrugged. “It’s fate. Urd, what has happened 

to your hair?” 

“This is the first time we’ve seen each other in a thousand years, and how hideous my hair 

looks is all you can say to me? I should prefer the company of the dragon.” Urd crossed her arms 

over her chest before going inside the hut and slamming the door. 

Verdandi looked to the sky for a moment then glanced at Daniel. “She says that like a 

thousand years isn’t the blink of an eye for us.” 

“Do you know where my uncle is?” Amber asked. 

“Why, he’s visiting our sister, Skuld at Mimir’s Well.” Verdandi said. 

“Mimir’s Well?” It took Amber a moment to recall where exactly Mimir’s Well was and its 

significance. “Oh no.... If Skuld is at Mimir’s Well... that could only mean—” 

“You can’t get there in time from this present moment to stop your uncle from doing what 

must be done.” Verdandi said. “Your destiny lies in another direction.” 

Amber turned to Daniel. “We’ve got to get to Mimir’s Well. If I’m right, then my uncle is 

about to make a huge mistake.” 

“Can you explain all this to me, because I’m lost.” Daniel said. 

“Actions have already been set in motion that cannot be stopped. Your destiny lies in the 

opposite direction. Niflheim. You two must rescue the gods before it’s too late.” 

“Again? How much longer is the world going to be put in imminent danger?” Daniel asked. 

“No, Daniel. Don’t you understand?” Amber said. “It’s us! Every event that has been set in 

motion recently has been because of us. The Quasar Lite woke up Scorheim, which inadvertently 

caused a rift between the dwarves and the Asgardians. Once we woke up Nidhug, he nearly ate 



the heart of Yggdrasil, which means...” Amber’s jaw dropped, “it’s been right in front of us the 

whole time.” 

“What?” Daniel wrinkled his forehead. 

“The one person who’s capable of bringing the world to an end is the one person we haven’t 

seen at all yet: Loki.” 

“Loki?” Daniel frowned. “Isn’t he the guy who was like a practical joker all the time?” 

“He was much more than that, Daniel. Loki’s offspring brought about the end of the world. 

There were many signs meaning the end had come, and the first was the death of Baldur, Odin’s 

cherished, most beautiful son. Since we were there to stop the world tree from being 

destroyed—” 

“And that we released the sun and day,” added Daniel. 

“Right. That means Ragnorak has not yet come to the collective realms. But that doesn’t 

mean it couldn’t. Nidhug was dangerously close to destroying Yggdrasil. We’ll need to be extra 

careful, no matter what we do.” 

Verdandi had remained silent throughout the musing of the kids. “Before you go to Niflheim, 

you should take a quick detour to Alfheim. There’s someone there who might appreciate 

knowing that you’re safe.” 

“Who said we decided to go to Niflheim?” Daniel asked. “Shouldn’t we go find your uncle?” 

Amber scratched her chin. “If my uncle is at Mimir’s Well, there’s a chance our interference 

could cause problems, especially since the Norn of the present has made it very clear that we 

couldn’t get there in time.” 

“What if she’s lying?” Daniel cocked his brow at the old woman. 

“She was telling the truth about Nidhug, and I can’t think of anything she could gain from 

bringing intentional harm to my uncle.” Amber sighed. “No, my uncle can take care of himself. 

We need to utilize your knowledge of where the gods are being held, so that we can get out of 

this place... if they let us leave.” 

Daniel turned to Verdandi. “Sorry for the suspicious behavior. We’ve just had a little bit 

more on our plate than usual lately.” 

Verdandi said nothing. 

“Is there any further assistance you can lend us?” Daniel asked. 



“Some soup for the road.” Verdandi smiled and walked over to the fire and the cooking pot. 

She lifted the cast-iron top and dropped a scoop of delicious vegetable and venison stew in two 

bowls that had been resting conveniently by the fire. She put the top back on the pot and handed 

Daniel and Amber a bowl each. They drained the bowls in minutes and handed them back to 

Verdandi who set them aside. “The road to Alfheim is through the tunnel on the other side of the 

tree. Good luck.” Verdandi met Daniel’s eye. “Don’t forget your promise, Daniel.” 

Amber glared at him as they started away from the hut. “What’s she talking about?” 

“It’s nothing.” Daniel’s cheeks went red. In exchange for a tiny bit of the infamous draught 

of knowledge, he had promised Gunlod that he would tell Amber everything he felt about her the 

moment she woke up. He hadn’t been able to at the time, and hardly had the chance until now. 

“It might be important, Daniel. We can’t afford to risk the apocalypse happening because 

you’re too shy to tell me about some promise you made to someone.” 

“I don’t think this qualifies as something that might bring about the apocalypse. It would be 

best if I told you once we get home.” Daniel said. Amber stopped and Daniel kept walking for a 

second before turning around. They were right next to the tunnel that led to Alfheim. “What’s 

up?” 

Amber stared at him for a moment. Her green eyes met his. “Daniel. A lot of people have 

figured out the secret to Rurik’s door throughout the last thousand years, and a lot of people have 

gone through it. Other than us and Rurik, no one has survived. We’re the only ones who have 

been able to live for this long, but it doesn’t mean we’re invincible. We could die at any time, 

and even if we succeed in this there’s no telling if we’ll be able to go home. We’ve been talking 

about Ragnorak here. It could already be too late for us, with the disappearance of the gods and 

all. I’m saying if you have something you need to tell me, then you need to tell me now. There’s 

a good chance you won’t ever have another opportunity to do so again.” 

Daniel considered the truth of what she was saying. Even with Thor’s hammer, there was no 

guarantee that they would be able to survive all of Bolwerk’s guardians preceding the temple 

where the gods were being held. And he hadn’t witnessed them either. For all he knew, the gods 

had died in the beginning, just like everyone else had now come to believe. They might be stuck 

on this side of Rurik’s door forever. He watched the wind blow her brown hair over her shoulder. 

“I—I’ve never cared about anyone,” Daniel said slowly, “the way I care about you.” 



Amber’s eyes darted left and right as her eyebrows wrinkled. “I’ve known you’ve had a 

crush on me since we first flew in the Quasar, Daniel. What does this have to do with anything?” 

“I knew you’d react this way. That’s why I didn’t want to tell you. In order to get the draught 

that saved your life, Gunlod made me promise that I would tell you how I feel about you. So 

there. I... may have strong romantic feelings for you, that’s all there is to it. Can we go now?” 

Amber’s lips parted a little. She didn’t know what to say, or how to respond. Boys had liked 

her before; she’d even had a few boyfriends throughout the years, but Daniel wasn’t just a 

friend—he was her best friend. She could never run the risk of ruining the friendship the two 

shared with one another. 

“Okay, let’s go.” Amber said in a chipper voice. 

“That’s it?” He asked and stepped close to her so that they were standing right in front of one 

another. “I open up about it, and ‘okay’ is all I get?” 

“We can argue about personal feelings all day, but right now—right here and now: not a 

good time. If it makes you feel better, I care a lot about you too, Daniel. I’d die for you, but at 

this point in time we need to focus on releasing the gods. That’s where my head is.” She blinked 

as Daniel leaned in close to her and tried to ignore him. “Now that you’ve told me how you feel, 

you’re relinquished of your guilt for not having told me sooner. I need your head where my head 

is....” 

Daniel placed his gloved hand on her cheek and pressed his lips to hers. Amber had a 

moment to pull away, but resisted. She let him kiss her, feeling his lips for the first time. It was 

easier than she expected it to be for the brief ten seconds that they remained locked together. 

Daniel pulled back. She bit her lower lip, which was moist from his touch. “Might not get 

another opportunity, like you said.” 

Amber took a deep breath, looking at the blue sky beyond the trees and mountains of Asgard. 

He couldn’t have picked a more perfect place for their first kiss, she had to give him that much. 

She dismissed the feelings stirring inside her chest. “Alfheim. We need to go to Alfheim.” 

“Right,” Daniel cleared his throat. “Lead the way.” 

The two descended into the tunnel and started the trek to Alfheim. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Three — 
 
 

Travis’s Escape 
 
 

Thunder groaned in the distance. Every now and then, usually after Travis awoke to a fit of 

coughs, he heard the peppering of rain on stone. Wind howled across the yawning hole of the 

cave’s mouth. The sound of a motorized boat filled the evening atmosphere around the island, 

but Travis heard nothing in his resting recovery. 

Robert and Martinez jumped down onto the shore as the tide rolled through their heels. Each 

of them carried a rifle over their head to keep the water from damaging the weaponry. They saw 

the near-finished project that would’ve been Travis’s attempt at a ride home if he had been 

awake to complete it and sail away. If they weren’t worried about their weapons then they would 

actually be rather impressed by the makeshift craftsmanship. Whoever had crashed-landed here 

was stuck and trying desperately to get back to the mainland. Footsteps in the sand went all 

around the island, back and forth, this way and that way. They saw the remains of the wood from 

their crates, and found one of their machetes and a flashlight lying in the sand near Travis’s 

camp. 

The others disembarked the yacht that had belonged to the Coast Guard only five days 

earlier. After they hijacked the vehicle and released the officers to swim home, they had 

anchored the yacht at an island and scratched off the 1790 Coast Guard emblem with a paint 

scraper on either side while the storms over the last few days blew themselves out. The Coast 

Guard had nearly caught up to them that morning before Robert lost them between a series of 

islands, so they were here to load up the weapons and ammunition, and get out. They had come 

because Robert’s brother, Leonardo de Sans, worked in the Caribbean Islands. He needed 

weapons for a growing militia he was gathering. With all the run-ins with the Coast Guard, they 

couldn’t even get the goods to Leonardo without alarms raising the authorities. 

The men hurried up the path and crossed the bridge. Robert and Martinez quietly readied 

their weapons as they guarded the only escape from the weapons cache. Martinez took off the 

clip to his AK-47 and checked his ammunition. He went to put it back in, but it slipped. The 



magazine hit the rocks and clattered noisily. Robert scowled at him as he picked up the clip and 

clicked it back in place on his gun. Martinez, blushing, nodded and the two entered the cave. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Travis woke to the sound of something loud clacking further up at the entrance to the cave. 

After living on a deserted island for a few weeks, you get a feel for the noises that are 

commonplace around your habitat. This sound was nothing like anything else he had heard while 

being on the island. His mind immediately jumped to rescue, but then he remembered the pirates. 

Even if it was the Coast Guard, they could be armed and might shoot him if he came out flailing 

his arms wildly for their attention. He didn’t think it was the Coast Guard because if it was, then 

they’d see the contraption he had built, and would be calling for him—at least communicating 

loudly enough for him to know who had arrived. 

The lack of enough information to make an assessment on what to do next prompted Travis 

to look at the gear he had at hand. To his right lay the medical kit. He thought about taking the 

pistol, but he’d have a tough time explaining that to the Coast Guard so he grabbed the flare gun, 

and loaded it with a round before pocketing the gun. Other than his still-functioning uBox phone, 

his khaki cargo pants were the most reliable item he had brought with him to the island. They 

cleaned up easy, and the pockets made carrying screws, nuts, and bolts a breeze. 

He’d hardly gotten the gun in his pocket when those familiar voices speaking Spanish began 

to whisper from the mouth of the cave. The pirates. Travis thought about hiding while they still 

hadn’t found him, but what was the use? He was trapped in here. Besides, with all the 

construction he’d been doing it was impossible for them to ignore that someone was living on the 

island. 

Travis remained where he was seated against the inner wall. There wasn’t much light outside 

due to the overcast sky, and even less carrying down through the descending corridor, but Travis 

could clearly see the light go dimmer as the intruders entered the cave. They were trying to be 

quiet, but not doing a very good job as their boots slipped and squeaked over the moist stones. 

Travis pretended to be asleep when he could tell the men were getting close.  

They stood over him. Travis opened his eyes to find two shadows towering over him in the 

dimness. He then did something he hadn’t meant to do: he turned and reached for the pistol in 



the medical kit. One of the men said something and raised the nozzle of his rifle to Travis. Travis 

stopped with his hand still stretched out toward the gun, as though reaching for it had been his 

plan in case of an incident just like this. 

One of the men stepped forward, grabbed Travis’s arm, and pulled him to his feet. He 

hobbled for a moment, legs still aching from all the work he’d done the previous day on top of 

the malnutrition. They tugged him along as they returned to the entrance to the cave—an orb of 

white light up ahead. The man named Robert pushed him through. Travis stumbled onto the 

platform outside the cave beside the wooden bridge, and stood in silence. At least twelve men—

all carrying fully armed weaponry—stood on the beach below. Each acknowledged him with 

their eyes; this was the castaway whom they’d been discussing over the last five days. He was an 

American, just as they had hoped. 

Travis looked up to the dreary, gray clouds drifting overhead in their endless freedom. 

Today, he wouldn’t be so fortunate. He walked down the bridge with the two men trailing at his 

sandy, bare heels. Part of him had seen this moment, witnessed it in his mind’s eye not long after 

the first time the pirates came. It was a vision that had encouraged him to build his vessel as fast 

as he could. Seeing it happen first-hand was far more unnerving than any instance his brain had 

initially portrayed. He felt like he’d had more dignity in his mind. Now, his arms and legs were 

quivering uncontrollably, his teeth chattering beneath the guise of his lips. Dignity? No. He felt 

no dignity or honor in being found sick in a cave with his escape ninety-nine percent complete 

outside; hell, he could have hopped on the thing yesterday and paddled away from this God-

forsaken island if he had the strength to do so. The truth of how utterly close he was to escaping 

made him wish he had worked through some of the rainy days instead of waiting for the weather 

to clear. If only would-haves, should-haves, and could-haves held more weight than air. 

The men walked him across the sand, through the crowd of eager, staring eyes. At the shore, 

Robert tied Travis’s hands behind his back using some rope they had found on the yacht. The 

rest of the men hauled the weapons to the boat, then took off their shirts and carried the 

ammunition on. They hoisted him on board, and once they had gathered enough guns and ammo-

boxes on the deck so that everyone had to wade through the stuff, they left. 

Travis sat on the floor and breathed as best as he could. An odd wheezing had begun to 

reverberate in his chest. He craned his neck and watched the island get smaller, his time and 

energy wasted. His father always wanted to be stuck on a deserted island. If Travis survived this 



and the pirates sold him back to the U. S. or let him go, he would regale his experience to his 

dad, explaining that it wasn’t as extravagant as one might think. Come to think of it, Travis had 

spent most of his time trying to get off the island while he was on it. 

As they distanced themselves from Travis’s familiarity, Travis felt a little better. The men 

spoke to one another like he wasn’t there at all. They didn’t bother or pester him. He was worth 

money, that’s all there was to it. And they didn’t plan on letting him get away without first 

receiving at least half of what he was worth. Robert and Martinez talked of amounts and 

currencies. They talked about him casually as though he was some kind of rare animal that 

they’d been very fortunate to find. 

He never considered himself worth any kind of money until now. That made him think about 

what he was worth in general. God only knows how many man-hours went into searching for 

him. Man-hours convert into the paychecks that feed each individual who spent time looking for 

Travis, even if they didn’t find him. If he were just a regular kid in school, doing what he always 

did, he wouldn’t consider himself worth more than maybe one hundred thousand dollars. His dad 

wouldn’t cover that up front, but that was his estimated guess. Travis figured the pirates would 

probably ask for more—he was an American after all—but doubted the authorities would 

comply. The authorities probably wouldn’t negotiate at all, considering the pirates were in pretty 

deep as is. Travis knew they hadn’t had this vehicle the last time they arrived at the island, and 

he had seen the scratch marks on the side of the yacht where they had tried to hide the ship’s 

emblem. They’d be lucky to get away with themselves, much less a hostage. Maybe getting away 

was all they wanted. Today, he was just a bargaining chip. 

Travis relaxed a little. His fate was essentially out of his hands. He no longer had to worry 

about how he was going to get home. The pirates weren’t about to kill him, not when someone 

somewhere would pay to have him returned. Demands would be met and he would eventually go 

free. That left him to sit back and wait for the deals to begin. Only then would he really see what 

he was worth. 

Travis sat against the back rail of the yacht, watching the sailors as they organized the 

weapons and ammo on the deck. They continuously spoke amongst themselves, which 

sometimes led to laughter, and sometimes transformed a seemingly peaceful conversation into a 

full-blown argument. Travis took it all in, never missing a single second of what was going on, 

always prepared for something unpredictable. They had plenty of reasons to, the boy having 



made a mockery of their time and work, making them carry all the precious cargo back to the 

boat while a storm brewed in the sky above. They had every right to kick or punch him but none 

of them did. It’s like he was worth more than anything they had going for them so far: more than 

weapons and ammunition, the currency that seemed to make the underworld go ‘round. 

The deep blue clouds hurried across the heavens, speeding as if trying to get away from a 

swollen gray storm-cloud. Waves began to crash into the yacht from all sides. The sea had 

become violent. Several of the men yelled and pointed off the bow, away from the storm. Travis 

squinted and saw a helicopter flying against the clouds with its lights blinking. It was the Coast 

Guard. Travis was certain of it. The captain grabbed the rails as the boat rocked back and forth. 

Rain began pattering over them. He turned around and yelled something while making a circular 

gesture with his index finger. 

Travis felt the boat change course, and they began going the other direction—back toward 

the island. Maybe they were going to the island for cover. It was the obvious thing to do. The 

island was the only available place they could hide from the Coast Guard and weather the storm. 

With the stormy seas raging and them being so small, there was little chance the helicopter could 

find them. 

“Why now? Why are they looking around here now instead of two or three weeks ago?” 

Travis wondered. He didn’t understand why, but he thought it might have something to do with 

that box he found with the medical kit, the one he activated the day before, which felt like such a 

long time ago. “Of course! G always talked about the emergency locator thing.” He couldn’t 

believe he had forgotten about something so important, so fundamental. All planes have a device 

called an ELT—Emergency Locator Transmitter—that emits a signal satellites can pick up. If 

one of these is activated, the Coast Guard is notified immediately of the location where the 

locator is going off. It’s only natural that the Streamer 260 had one as well. If only he had found 

it right after he crashed, he wouldn’t be stuck on a boat with a bunch of pirates. 

The island appeared in the distance like a crouching turtle in the hazy rain that pelted the 

sailors and the yacht. Travis coughed incessantly, unnoticed by his captors. Travis saw it first: 

another helicopter heading straight for the island. The moment the pirates all turned their gaze 

upon the helicopter, Travis had the craziest idea. Before he could try to talk himself out of it, he 

was tugging the flare gun from his pocket. None of the pirates were looking at him; they were all 

staring off the side at the plane, hoping—praying—the Coast Guard hadn’t seen them yet. 



Travis felt no remorse as he thumbed the hammer of the flare gun, and raised the pistol into 

the air over the island. 

The man named Martinez turned around. He saw Travis’s arms raised, and the flare gun 

clutched in both hands. His lips pulled back in a snarl of rage— 

BOOM! 

Blinding orangey-red light exploded into the sky. It rose and arced into the distance toward 

the helicopter. Travis didn’t wait to see what happened next. He took a huge breath and dove off 

the edge of the yacht into the sea. The water pierced him like icy spears. Travis swirled against 

the push of the boat’s turbine and the insanity of the waves. He kicked as hard as he could, 

paddling with his tied hands in front of him, and swam deeply. 

Gunshots thundered like bass beats through the ocean around him. Travis needed to lose the 

pirates, to stay under long enough for them to give up and hopefully leave before the Coast 

Guard could catch them. If he could get back to his boat he’d be able to get away, tonight if 

possible. So, he kicked until his chest painfully scraped the surface of a huge rock. A wave 

grabbed him and threw him in line with the ocean’s violent agenda. He then surfaced without 

even meaning to. In the few moments he was with the world of oxygen, he took another gulp of 

air. The pirates were still there but they didn’t see him. Travis dove again. He remained under for 

as long as humanly possible, feeling his consciousness begin to fade as he flailed through the 

current. 

Finally, when he could stand no more of the constant rip and tear of the ocean, Travis 

paddled to the surface. The yacht’s motor blared as the boat took off—away from the island. 

Another wave heaved through his body. He smacked straight into a giant rock jutting from the 

ocean. Pain flooded from his ribcage to his brain. He could only barely tell that he was afloat 

with the rain drenching his throat as he tried to take in air, but he couldn’t get away from the 

rough, jagged rock pinning him in place. He heard the faint thunder of a helicopter blade, but 

with the pain screaming from his lower chest, Travis could barely breathe let alone swim. 

He felt his consciousness dissolving. Travis tried to stay awake, to stay here and alive, but it 

was like trying to keep sand in your cupped hands as it poured through your fingers. The wash 

and tug of the water seemed distant, almost like warm nudging. Travis tasted the bitter saltwater 

in his mouth, felt the urge to cough and sputter the water filling his lungs with aggressive 

urgency, but what good could that do? “You could swim! Get to the island! Get to safety!” His 



mind screamed—a voice that was once the biggest influence in his every day decisions, now a 

distant yammering. 

Travis tried to move, but found motion impossible. His arms were limp around the rock, his 

fingers clinging onto the worn grooves in the rock’s shape with numb, lingering muscle memory. 

He had come to the unfortunate truth: that he had no will left in his body or spirit to move, which 

was a mere precursor to the death that stands near all of us. This understanding meant this end 

was opening to him; the door through which all must walk. 

His ears were full of water. A strong, whooping wind pushed the rain and spray from his 

face. Travis, heart barely beating in his sick and bruised chest, stared up into the sky as brilliant, 

gleaming light shined across his face. His fingers slipped from the stone and he sank into that 

overwhelming whiteness. He was no longer in the water. He was floating through the enormity 

of the cosmos as it separated his being from his body, releasing his vast collection of thoughts 

and emotions into the endless void and current that connects the farthest stars in the farthest 

galaxies of the outer most universe to everything in the middle, everything connected by lines of 

present to a universal source. That which he was—a continuing, self-absorbed experience—

drifted into obscurity; the secret, silent plane where he once existed as Travis Wheeler drew 

farther and farther away. 

Experience transformed into unending bliss: a vast stretch of ebbs and eons. Hundreds of 

bizarre galaxies exploded into being, beginning and ending as phosphorescent stars glimmered 

and died out like light bulbs. Swirls of hazes, gasses, and smoke poured through the universe as 

suns sparked to life and dissolved into black swirls of death, sucking existing galaxies inward 

until they were nothing but asteroids, rocks, and dust. Whole lifetimes of suffering began and 

ended within the blink of an eye—mere moments compared to the monumental pain an 

individual feels for each new emotion. 

A wave of exhilaration flowed through him, as he tasted a mere sample of the miraculous 

energy of the universe. The light showered over his perception of these things as though it was 

radiating from he himself. Boundless joy filled his consciousness as the light of innumerable 

universes scorched through his transcendence, wiping his ignorance away. Fire like that of the 

sun radiated from his spirit as he neared the place where human understanding can go no further. 

He could see the golden blaze growing nearer, the end of individual experience—the point where 

the shade of his past would become a relic, the decaying mold of a dying self.... 



The brilliant burning of the light dissipated to a bland neon blue gleam. Pain from a time so 

far away returned. That urgent need to cough filled his throat, and this time Travis took it. Water 

flew from his lips as he sat up and sputtered the liquid onto the floor of the helicopter. He felt the 

nauseating sensation of perpetual movement as he sucked in air. Clouds of gray swirled out of 

his eyes, making way to four figures crouched around him in an enclosed space. One of the 

figures clicked on a flashlight and shined it into each eye. They tilted his head back and put what 

Travis thought of as a Popsicle stick on his tongue and looked down his throat. The person said 

something to another person. 

Travis blacked out. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Four — 
 
 

Home 
 
 

Travis was conscious several times throughout the next few days, but didn’t really surface to 

the world of reality until the evening following the third day. He heard the trees in his ears, 

swaying gently nearby. He was back on the island. Wind caressed his cheek, but it was a cool 

wind—an air he hadn’t felt in quite a long while. Travis opened his eyes and saw the white 

ceiling above. Sun shined over it from the open window to his room. A portrait of two apples 

sitting in a clay bowl hung over a faucet and counter across the small room. Glass jars of swabs, 

Q-tips, and a box of rubber gloves lined the wall next to the sink. Everything looked so pristine 

and shiny. It was as he looked at everything that Travis realized he must be dreaming—or dead. 

He threw the sheet back and pulled out the IV connected to his wrist. Getting up was painful 

as his muscles screamed in protest. He had to know where he was. Every muscle in his body 

ached like he’d been thrown down a flight of stairs as he walked barefoot across the icy tile 

floor. His fingers met the windowpane and Travis peered out over the city of Perry. It looked so 

beautiful in the afternoon sunlight. He was home. He was in the hospital where his brother had 

died. 

Travis had lived. 

The door of the room opened. Travis turned around to find a man with gray hair and a gray 

beard wearing a white coat, holding a clipboard under one arm. His blue eyes met Travis’s, and 

he smiled at him. “Well, looks like you finally came to. I’ll send your father up as soon as I ask 

you a few questions. My name is Dr. Nicholas. How do you feel, Travis?” He said all this with 

such ease. It was hard to believe he had come back from being under some of the harshest 

conditions the world had to offer. 

The words weren’t as easy for Travis. He didn’t know where to begin. How did he feel? How 

does one feel when they’re in so much agonizing torment from head to toe that the whole body 

feels just short of completely numb? “I—I’m in a lot of pain.” 

“I’ll bet you are. Three fractured ribs, near starvation for two weeks: send me an e-mail the 

next time you feel good. It’ll be about five months before you’re fully recovered.” 



“What happened?” Travis asked, and sat down on the end of his bed. 

“There’s quite a few people who would really like to know the answer to that question. No 

one else was out there, other than the stolen yacht the Coast Guard retrieved. It’s all over the 

news, the capture of the infamous Gulf pirate, Roberto Rodriguez. The Coast Guard report 

claimed they were searching the location for an emergency signal someone sent. Then they saw a 

flare. That’s when they found you, and brought you to Providence Hospital in Alabama. They 

matched your picture to a missing-person’s report your father sent to every Coast Guard station 

on all three coasts. The U.S. Care-Flight brought you here yesterday. Everyone says you’ve been 

sleeping soundly since a young man named Jim Taylor administered CPR on you shortly after 

you were rescued. That’s all we know. Last anyone heard from you before that, you went flying 

with a man named Hank Barlow—also part of the missing-person’s report—during a very 

dangerous tropical storm that swept through the gulf coast a month ago. Care to fill us in on what 

happened during the time you were inaccessible? It’s obvious someone found the ELT. Where is 

Hank Barlow, Travis?” 

“He’s dead.” Travis said, his throat hurting already. “I saw him... right after the crash. He 

was floating face-down in the water.” As he spoke the words, his face fell into a strange sort of 

daze. It’s like he could smell the water, feel the rain pounding over his shoulders as he watched 

that lifeless form sift back and forth through the waves. There was no question about it. Hank 

Barlow was gone. “I found the ELT after I pulled the plane out of the water. I turned it on.” 

“And the flare?” 

“That was me, too—after the pirates found me.” 

“How did the plane go down? Do you have any idea?” 

“Oil—the oil spill. We must have flown right over the oil slick in the ocean. The wind picked 

it up and we flew into oil sleet. The oil killed the engines and spattered the window to the point 

where we couldn’t see anymore. Then the hurricane took over.” 

“There’s one bit of good news: the cap over the leak has been sealed. The clean-up crew has 

been working as hard as possible for the last week since.” 

“What’s going to happen now?” 

“To you, or to the oil company responsible?” 

“I don’t care about the oil company. What’s going to happen to me? Shouldn’t I be telling all 

this to the police?” 



“Well, part of our practice here is to allow me—someone sociable to whom you can 

communicate—to ask you what happened. Then I’ll fill out a report, stating what you just told 

me. I’ll have you sign it, then I’ll give the information to the Coast Guard so they can stop 

looking for the Streamer 260 that went down in the gulf, and stop looking for Hank Barlow. I’m 

sure someone will need to speak to Hank’s family. Or, I can have you fill out the report and we’ll 

go from there.” 

“I’ll fill it out. I’ll tell his family. Do I have to do it now?” He asked. 

“Not at this moment, but it’d be preferable if you filled out the report before you leave the 

hospital this evening.” 

“Okay.” Travis glanced out the window. Something was coming. He slowly got to his feet as 

Dr. Nicholas followed his eyes, and saw what Travis was staring at. There was a plane heading 

straight for them. Travis couldn’t tell what it was at first because the sun gleamed too brightly 

behind it, but he recognized the plane as the Quasar Lite. The plane came right up to the window; 

the glass creaked within its frame as the red, white, and blue plane shot upward to the roof. G 

had arrived. 

Dr. Nicholas clicked his tongue and shook his head. “Those boys will be in trouble if they’re 

not careful. That pilot landed on the roof earlier this morning. He met with your father and the 

two went out flying not long after. I guess to celebrate your successful return.” 

“But my dad hates flying. He always said he gets air sick.” Travis said. 

“The way he looked when he saw you yesterday, Travis—I’m sure he’s fine. I’ll go retrieve 

them and send them in.” Dr. Nicholas exited the room, leaving Travis in the cold silence of the 

hospital room. 

Travis’s father came in first. G appeared behind him, next still wearing his sunglasses. “Hey 

there, captain!” He beamed. His voice sounded monumentally better now than it did last time 

Travis heard him. The look that passed between Travis and his father was one that could not be 

put into words. It reflected exhaustion, gladness, and an overwhelming air of relief. He had never 

been so happy to see anyone else in his life. 

But there was something else. What Travis had been through, what he had experienced all 

the way up to the moment where he had nearly drowned in the ocean while his consciousness 

sped through the surreal vision of the eternal: it showed in his face. Travis’s youthful innocence 

died on that island. Joseph Wheeler was no longer looking at his youngest living son, but at a 



young man, a young man capable of taking care of himself in the most difficult and unnerving 

conditions. He had seen and survived things on his own that his father could not even fathom. 

“Hey, Dad.” Travis said in a tone so low, it was almost a whisper. 

“Hey, Son.” He responded. The words acknowledged the emotions both had come to 

understand. They comforted and eased the nostalgic feelings passing between them. “I’m glad 

you’re okay.” 

“Me too. I didn’t think I’d see either of you again. Where’s Mom?” 

“She’ll be visiting tomorrow,” said his father. “I’m lucky she didn’t have me killed for letting 

you go on that trip. Let’s just say she didn’t take the news very well.” 

“She never takes anything well,” Travis frowned, thinking of the arguments and fights his 

parents used to get into before she moved to Kansas. He’d hardly thought of her while he was on 

the island. The thought made him feel a little guilty, but at the same time she was the one who 

abandoned them. She walked out without thinking about anyone but herself. What emotion could 

he spare to someone who acted as though she cared so little for him? 

“G, could I have a few minutes with my son?” Joseph Wheeler looked at him from the tops 

of his eyes. 

“Sure, sure.” G nodded. “I’m gonna go grab something to eat from Subway. Be back in a 

little while.” He ruffled Travis’s hair and disappeared into the hallway. 

After he left, Travis’s father turned his attention to his son. “I can’t imagine what you’ve 

been through.” 

“It wasn’t all that bad, I guess,” Travis smiled sleepily. The whole event made him tired. 

“Crashing was scary.” 

“Bet you’ll never want to fly again, huh?” 

Travis thought about the question. He hadn’t considered it. “I think I’ll be okay to fly—not 

over the ocean any time soon—but as long as it’s a clear day and the wind is good.” 

Joseph shook his head, looking at his son. “I thought I lost you. These last four weeks have 

been the longest, hardest weeks of my life. I hope you never have to experience the feeling of 

losing a child. I hope to God you never have to experience the feeling of losing two children. 

You can’t imagine....” He trailed off. 

“It’s okay, Dad.” Travis put his hand on his dad’s arm as a tear made its way down his cheek. 

“I—I know it would have been hard... but I wasn’t afraid. I was in the water when the Coast 



Guard found me,” he stared past his dad at nothing in particular. “I wasn’t afraid when... when 

the door opened.” His eyes met his father’s. “You told me about the door a long time ago. I went 

through for a minute. I can’t really remember what I saw or what I felt, but it was really bright—

the brightest light I’ve ever seen. I’ve never felt anything like what I felt.” 

His father looked at him for what felt like a long time. Then he smiled and wiped his cheek. 

“When I was nine, I lived in Michigan. My dad owned a ranch, and around it we had a few acres 

of woods. My sister and I used to walk around those woods on Saturdays. One December 

morning, we got a hard freeze—not really uncommon around there like it is here. It snowed that 

week more than either of us had ever seen. All the schools were closed so Jenna and I decided to 

go walking in the morning. 

“Part of a nearby lake extended into our property. Jenna and I knew it was there, we had seen 

it a hundred times while walking, but we didn’t think anything of it. When the lake freezes and 

its snowing, the ground and the lake all look the same. Anyway, Jenna and I had an argument 

earlier that morning, and I brought it up again. She got mad at me and went home while I 

continued walking. By the time I reached the place where the lake was, the afternoon sun was 

shining. The snow had begun to melt. I was walking on what I thought was the shore. I had extra 

traction hiking boots, so I didn’t really feel a change in the ground until it started to crack. The 

moment I realized what was going on, I tried to jump back to where the ground sloped up, but it 

was too late... I fell through.” 

“What happened next?” Travis asked. 

“I had seen stuff and read stories about people falling through ice. I wasn’t as close to the 

shore as I thought because my feet never touched the ground. I just floated with my arms holding 

onto the brittle ice. You can’t get any friction on ice, so it’s incredibly hard to get free when you 

fall in. I was out there for about twenty minutes before my dad and my sister came walking down 

the shore, calling my name. They had to find a long, broken tree branch in order to get me out 

once they figured out where I was. During that time, it was so quiet... I didn’t think anyone was 

ever going to come. Once they got me out, my dad said it wouldn’t have been long before I was 

frozen stiff. I had a little frostbite and it took a few days for my legs to work again, but that was 

my close call. It’s nothing compared to your story, but I do know the feeling of being trapped 

and wondering if anyone will even be able to find you. The ocean’s a big place. I’m sorry I—” 



“Dad,” Travis interrupted, “the doctor said you sent my missing-person’s report to every 

single Coast Guard station around the U. S., and said you didn’t stop calling all of them. My 

plane went down in a tropical storm! I can’t tell you how long we were flying around without 

even knowing where we were going because of the oil on the windshield. The nearest Coast 

Guard station was in Alabama. I’d have never guessed Alabama was the closest state. You can’t 

blame yourself for what happened to me out there. You did everything you could after I 

disappeared. There’s nothing anyone could have done... I’m just sad someone actually had to die 

out there. I wish there was something I could do for Hank’s family.” 

“We’ll think about that later. You just relax for now. I think Hank’s family will be content 

knowing at least you survived. It’s not ideal but the less loss in a situation, the better.” 

“But he’s gone and he’s never coming back. His life has ended, Dad! I just can’t stand the 

idea of moving forward without doing something... without paying for it.” 

“Hank Barlow’s death wasn’t your fault, Travis. You didn’t kill him—no one did. Nature is 

ruthless. Hank knew that before he got in the plane and thought he could race a tropic al storm 

over the ocean. He probably could have if not for the oil spill, something neither of you could 

have predicted. People die all the time in car accidents, and in freak mistakes. A lot of people die 

when we feel like they shouldn’t have, but there’s nothing we can do about that. Your brother 

taught us that lesson. It wasn’t his fault he had leukemia. Losing Justin was difficult. By no 

means was his passing bad. It was just something that happened, the same way something 

happened to Hank Barlow. Everybody goes sometime, some sooner than others. But it’s 

important to celebrate the time we still have left in this life, and enjoy one another’s company.” 

“I agree,” said Travis. The two sat in silence. 

G came back after a few minutes with three Subway sandwiches. He got Travis a meatball, 

his dad a chicken teriyaki, and a turkey sandwich for himself. “I wasn’t sure what you guys 

wanted, so I just got the first thing I saw for each of you.” 

The two thanked G and started eating. Travis didn’t feel very hungry until he took his first 

bite of the meatball sandwich. The warm, flowing flavor flooded his mouth. It tasted so good—

nothing like bananas, the opposite of bananas one might say. Travis took it all in until the 

sandwich was gone. He felt like he could eat three more foot-longs, but reclined in his seat and 

watched his company. 



“I’m glad you’re okay, Travis. If you hadn’t have come back, I’d have had to find someone 

else to give this present to.” G said. 

“Present?” Travis cocked his brow at G. 

“Yeah,” he nodded. “It’s a surprise for now. We’ll go get it when you’re feeling better.” 

“It’s not a ride in the Quasar Lite, is it?” Travis asked, smiling. “I love flying and all, but I 

could do that any time.” 

“Oh, it’s a ride in the Quasar Lite all right, but it’s not what you think. It all depends on how 

you look at it. You’ll see.” 

Travis spent the rest of the evening writing his report of the events that happened between the 

afternoon the Streamer 260 went down and when the Coast Guard rescued him from the ocean 

after SARSAT received his distress signal. Writing it was like living through the whole thing 

over again. Being caught and captured by the pirates was the hardest because he remembered 

how scared he had been. Given one more day, the Coast Guard would have found him, or he’d 

have sailed away. The last thing he wanted was to become a hostage when two forms of escape 

were so close. (Several fishers found Travis’s makeshift boat on the island a few weeks after 

Travis’s rescue. They tested out the vessel and it immediately fell apart after enduring three 

waves. The leader of the fishing boat, Jamie Roberts, contacted Travis via e-mail and let him 

know that he was probably more fortunate being picked up by the Coast Guard.) 

When he finished, he put his pen down and gave the report to Dr. Nicholas. The doctor 

skimmed over it and left the room without a word. Joseph Wheeler sat in the chair with a bag of 

Travis’s medications and a change of clothes for him. Travis went into the restroom and got 

dressed. After, Dr. Nicholas explained his medication schedule, and requested that he return in 

three weeks for a checkup. In the meantime, Travis was to stay home and rest. He would have to 

get Dan or Miles to bring all his homework in until he returned to full health. 

Before they left the hospital room, G shook Travis’s hand. “I’m glad you’re back. I’ll see you 

in three weeks I guess. We can start flying again as celebration.” 

“That sounds awesome. Are you leaving?” 

G nodded, smiling. “Yeah. I’m going up, and you’re going down. I told your dad to put your 

present on your bed. I’m positive you’ll love it. Rest well.” 

“Present?” Travis asked. 

“You’ll see.” G said with a dubious look in his eye. 



He and his father bid G farewell and got in the elevator. As they were getting into his father’s 

SUV, Travis watched the Quasar Lite soar through the clear night sky and disappear behind the 

treetops. 

“What’s with this present?” Travis asked on the way to the house. 

His dad smiled. “It will be clear when you see it.” 

“Why can’t you tell me now?” Travis glared at him. 

Joseph Wheeler laughed for the first time in nearly a month. “Wait and see, okay?” 

They spent the rest of the drive in silence. As they drove through neighborhoods, passing 

quick-stops, supermarkets, clothes shops, and department stores, Travis couldn’t help but notice 

how easy everything was here in the city. Everything you need is at the end of your fingertips. 

There’s no hunting for food, or suffering the blight of eating the only food accessible to you. 

Fresh, drinkable water was readily available with the mere turn of a knob. Everything was tamed 

and controlled, even the wind. Travis stuck his head out the window of the car as they were on 

the freeway, smiling at the feel of the cool air against his skin. 

When he got home, Travis went upstairs to his bedroom and saw the Blue-Ray disc and 

leaflet of pages on his bed. Travis picked up the DVD case. Scrolled across the disc were the 

words: “THE ADVENTURES OF THE QUASAR LITE: SEASON FINALE — FATE OF THE 

GODS”. Travis glanced at his father. “What does it mean?” 

“It’s the season finale that hasn’t aired yet.” He said. 

Travis flipped through the pages of the stapled script. His eyes widened at the reading of 

something that had not yet happened in the Quasar Lite television show. It was the final episode 

of the season. Daniel, Amber, and the others were on their way to rescue the gods. Travis had 

watched the previous one during his last evening on the island. But he hadn’t expected this. On 

the last page, everyone from the television show had signed the document and wished Travis 

good luck in his recovery. 

He stopped reading and met his father’s gaze. “Thanks, dad.” Travis’s grinned. 

His father nodded. “I’m going to go get some food started.” 

“Okay, Dad.” Travis plugged in his laptop and slid the blue-ray disc into the disc drive. The 

Quasar Lite intro started and Travis sat on his bed to watch the last episode in the series that he 

would watch another thirty times before his eventual return to school.  



 
 

— Part Eight — 
 
 

The Adventures of Quasar Lite 
 
 

Season Finale Special 
 
 

— One — 
 
 

The Future’s Price 
 
 

Professor McClean gasped when Mimir’s Well emerged from the fog of the lower land. 

Huge stone rafters arched over the water that appeared opaque black to him as he flew overhead. 

He landed on a wide stone bridge made to support large groups of soldiers, and got out of the 

Quasar Lite. As he made his way toward the fountain, he noticed a young woman wearing a 

white dress standing by the pond-side. She had dark brown hair and green eyes. Aaron McClean 

immediately recognized her as Amber, but at the age of thirty. 

“Are you Skuld, the Norn of the Future?” 

“Yes, Aaron. I’ve been expecting you.” She turned around to face him, holding out her hand. 

“Come, join my company.” 

“Why do you look like my niece?” Aaron asked as he approached the pond’s edge. The pond 

began to glow blue. 

Skuld smiled, the blue making the green in her eyes shine. “Isn’t the answer to that question 

obvious? I am personified by your idea of the future. Since your time is almost at an end, your 

legacy lies with Amber McClean.” 

“I suppose that’s about right.” McClean said. 

“Do you know why you were summoned to Mimir’s Well today?” Skuld asked. 

“You’re going to tell me how to keep the world from ending, but it’s going to cost me.” 



Skuld nodded. “Do you know what the price of knowing the future is and has always been? 

Are you prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice that only one other has been brave enough to 

make?” 

McClean glanced at Skuld from the corner of his eye. “I know the price, and I am prepared to 

make the offering.” 

Skuld paused for a moment as the wind billowed coolly about them. “Then proceed.” 

McClean took a deep breath. He took off his glasses and placed them on the guardrail. 

“You might need this.” Skuld said, placing a silver knife on the banister next to his glasses. 

“Don’t worry. No harm will come to you once the deed is done, but do be careful. That knife is 

extremely sharp.” 

Aaron McClean had never had very good eye-sight. He’d had to wear glasses since the third 

grade. Every year until he was twenty-five he had to get a new pair to keep up with his steadily 

weakening vision. He’d only had to upgrade twice since and he was now fifty-one years old. He 

recalled the general remembrance of getting something stuck in his eye and having to cope with 

only one good eye for a few hours. It was difficult. It would be a rough adjustment, but he had no 

other choice. If one considers what they would legitimately do for another person, McClean’s 

sacrifice wasn’t that big of a deal. He would die for Amber. Paying an eye was much cheaper 

than the price of death. 

Without waiting for his nerves to prepare, Aaron J. McClean stuck his index finger into the 

corner pocket of his left eyeball, and pushed as hard as he could. There was pain, there was 

awkwardness, and he knew it was going to be one of the most difficult personal extractions one 

could make. He got his finger to the knuckle and torqued the tip behind the eye were the retinal 

glands connected. There was pain—so much pain. He held his breath as he applied pressure. It 

came out strangely easy, almost as if eyeballs were made to come out at times. Fumbling for the 

knife, McClean cut the bloody spaghetti cords oozing out of his eye socket, and dropped the eye 

in the water where it swirled around with the brown pupil staring upward. It slowly descended 

into the black watery depths and disappeared. 

Skuld spoke an enchantment, causing the cords hanging down his cheek to pull inside the 

socket and heal. The pain vanished and it was like he had been blind in that eye for years. 

“You have paid the price for the knowledge you seek. You have received the blessing of 

Mimir. Now, you may drink from the well.” Skuld lifted a tankard that had been resting on the 



guardrail. She took a ladle from a hook under the railing and poured a splash of water from the 

well into the tankard. McClean took the tankard and drank it all down. It was the coolest, most 

tasteless water that had ever touched his lips. It cooled his esophagus and stomach as he fell into 

a sort of daze. 

“No.... No, Daniel—NO!” Aaron closed his good eye and when he opened it, a cerulean blue 

aura glowed from the pupil. He dropped to one knee and spread his arms and hands to support 

himself. He was in the difficult process of not only seeing, but experiencing the complex, 

meandering paths of the future. The eye is a physical sacrifice, but the knowledge of the future 

must also take its toll on the bearer’s soul. 

Professor McClean would never be the same innocent man he had once been. That person no 

longer existed. 

 
 

— 
 
 

The moment Amber and Daniel exited the mouth of the cave, they saw the rolling valley of 

green sparkling beneath the setting sun to the west. Within the valley stood the ornamental 

towers and archways of Alfheim. A small town filled with trees hid beneath the monuments 

against the blue sky. 

“Alfheim,” said Daniel. “Any relation to the extraterrestrial?” 

“I’m not dignifying that with a response.” Amber said. 

The two followed the road until they stepped under the first of the archways. The afternoon 

light dimmed as they passed under the evergreen canopy of tree-limbs. They saw buildings made 

of trees. Some were made out of what looked like giant mushrooms. Fireflies fizzed and blinked 

out everywhere amidst glowing spores that drifted through the air. The whole town was on a sort 

of slope. At the top of the hill to the north, a beautiful waterfall drenched the river below that 

meandered through the town. 

By the waterfall, Amber saw someone that she didn’t expect to see. “MR. SANDERS!” 

Amber cried and jogged up the hill between several confused elves. He turned around, saw the 

two, and grinned. His short black hair waved in the gentle breeze. He wore a tan tunic over a pair 

of plaid pants from Midgard. 

“What a surprise? I thought I’d never see you two again.” 



“I had hoped that you and Mr. Shepherd didn’t pass through the doorway,” said Daniel. “As 

you probably know, we’re stuck on this side with no way of returning home.” 

“I’m aware of the situation. After you two went through the door in the Quasar Lite, Larry 

told me to find you guys and make sure nothing happened to you while he went back to 

Stephenville for help. I haven’t seen him since, but I don’t think he was able to get back in. 

While looking for you, I stumbled into the woods and was found by a few elves who brought me 

back here. They’re a very peaceful race, although a little hesitant to communicate with 

outsiders.” 

Mr. Sanders said this as Daniel and Amber glanced about to find the eyes of every elf in the 

area on them. 

“Don’t worry. They’ll get bored of you so long as you keep your peace. Nice hammer, 

Daniel,” said Sanders. 

“Thanks. It’s Thor’s.” Daniel beamed. 

“I guess we should explain our side of the story too.” Amber said. She didn’t want to have to 

sift through the details of the last few days, but it came to her easily enough. Daniel filled in the 

space where Amber had been unconscious. As he recounted his part of the adventure, it was the 

first time Amber heard, in detail, all that he did during her absence. He had flown a very long 

way away, and put himself in great danger to make sure she survived. Hearing the story in full 

made her think about his kiss. 

“When I dumped the container,” said Daniel. “I thought it was empty at first, but one or two 

drops got to her and she spruced right up.” 

Amber smiled. “Then we got separated again.” She explained the distraction in Asgard. 

Daniel told them about his experience in Odin’s Tower, Yggdrasil, and releasing the sun and 

day, and about their next task in Niflheim. 

“Sounds like you guys have been mucho busy.” Mr. Sanders said. 

“Yep, but we can use all the help we can get. Do they have any armor here you could wear?” 

Mr. Sander’s eyes lit up. “Oh, I won’t be joining you. I’m a conscientious objector. Think I’ll 

just stay here until you guys are ready to head home, if that’s possible.” 

Amber crumpled her forehead. “You do realize that if we fail to rescue the gods, any one of 

many things could lead to Ragnorak because of our influence. If we fail, the world ends: this 

world, Alfheim, Midgard—all of it will be destroyed.” 



He nodded in understanding. 

“And you’re going to do nothing to help?” Amber asked. 

Mr. Sanders shrugged, smiling. “It’s not really my kind of thing.” 

“That’s something I would expect out of Dr. Roberts or Larry Shepherd, but you helped us 

get in here,” said Daniel. “You took action when no one else did. What’s changed?” 

“The task you’re about to go through is under completely different circumstances than that of 

getting you through Rurik’s door. The first only required that I speak with Larry. I’d be putting 

my life on the line if I went with you now.” 

“You won’t have a life if we don’t succeed. Would you not say that our success is worth 

more than your life?” Amber asked. 

Mr. Sanders shook his head. “I can’t. Besides, I was not instructed to go with you on this 

quest. My path led me here, and it will not lead me further on this side of the door.” 

“Fine, be a jerk then.” Amber spat. “See if we come pick you up on the way back.” She 

walked away hurriedly. Daniel gave Mr. Sanders a somber look before following her. 

“Good luck!” Mr. Sanders called after them. 

“What a jerk!” She shook her head. 

“I don’t know.” Daniel sighed. “I know he could have contributed to the cause, but I’d rather 

not have him around at all if he doesn’t want to be with us.” 

Amber stopped on the end of the bridge leading over the waterfall. A fine watery mist flowed 

through the air around them. “The country where we were born taught us that if we need to fight, 

then we need to fight together. I don’t condone war, but I will die for a good cause. If this isn’t a 

good cause to die for then I don’t know what is.” 

“That’s fine, but don’t judge him because he doesn’t feel the same way.” 

“Laziness just makes me mad.” Amber said. 

“You’re looking at it the wrong way.” Daniel replied. 

“Enough Daniel. This is obviously one of those issues that we’re not going to agree on.” 

Amber turned around and started toward a tree-house with horses and mules hitched in the 

grassy meadow nearby. 

 
 

— 
 



 
Jarl and Dr. Roberts emerged from the cave passage to a grove beneath the evergreen trees of 

Alfheim. The two looked famished in the light of the sun above. 

“The sun: it shines again!” Jarl stared up into the globe of light through the tree-limbs slowly 

tracing its course across the heavens. “They must have released the sun and moon somehow.” 

“Great.” Roberts said without really noticing. “Is that civilization over there? Fantastic. I’m 

done being a pawn in this stupid game!” He marched through the valley ahead and entered the 

town below. Jarl took a few moments longer to bask in the warming glow of the sun before 

continuing down the hill. 

Jarl hadn’t been to Alfheim in a long time, not since he took over security of Valhalla while 

the drunks got drunker and the gluttons got fatter. It looked the same as it always had. The elves 

moved about in their enchanted day to day life without addressing Dr. Roberts or himself. Very 

conceited beings, elves; they appreciate their privacy and are set in their humble ways. An elf 

will help if asked, but they’ll watch your tower sink into the ocean from afar otherwise. 

Jarl did a double-take as he saw none-other than Amber and Daniel emerge from the general 

store nearby. They saw him and hurried over, smiling. 

“Jarl!” Daniel clapped him on the back as Amber threw her arms around his middle. 

“Good afternoon: the first in over a thousand years! T’wouldn’t be possible without the help 

of you two I imagine.” Jarl patted Amber’s head as she pulled away. 

“We released them when we were in Yggdrasil.” She said. 

“Good to see you again, buddy.” Daniel took Jarl’s hand in his and shook. 

“Ah, yes, like a true brother of Asgard!” Jarl clutched Daniel’s forearm in his gloved hand 

and pulled him into a hug. “All has gone according to plan, except that one is a hopeless cause.” 

Jarl indicated Dr. Roberts who was being thrown out of the general store by two muscular elves 

wearing sleeveless red tunics. 

“Not surprising.” Amber drawled. Mr. Sanders hurried over and said something to the 

guards. They released Roberts and returned to the store. 

Daniel turned to Jarl. “What should we do next?” 

Jarl looked blind-sided by the question, but blinked and concluded the answer quickly. 

“Rescue the gods of course. Assuming you saw where they were being held in Odin’s Tower, 

then that’s your next destination.” 



Daniel groaned. “It’s a very long way away from here. I was hoping there might be a short 

cut.” 

Jarl stroked his chin. “There just might be. Yggdrasil is supposed to be rooted at the mouth of 

Virgilmir, the great fountain in the center of Niflheim that also runs through Hel’s palace. The 

elves may know a way to follow the roots to the world tree in order to cross the realms into 

Niflheim without having to trek through the Great Tundra to the north. Couldn’t hurt to ask. 

Come, I’ll show you to the Grovekeeper of Alfheim.” 

“Grovekeeper?” Daniel asked. 

“It’s like the mayor or ruler of the town, but he has no more power than any other civilian in 

Alfheim.” 

“Who does have power?” Daniel asked. 

“They are all equal. None are better than the others or higher.” 

“Hmm, a socialist society.” Daniel remarked. 

“I have heard of the political quarrels humans have created for themselves throughout their 

time in Midgard. You must understand that, while there are varying forms of elves, they do not 

consider themselves separate from one another, and do not care for the idea of government or 

rulers. They are one as nature encompasses everything. Perhaps humans aren’t all that different. 

Yours is a young race. There is still time to find your place in the universe.” 

They ascended the hill between the tree-houses until they reached the Grovekeeper’s seat 

which was within a thicket of ash trees. His chair was tall with ornamental curls coiled at the top 

right and left of the backrest. The Grovekeeper was a blond man with green eyes, and a thin line 

for a mouth. His ears were as tall as the top of his head and his chin extended to a narrow point. 

He was dressed in a fine green robe and wore sandals upon his unnaturally long feet. 

“Great Grovekeeper of Alfheim,” said Jarl as he gave a small bow, “we are but humble 

travelers who desire your assistance in traveling to Niflheim. We are prepared to pay whatever 

toll you have in mind for the information.” 

“Hope he’s got some cash ‘cause I left my wallet back in Midgard.” Daniel whispered to 

Amber behind the back of his hand. 

The Grovekeeper’s eyes flicked from Daniel to Amber, and back to Jarl. His pale, spider-like 

fingers met in an arch before his pointed nose. “You desire our assistance with hopes of rescuing 

the gods I presume.” 



“Of course. If it’s possible in any way, shouldn’t we seek to make it happen?” Jarl asked. 

The Grovekeeper stared at Amber for a moment, and then stared at Daniel. “You are 

undisciplined creatures. Your thoughts wander aimlessly throughout the day, dulling your mind.  

If I were you to allow you access to the ancient passage, it’s far more likely that you would 

squander your resources in the Great Tundra and return without success than you would succeed 

in your quest. That being said, would it not be kinder of me to deny your access and spare your 

lives?” 

“You’re thinking in chances and probabilities,” said Daniel. “Humans have already proven 

that we’re capable of exceeding chances and probabilities.” 

“Interesting. You really believe you’re prepared for what awaits you in Niflheim.” The 

Grovekeeper looked at Daniel and glanced at the handle of Thor’s hammer over his shoulder. He 

smirked. “Thor also believed that problems could be solved by hitting things with a hammer. If 

this is all you possess, then you will not even be able to get through the ancient passage, which 

has not been used in centuries. The last who used it were the dwarves. Bear in mind that the 

dwarves curiously vanished in the middle of the ancient passage. The reasons why have not yet 

been understood because no one returns from the ancient passage.” 

“Oh man.” Daniel moaned. 

“What about the Tundra?” Amber asked. 

The Grovekeeper chuckled. “It would take one of my most disciplined minds at least a month 

to brave the winds of the tundra and reach Niflheim, if any were foolish enough to go there. The 

journey is not to be taken lightly.” 

“Okay, so just tell us what we have to do and what we need in order to get through the 

ancient passage already!” Amber yelled. “Obviously we’re going to go so what other choice do 

we have?” 

Daniel winced at the icy call of a dragon nearby; no one else seemed to have noticed. He 

turned around and tried to look at the sky, but there were too many tree limbs in the way. “Not 

again...” he moaned. 

“The problem is apparent,” said the Grovekeeper as he lifted his hand to the air. A moment 

later, an enormous copper dragon soared beyond the treetops and set the tree-houses down the 

hill ablaze. It circled back around. “The dragons were awakened by the return of the sun and day. 

We’ve been under attack by this one ever since.” 



“Come on, Daniel.” Amber grabbed his arm and pulled him into motion away from Jarl and 

the Grovekeeper. 

Daniel followed her as she ran across the many bridges through the town of Alfheim. “Where 

are we going?” he called after her as they ducked through a crowd of elves. 

“To stop the dragon,” said Amber. “What else? We’ve gotten pretty good at taking these 

suckers down. Nothing a whack from Thor’s hammer can’t fix.” 

“I’m glad you can sign me up to save the day so readily.” Daniel said. 

“The way the Grovekeeper put it, we don’t have any choice.” Amber stated. 

They emerged from the cover of the forest to see the dragon soaring over the countryside. It 

dove low over a crowd of sheep hurrying toward the forest line and snatched one from the 

middle in its talons. The dragon tossed the sheep into the air and snapped its jaws over the thing 

like a cotton-coated treat. It took off into the air once-more. 

“Okay, what now? Our other dragon successes have been in a some-what controlled 

environment. This one’s got free rein of the skies, which if you’ll recall nearly got us killed in 

the Quasar last time.” Daniel commented. 

“Man, I wish the Quasar Lite was here,” said Amber. “I just want to get close enough to that 

thing to do some damage.” 

“Speak of the devil.” Daniel pointed at something shiny above the distant hill. Amber put her 

hand over her eyes to shield the sun. 

She saw the red, white, and blue coloring of the Quasar Lite charging through the sky toward 

the dragon twenty times its size. “Holy crap, it’s Uncle McClean! At least I hope it is.” 

“What’s he doing?” Daniel asked. The Quasar Lite grew larger as it drew nearer. 

“On second thought, maybe the Quasar Lite vs. Dragon—Round Two—isn’t such a good 

idea.” Amber said, remembering her last few moments before the blank space of dreaming she 

had experienced during her coma. 

The Quasar Lite continued forward. The dragon heard the propeller and craned its head 

around, flapping its huge wings to stay afloat. McClean didn’t slow down. He flew for the 

dragon like his destination lay beyond it—like a giant flying lizard wasn’t even there. Something 

fired from the front of the Quasar. A round projectile rocketed toward the dragon. From it six 

other projectiles connected at the center by a rope flew outward. From each of the six, twelve 

more shot out and so on until a wall of rope doubled the length of the dragon. The projectiles 



were still going when the front of the giant net connected with the dragon’s side as it tried to 

avoid the collision and failed. The net encompassed the dragon instantly, causing the thing to 

hurdle like a giant boulder towards the empty valley below—consequently, fifty yards in front of 

Daniel and Amber, who had watched the scene in awe with their mouths open. 

The net-bundled dragon crashed to the earth as Professor McClean found a space of field 

between the mountains and the forest to land. While the net was a good idea, it wasn’t enough to 

contain the dragon entirely. A reptilian wing exploded from the break between the sides, and the 

dragon slipped its head out and stood tall, its giraffe-like neck the size and thickness of one of 

the giant sequoia trees Daniel had seen in the Yosemite National Park in California years earlier. 

Daniel stepped forward and unbuttoned the strap holding Miolnir to his back. He took the 

hammer in hand and heaved it at the dragon’s face. It turned end-over-end and connected with a 

familiar thump. The dragon’s head fell sideways. When it hit the ground, a minor earthquake 

rumbled through the land and trees behind them. 

“That was easy.” Daniel said. He caught Miolnir and buttoned it up again. 

“Congratulations.” The Grovekeeper said, approaching with his arms tied behind his back. 

“You’ve defeated the dragon. Allow me to show my and the citizens of Alfheim’s appreciation 

by offering you this finely crafted bow. It should help you get through the ancient passage.” 

Amber took the bow and a quiver of arrows along with it. “Awesome. Now, can you tell us 

where the ancient passage is?” 

“I will show you when you’re ready. Don’t worry about the dragon. I’ll have some of my 

assistants take care of guiding it to safer roosting grounds once it wakes.” The Grovekeeper 

turned and started back to the forest. 

Amber burst into a run toward the Quasar Lite. Daniel followed. As they arrived, Professor 

McClean pushed the canopy of the Quasar back. Amber placed her hands on the rim of the 

passenger side. She gaped at the strange midget in full knight armor sitting in the passenger seat 

of the Quasar. 

“Yo.” The knight flashed her a peace sign with its armored fingers. “It’s me, Milchamp!” 

“What’s with the armor?” Daniel asked. 

He pointed to the sky. “Sun, remember? Dwarves turn to stone in the sunlight.” He nodded 

through his steel visor that had been fitted to his fat head. 



“Yes, Milchamp is helping me out with a few loose ends.” Professor McClean turned his 

head toward Amber. That’s when she saw the eyepatch covering his left eye and gasped. 

“You didn’t!” She yelled. 

“I did. There was no other option. It’s a very good thing I did too. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have 

known what to tell Daniel in the next,” McClean glanced at his wristwatch and sighed, “ten 

seconds. Daniel, given the option to defeat Loki: don’t. Look to Balder instead. Only you can do 

this. I must go or I’ll be late. Good luck kiddos.” 

“Peace out, holmes.” Milchamp nodded to the two. 

“Wait!” Amber yelled, but McClean pulled the canopy down, and started the propeller. 

Daniel pulled her out of the way as the Quasar Lite turned around and began to roll down the 

hill. She fought him, but he held on anyway. The two watched the Quasar speed down the valley-

side. Moments later, the Quasar was soaring over the mountaintops to the north. Amber watched 

it until it disappeared. 

“It would have been nice if he could have flown us to Niflheim. Come on, Daniel,” Amber 

said, sighing. “Let’s go to Niflheim.” 

“Are you okay?” Daniel asked. 

“I’m fine. Let’s do this.” 

Daniel shrugged and followed Amber to the Grovekeeper’s seat. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Two — 
 
 

The Perilous Journey To Niflheim 
 
 

“Have you prepared for the continuation of your journey?” The Grovekeeper asked when 

Amber and Daniel approached. 

The two nodded, and the Grovekeeper snapped his fingers at one of his assistants. The 

muscular elf stepped forward and beckoned for them to follow. Daniel and Amber followed the 

elf to a tall ash tree that looked similar to the world tree. The elf hammered on the side of the tree 

three times. The roots spread out of the way and the dirt caved to a stairway leading into the 

earth. 

“Fantastic. Another underground passage,” said Daniel. 

“You may need these.” The elf snapped his fingers. Two white lights descended from the 

tree-tops and hovered around the two magically. Daniel thanked the elf and the two hurried into 

the passage. 

The narrow corridor didn’t go on for long. They exited out onto a platform that ended with a 

large gap, and a doorway on the opposite wall that they couldn’t get to. Below were dozens of 

skeletons at the bottom of a deep pit; people who attempted to jump and failed. 

“We’re already stuck.” Daniel groaned. 

Amber looked around the room. She saw a small square hole in the wall above the doorway. 

She took the bow from her shoulder. Drawing an arrow from her quiver, she lined the arrow up 

in the bow, drew the string back as the wood of the bow flexed, and aimed for the hole. Amber 

had taken archery in the private academy she had gone to before she went to public school and 

met Daniel. She had also practiced at the lake house in Australia. It didn’t help her hit the hole 

the first time, but after three arrows, she landed one. The path extended from the doorway to the 

end of the platform where they were standing. 

“That was easy.” Daniel shrugged. 

“Wouldn’t have been possible without the bow and arrow. That must have been the part the 

Grovekeeper was talking about.” 

“Hopefully the only part.” Daniel agreed. 



The two hurried down the hall and entered another enormous room. Huge columns rose to 

the darkened depths of a ceiling that was probably very far away. Cobwebs stretched between the 

gaps of the stone pillars. Some of the pillars had crumbled, but most still stood. The only light 

was that of the orbs the elf had given them. Amber tripped on something. When she turned 

around to look at it, she saw a skeleton dressed in armor and holding a weapon like it was its 

child. As they progressed, more skeletons littered the floors until there were more bones than 

floor. Ribcages poked from the litter of bodies like daggers. Lifeless skulls gazed at them from 

all directions. 

“I really don’t like this.” Daniel moaned. 

“Me either.” Amber whispered, clutching an arrow in the bow-string so as to fire at anything 

that may come out of the darkness. “Just don’t say anything if you can avoid it.” 

The two tip-toed over the bare spots on the floor and made their way through the endless 

room. Amber jumped to a spot, heard a hiss, and gasped. Something large and furry with many 

eyes crept out of their light radius. Daniel landed at Amber’s side. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

“I think it was a spider,” she replied. 

Invisible creepy-crawlies spread over the whole of Daniel’s body as he shivered. He searched 

the web of blackness encompassing them, imagining how many eyes could be on him at this 

moment. It could have been hundreds if not thousands. Daniel began to notice hairy green 

mandibles and appendages on the outskirts of their light. Once the glow of their lights passed 

over them, they would hiss and pull out of sight. He began to see the shine of many eyes just out 

of range of the dim glow. They were awake and watching. Several spiders were beginning to 

move in closer, which meant that they were adjusting. The orbs seemed to be growing weaker as 

they progressed. They were down to a pale glow—just enough to get a visitor through the 

darkness if need be. A spider the size of a terrier leapt across Daniel’s vision. They were getting 

more confident as their light depleted. Hundreds of fuzzy green pincers crept and twittered 

around the edge of their light. 

The two began to shorten the time they spent in each bare spot. They jumped over the 

skeletal corpses of slain warriors until a strange dried fountain appeared from the darkness on 

their left. They continued hopping, Amber in the lead until her inertia carried her forward, but 



the bones of the dead were all that were in front of her. She had to leap to the left where—to her 

great fortune—there was a bare spot. 

The tile beneath her shifted downward. “DANIEL—STOP!” She held out her hand, but it 

was already too late. Daniel landed directly on the tile to her left and the tile that was actually a 

button descended into the floor. 

BOOM! Fire erupted from the fountain in a huge mushroom that transformed into a giant 

flaming pillar from the ceiling high above to the floor. That wasn’t the scary part. Billions of 

green and lavender spiders from small to large surrounded them. They all shrieked and frenzied 

in all directions at the brightness of the room that had to be miles across. 

“What do we do?” Daniel spread his arms. 

“I don’t know, I don’t know!” Amber dropped low as the spiders began tumbling over the 

ledge into the fire behind them. “If we get off the tile it’ll turn off the fire, and then we’ll be 

dead. If we stay here, there’s a good chance we’ll be dead, too!” 

“Hey, the fire didn’t turn on when you jumped on the button.” Daniel pointed at Amber. 

“Only when I did. I don’t weigh that much.” He frowned. 

“It’s Thor’s hammer, Daniel!” Amber said. 

“What about it?” 

“That’s what’s making the button work. According to the Eddas, Miolnir made Thor so 

heavy that he wasn’t allowed to walk upon the Bifrost Bridge lest he would break it.” 

“That’s just a useless fact, Amber. It doesn’t solve our problem,” said Daniel. 

“Yes it does: drop the hammer!” Amber yelled as a pair of spiders rolled between them. 

Amber fell off the tile and crunched the bones beneath her boots. The button remained down as 

Daniel stood on it. “You’re going to have to give it up.” 

“How am I supposed to just leave Thor’s hammer behind?” Daniel protested. 

“You don’t have a choice! It’s just an object. Don’t let it hold you down!” Amber said. 

Daniel unbuttoned Thor’s hammer from his shoulder and stared at it. He looked up at the 

continuously raging fire before him as the spiders screamed and fled everywhere. He took a deep 

breath as he lowered the hammer head to the floor while still holding onto the handle. He felt it 

between his fingers one last time, remembering the leather-bound grip he had come to 

understand like the inside of his hand. “We had a good run. Till next time, maybe.” Daniel said 

to himself. 



“COME ON!” Amber yelled. 

Daniel dropped the handle and jumped off the button. It remained down and the fire 

continued to rage. He glanced at Thor’s hammer as it rested on the hammerhead with the handle 

up. The fire continued. Amber pulled Daniel’s arm as the two snuck through the chaos of fuzzy 

spiders. Most of them were fleeing into crevices and holes in the broken floors and ceiling. Many 

hid beneath fallen pillars and other debris. 

Amber aimed for a great archway on the other side of the labyrinth of a room. The path had 

cleared as the spiders egressed to their nooks and crannies. They passed through the threshold to 

the other side of the archway, and immediately started down a steep, spiral staircase that 

descended through a cylinder of stone walls. As the light from the room above faded, they heard 

crawlies skittering down the walls and staircase in pursuit. As they reached the bottom of the 

staircase, Daniel looked up and saw a mesh of green and purple as the spiders raced for their 

succulent meals. The light orbs that had been a gift from the elves of Alfheim had abandoned 

them. 

“RUN!” Daniel yelled. The two burst forward down a large misty corridor. 

Amber glanced over her shoulder to see the full length of the passageway covered with the 

spiders. She saw a door up ahead and put on a burst of speed. She and Daniel passed through, 

and each grabbed hold of a door on either side of the hall that was lit by ancient still-burning 

torches. They pushed with all their might and dragged the door’s wooden bottom over the stone 

floor. At least ten spiders made it through the door before it closed. 

One jumped onto Daniel, but he flung it off before it could bite him. Several shot webs from 

their fat, hairy abdomens but missed. None of them were the big ones. Amber sent a few 

crashing into the walls as she gave them a few arrows. Daniel kicked and punched them until the 

rest fled into holes in the ceiling. He was still wearing the equipment with which to wield Thor’s 

hammer so he was stronger than your average human-being. Beyond the door nearby, they could 

hear the maddening movement of millions of spiders. 

“We should move,” said Amber, grabbing a torch from a sconce. “They’ll probably be able 

to figure a way through or around that door soon.” 

“We might have bigger problems.” Daniel said, indicating the way ahead. Lining the walls of 

the hallway were dozens of rows of coffins. Ancient dead norsemen lay inside each one with 

their arms crossed. Daniel noticed gold and jewelry within some of the coffins. 



“Let’s keep moving. Just try not to touch anything.” Amber instructed. 

The two made their way through the corridor, still hearing the spiders scrape against the door 

far behind them. Daniel glanced at Amber. Her face was covered with soot from the fire, and so 

was his. The shadows of the coffins danced with the flickering of the torch-light. 

“How long has it been since we left Alfheim?” Daniel asked. 

“Maybe an hour.” Amber sighed. 

“Wasn’t the trip to Niflheim supposed to take like three months for even the fastest of the 

gods?” 

“That’s why we’re taking the ancient path; supposed to be a shortcut.” 

“Man, I hope it is short. Only an hour and it feels like I’ve been through hell and back.” 

“You tend to chatter when you’re nervous, you know?” Amber smiled at Daniel. 

“Glad you noticed. Dead bodies kind of freak me out.” He glanced at one of the corpses 

whose coffin was positioned upright against the wall so the cadaver looked like it was staring at 

the two outsiders. He didn’t say anything, but he could have sworn the thing’s neck moved a 

little so as to keep them in its line of sight. 

“You also don’t have the comfort of Thor’s hammer at your back.” Amber said lowly. 

“Yeah, thanks for pointing that out. Now I’m really nervous.” 

“With or without Thor’s hammer, Daniel: I’m really glad you’re with me.” She glanced at 

him. He caught her eyes and smiled then turned his attention forward. 

They passed through a set of double doors like the ones they had closed on the spiders, and 

found themselves standing in a great hall before a pedestal. Staircases wound through the room 

to the many platforms overseeing the central podium from which an important speaker might 

have conducted many talks and speeches to his Nordic kin. The two noticed a single coffin in the 

middle of an altar before the pedestal. 

Amber and Daniel crept past the coffin and climbed the steps to the door at the back of the 

hall, their foot-falls echoing acoustically throughout the circular room. They got to the top 

platform and started for the exit. A large cast-iron gate slid shut over the doorway, blocking their 

passage. 

“I knew that was going to happen.” Daniel said and clasped the metal door frustratedly. 

“Thor’s hammer would have knocked this thing right off its track.” 

Amber turned around. “Crap,” she groaned. 



At the bottom of the stairs, dozens of the undead soldiers they had passed earlier ushered 

through the doorway. Amber readied her bow and took aim. It was hopeless. There were at least 

a hundred of them. Several spiders had gotten through with the undead horde as well. Amber 

pinned a few to the ground while Daniel ran down the steps at the first charging undead. 

He didn’t have a plan, but was too tired to care at the moment. The undead soldier raised a 

sword over his head in both hands so as to strike Daniel down. Daniel continued forward. Before 

the thing could bring the sword down, he shoved his whole body and momentum through the 

undead, disintegrating it to ash as its sword and the remnants of its bones showered to the floor. 

Two more came at him. Daniel grabbed their shoulders and smashed them together with ease. He 

punched one in the face and its contents scattered to the ground. 

“Nice going, Daniel!” Amber yelled as Daniel took an undead’s long metal war-hammer and 

began plowing through the walking remains. Amber aimed for the spiders and pinned them to the 

ground with arrows before they could get to Daniel. She didn’t know how he’d fair against them 

and they had no way of curing whatever poison they might have. A burst of more undead and 

spiders made Amber’s heart begin to beat faster. There were too many, even for Daniel. He was 

going to be overrun and then she’d be next. If they stayed in this room in this position for another 

minute, they would be dead. 

They held their own though. When Daniel broke a weapon, he took up a new one and stayed 

alive. Amber continued firing arrow after arrow into the crowd until she heard a creak travel the 

length of the wooden bow. It might have a few shots left, but it wasn’t enough to make a 

substantial difference. It was too much. Daniel was beginning to lose track of them. He lost his 

footing and went down in a horde of undead ghouls and spiders. 

Amber saw an undead face come up from the coffin on the altar. It looked much less decrepit 

than the rest of the zombies they had seen. It narrowed its skull and rose from the coffin, carrying 

a staff with an orb on the top of it. “STOOOOOOP!” The skeletal leader screamed, sending 

terror through both Amber and Daniel. All the undead ceased to attack. The spiders that had been 

hurrying through the doorway fled the way they came in fear of the voice. Daniel lay on the 

floor, bloodied and beaten. 

“What possesses you to attack the mighty heir of Thor and the heiress of Freya?” The undead 

leader asked as it stepped out of its coffin. 



“We’re on a quest to save the gods.” Amber said, cracking her voice a little. She’d hardly 

realized how scared she was. 

“I am aware of your destiny, mortal. I am Lord Volsung. The woes of your tribulations to 

Niflheim end here.” 

Daniel got to his feet and brushed himself off. “Finally, a little luck.” Blood oozed from the 

cuts and nicks on his face he’d accumulated from the violent combat. He had a bruise under his 

left eye and he was covered with the dust of the undead, but he hadn’t sustained any serious 

injuries. 

“Let us waste no more time.” Volsung said, making his way up the steps toward Amber. The 

gate behind her magically slid up its tracks, freeing the way forward. Daniel hurried up the steps 

behind Volsung. The three left the altar and the rest of the undead, and entered a tall foyer. Two 

oval, hollowed-out rocks the size of busses lay on either side of the walkway suspended on large 

metal tracks. “Welcome to the great Torghatten Rails.” 

“Are these for transportation?” Daniel asked. 

“Yes, the dwarves created them for us before the disappearance of the gods. It was supposed 

to allow the Nordic kings access to all the different realms so they wouldn’t have to travel such 

great distances. It has not run in a millennium because some of the track is no longer safe, but I 

fear we have no other alternative. It should sustain one final ride for the two of you.” 

Amber and Daniel exchanged a worried glance. “We’ll be okay. I know it.” Amber said. She 

climbed into the hollow of the mechanism and sat down on one of the seats before a stone 

handle. It was almost like preparing for a roller coaster ride. 

Daniel reluctantly followed. “I don’t have such a good feeling about this.” 

“You never have a good feeling about anything.” Amber shook her head. “If kings trusted 

their lives on this thing, then we can trust ours.” 

“It’s that whole unsafe track part that worries me, and the fact that this thing hasn’t been used 

in a thousand years.” Daniel sat down next to Amber and gripped the stone handle in both 

hands.” 

“Do you know what happens if you do not live to see Niflheim?” Volsung asked. The two 

shook their heads. “Your world ends. All worlds end. It is your quest to see the gods released 

from their captivity, and I say that with the utmost desperation. Good luck, Midgardians. May 

you succeed in this task for the good of us all, in this life or the next.” Volsung pulled a lever, 



sending the oval egg down the ramp. “Oh, and if you see my boneheaded grandson tell him I’ll 

be seeing him soon!”  

“No pressure or anything.” Daniel said as the car sped down the hill on its track, and then 

wheeled to the right. They were descending through a series of meandering tunnels. Both gripped 

the stone handle before them as tight as they could as the mechanism flew through the innards of 

the earth. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Three — 
 
 

Daniel Gets Engaged 
 
 

The cart carried them at a continual high speed through the mountains south of Niflheim. 

Darkness shrouded the track save for the ever-enchanted torches that lined the walls of the 

tunnel. After two hours of this, Daniel had wanted to fall asleep, but every time he tried, the track 

would change the slightest course and bring him back to full alertness. The same went for 

Amber. They were moving too fast for them to communicate with one another, so they simply 

rode in silence. 

Daniel glanced ahead and saw a circle of light at the edge of his perception. He pointed at it 

and Amber wrinkled her forehead in order to see. She blinked and nodded. Within minutes, they 

were coming upon an opening in the tunnel walls. They passed into unbelievably bright light. 

They had been underground for so long that their eyes weren’t used to the brightness of the sun. 

Amber was gradually able to see again. She saw dark clouds overhead to the edge of the 

western sky. The brilliant orange glow of the setting sun broke through the cover of the overcast 

sky, spilling over a beautiful lake with a castle upon a vista overlooking the water nearby. They 

were still on the track and still moving at the same speed but over a valley of snow. Snowflakes 

drifted from the heavens, biting at their cheeks like needles. Amber put up her hand in order to 

shield her eyes from the sunlight, and that’s when she saw it. 

Flying overhead was the Quasar Lite, following their path into the heart of Niflheim. She 

watched its red, white, and blue colors until it disappeared behind the shadow of a hill with the 

looming castle atop its crest. The sun disappeared behind the hill. Amber noticed Daniel still 

shielding his eyes. She shoved him. 

Daniel looked around, blinking. “Where are we?” He asked, his brown hair billowing over 

his forehead. 

“My guess would be Niflheim!” Amber cheered. 

Daniel smiled at her and glanced at the track ahead. His face dropped and he gripped the rail. 

Amber immediately looked to the track and finally understood the disclaimer that Volsung was 

talking about. It wasn’t safe because there wasn’t any track. Before either of them could think to 



do anything, the cart rocketed off the rails and soared into the chaotic winds of the northern 

lands. 

 As gravity took hold of the cart, Amber and Daniel slid from their seats into the air. The 

snowy land came at them quickly. Daniel’s heart seized in his chest as he smashed through the 

soft layer of snow to a cushioned halt. He clawed his way back up to the surface and crawled to a 

nearby rock that was jutting out of the sea of snow. He climbed onto it and saw Amber doing the 

same thing he was: swimming through the snow as if she might drown in its prolific icy depths. 

“AMBER!” Daniel yelled, hearing his voice echo across the empty land. “TO YOUR 

LEFT!” He called, directing her to a stone just like his. She heard him and swam to the rock 

where she caught her breath. 

She pointed toward the hill with the castle on it. “It’s not that far from me!” 

Daniel took a deep breath and dove back into the snow. He pushed his way through toward 

Amber. It took him a minute, but he finally found the stony land that Amber was talking about. 

The snow was still nearly waist-deep when he met her side. The sun had disappeared over the 

horizon, leaving them in the dim twilight. 

“Any idea what that place is?” Daniel asked, indicating the castle with its many rooks and 

turrets. It stood against the navy blue clouds that were in the process of overtaking the remaining 

clear sky. 

“I’m not sure. There are lots of castles, holds, and towers, but I can’t remember a specific 

one that’s by a lake. It looks like the snow drops away up there.” Amber pointed at the ascending 

hillside. “We can make a camp on one of the shelves, and then follow the road that leads away 

from that building. We’re close to Niflheim. I can tell by the amount of snow everywhere and the 

mist coming off the water of the lake.” 

“Sounds like a plan.” Daniel said, hiking up the hillside. He almost walked right past it, but 

something dark in the snow caught his eye. Daniel stopped and took a step back. He reached 

through the ankle-deep layer of snow and withdrew a small glass bottle of black liquid with a 

cork stopper holding it in. Curious, he gripped the exposed part of the cork and slipped it from 

the neck. Amber turned around just as Daniel put the lip of the vile to his nostrils and sniffed. A 

gaseous blend of herbs and spices burned down his nose and throat. He plugged it back up and 

held it away. 



Amber marched over and snatched it out of his hand. She stared at the bottle, studying it as 

though she might be able to discern its contents just by looking at it. There was no label or 

identification, and the liquid was black as oil, but a light viscosity—easy to swallow. It was 

clearly made for consumption, but for what purpose? “Where did you find this?” 

“In the snow a second ago.” Daniel wiped his nose with his sleeve, and puckered his face as 

if prepared to sneeze. He finally did sneeze. His eyes went red and his sinuses became clogged as 

he attempted to suck air through his nose. 

“Are you okay?” Amber glanced at the bottle. 

“I’m fine. It’s just whatever’s in that stuff is super strong. It doesn’t hurt any—” he sneezed 

again, “more.” 

She retrieved the flask of water from their pack and gave it to Daniel. He took a few sips, 

handed it back, and they climbed to the nearest shelf where they set up camp for the evening. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Professor McClean and Milchamp sped over the snowy wasteland that was the land of 

continual mist. They passed Niblung Castle and soared over the lake into the northwest. 

McClean followed Milchamp’s instructions as he led him to Lake Amsarnir. He was leading him 

to the island of Lyngvi where the mighty wolf, Fenrir lay imprisoned until the end of days. 

The lake widened across the horizon as it opened up. McClean held the plane steady as they 

flew over the misty water. The fog cleared and both Milchamp and McClean watched as the 

island came into view beneath them. Within the basin on the island that had been Fenrir’s home 

and solitude, they saw nothing but a pile of large silk ropes. 

“Gleipnir! It’s been broken.” Milchamp stared at the giant cave at the far end of the basin. A 

giant wool blanket had served as Fenrir’s bed before he was released. 

“Gleipnir is the only reason we’re here.” Professor McClean scanned the island for a place to 

land. “We’ll need to get it repaired, and from there you’ll begin to see my plan.” 

“Repaired,” laughed Milchamp. “Do you have any idea what went into the making of 

Gleipnir? I don’t know about you but I don’t know where to find the sound of a cat’s footsteps, 

the roots of a mountain, a woman’s beard, the longings of a bear, the voice of the fish, or the spit 



of the birds! It’s like baking a cake with cement, metal, and twigs; impossible. All you get is a 

steaming pile of dung.” 

McClean clapped Milchamp on the shoulder. “I don’t know where to find all that stuff—

other than a woman’s beard—but I do know someone who can.” He landed the Quasar Lite on a 

vast flat stone that overlooked Fenrir’s den. 

The two got out of the Quasar and began hauling the large-width silk rope up to the plane. It 

wasn’t very heavy, there was just a lot of it. McClean opened the door to their storage cabin, and 

they began threading the silk into the room until it filled every nook and cranny between the 

seats from the floor to the ceiling. They were only just barely able to shove the seat forward and 

close it. A little of the silk rope stuck out from over the seat, but it didn’t bother either of them. 

“Back to Svartalheim.” Professor McClean said, and fired up the propeller. They were in the 

air and heading south a few minutes later. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Daniel and Amber sat by the fire that Amber had constructed in one try after Daniel had tried 

and failed to make it six times before giving up. Night had fallen, and with it a thick mist settled 

about the area, winding through the leafless trees sprouting straight up from the hillside. They 

couldn’t even see the castle on the hill anymore for the wall of white that surrounded them. 

They ate the rations that Brock had given them, which was mostly what Daniel would have 

considered trail-mix: legumes, honeyed oat clusters, an assortment of sweet berries and dried 

grapes. They also chewed on the strips of jerky that were packed with the rations, and washed it 

down with water from one of the many thermoses and canteens they’d been given as well. There 

was plenty of everything in the bag to their relief. Once they finished eating, they retrieved two 

of the four bedrolls that were in the bag, and tried to sleep. 

Amber had trouble for a long while. She tossed and turned while listening to Daniel breathe 

in and out. She finally drifted for what felt like fifteen minutes. When she woke to the same wall 

of mist and the dying fire, she no longer heard Daniel’s breathing. Turning over, she stared at his 

vacant bedroll. 

“Daniel?” Amber said, hurriedly getting to her feet. “DANIEL!” Fear coursed through her as 

she spun around in search of him. “Daniel can you hear me?” She listened. No response. 



She examined his sleeping area. There was no sign of a struggle. At first she thought he 

might have gone to take a leak, but since he hadn’t returned in close to five minutes since she 

woke up she had to assume that something else happened. “Why the heck would he go without 

me?” Amber asked herself. She knew there had to be a rational explanation as to why he left, but 

couldn’t help feeling abandoned. 

Looking up, she remembered the potion he had found. That meant she knew exactly where 

he was and what had happened to him. She needed to get into that castle before it was too late. 

She quickly packed up their things and followed the hill’s incline toward the castle. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Daniel stumbled through the bushes and fell onto his hands and knees in the middle of a 

cobblestone road that was covered with a light powder of snow. He got up, and followed the road 

to his left. The trees fell away to a grassy hillside. He could hear the roll of the water beyond the 

cliff’s edge nearby. From the mist, the huge Niblung Castle came into view. The morning was 

beginning to set in as the sky lightened in the east. It had taken him all night, but he finally felt 

like he was going in the right direction. She had to be this way. 

The drawbridge was down and two guards wearing purple and blue garb over their chain-

mail stood before the entrance. Daniel crossed the bridge and halted before the guards. They 

each looked him up and down. “Queen Grimhild’s been waiting for you.” One said. “Dex will 

show you the way.” He bowed, allowing the other guard to enter the castle before Daniel. 

The entry foyer was vast and lit by only three torches, making the shadows of the decorative 

trophies and swords upon the walls dance across the room. Dex led him straight into the royal 

hall where a tall woman with blonde hair, narrowed green eyes, and a long, pointed nose sat on 

the queen’s seat. She wore a pretty green dress with matching green knee-high boots. 

“Thank you, Dex. You may go.” Queen Grimhild waved him away. 

Dex bowed and hurried out of the room. 

The queen stood up and walked down the steps to the floor. She stopped before Daniel and 

surveyed him. “You look a little young, but who’s picky in this day and age?” 

Daniel stood, unquestioning—watching as the queen of the Niblungs decided his fate before 

his eyes. 



“Gudrun,” called the queen. “Tell me what you think, won’t you please?” 

“Does it matter?” A girl asked as she emerged from the shadows. She was pretty, and had 

blonde hair and green eyes, like her mother’s. “He’s fine.” Gudrun said, and returned to the 

shadows from whence she came. 

“Wonderful.” The queen clapped. “We’ll hold the ceremony tomorrow evening. Here, drink 

this and follow Dex to your bedroom.” She slipped a potion like the one he had found earlier into 

Daniel’s hands as she passed. “Good night, Daniel.” The queen cooed and disappeared up a 

marble staircase. 

Dex placed a hand on his shoulder and turned him around to face a dark corridor of the 

castle. “Congratulations. You’re about to get married!” He gave Daniel a crooked smile. Daniel 

gazed at him, but didn’t think anything of the words spoken. He uncorked the potion and drank it 

down. Dex led him to his bedroom. “Well, g’night Daniel.” He pulled the door closed behind 

him. 

Daniel heard the bolt turn as Dex locked him in. Daniel walked to his bed, laid down, and 

went to sleep where he dreamt only of Gudrun. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Amber reached the road to the Niblung Castle, took a left, and followed the road to the 

drawbridge. As she’d been walking, she had been remembering her mythology. She had a plan. 

So long as Amber kept her cool and followed the plan perfectly, she might have a chance to 

rescue Daniel before it was too late. To her good fortune, the drawbridge was still down. She 

crossed it and met with the castle guard. 

“Castle’s closed, Miss. You’ll have to make an appointment if you’d like to meet with the 

king or one of the princes.” 

“I seem to have gotten lost in the fog. Can you point me in the direction of Brynhild’s 

Tower?” Amber asked. 

“Brynhild’s Tower?” The guard looked taken aback. “Why would you want to go there?” 

“I’ve been instructed by my brother, a fine, noble prince by the name of Sigurd—who also 

happens to be single, by the way—to investigate Brynhild’s Tower to see if the beautiful maiden 

is still trapped there. He wishes to marry so that he can rule over our huge and most gorgeous 



country with a bride at his side. Since there seem to be so few bachelorettes out in this misty 

country, he’s more than willing to rescue one of the most beautiful women in all the land to 

make her his bride, unless of course you can think of someone who’d be more appropriate. We 

have all this land and only a simple and attractive prince who is new to the throne to watch over 

it.” Amber sighed. “If only we could make an arrangement with someone easier, a young 

princess who isn’t trapped by fire. My brother isn’t picky.” 

“Tough luck, Miss. We have a princess who’s only just been arranged to be married this 

morning. If only you’d come with your proposal two days earlier you might have been able to set 

up your brother with her. The queen despises confrontation and rarely goes back on her plans.” 

The guard said. 

“Oh, so I’m assuming the suitor you’ve chosen is wealthy with a great deal of land, and a 

vast kingdom full of riches and vineyards?” She winced at her own question for how foolish it 

sounded coming out of her mouth. 

“It is none of my business, the status of Gudrun’s groom-to-be. I can tell you how to get to 

Brynhild’s tower though.” The guard shrugged. 

“That would be wonderful.” Amber smiled, her face feeling hot. 

She followed the guard’s direction. Once she was out of sight of the castle, Amber put on the 

falcon headdress and bridged the distance between the Niblung Castle and Brynhild’s Tower 

within half an hour. It was a lot easier for her to get a handle on being a bird after having flown 

the Quasar Lite for so many years. 

Amber took off the headdress and put it away, hiding behind a nearby lot of trees as she 

spied on the tower. It was a simple enough tower with a ring of flames on the roof surrounding 

an empty pedestal. That told her that Sigurd had already been there. She had read the story of 

Sigurd and Gudrun many times in school, loving and appreciating the tragedy for its artistic 

beauty. It wasn’t as dear as Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, but it was along the same lines. 

Daniel getting caught up within the Niblung’s plot was a very unfortunate turn of events, but 

the plan would technically be making Sigurd sacrifice to the tragedy that inevitably befalls him. 

Amber felt bad about bringing relationship drama to Sigurd and Brynhild’s peaceful lives but she 

had no other choice. Without Daniel to help her get into Niflheim, Ragnorak would claim the 

whole world. Sigurd’s exchange was a necessary evil. All she had to do now was wait for him to 

leave the tower. 



She sat behind the trees, keeping herself warm until she saw a blond-haired figure emerge 

from the square entrance of the tower. He wore leather garb and carried a bow and arrow. It was 

Sigurd and he was going hunting. 

Amber left her cover and started down the hillside. He followed the road to the east. He got 

taller and cuter the closer she got to him. After a few minutes of tailing him, she watched him 

crouch into the snow-covered brush as he stalked a nearby elk grazing between the trees. Amber 

withdrew her bow and arrow and drew the string back. She’d never been one to hunt live 

animals, but Sigurd was going to catch the thing anyway. He slowly pulled his bow from over 

his shoulder and readied an arrow in the string. Amber lined up her arrow with the elk who had 

been unfortunate enough to be caught by the road. She raised her aim by a few degrees to 

accommodate for the distance and let the arrow fly. 

She watched the arrow sail through the air and strike the elk directly in the heart—the impact 

blowing it off its feet into the snow. Sigurd looked over his shoulder and saw Amber standing on 

the hillside with her bow still at the ready. 

Amber stepped down the hill as Sigurd watched her. He had bright blue eyes beneath his 

short, sandy blonde hair. “Hello there!” Amber called as she approached. 

“Why did you shoot that deer? You knew it was mine.” Sigurd proclaimed. 

“Just trying to get your attention.” Amber replied. 

“Now you get to help me carry it back to the tower.” He dropped to one knee next to the elk 

and hoisted it onto his shoulder with ease. He stood up and started walking. Amber wasn’t quite 

sure how she should help, but she pushed on its bottom with both hands as Sigurd hauled the 

brunt of the beast. 

The two marched down the road toward the tower that loomed over them in the cloudy 

morning sky. Once they entered the tower, Sigurd took a left and entered a large kitchen area 

where a small person who was not stocky enough to be a dwarf helped them push the thing onto 

the table. 

“Thank you, Nimbo.” He said to the short man who wore a pair of faded white pants and a 

white shirt to match. Sigurd guided Amber out of the kitchen and onto the ground floor next to 

the staircase leading up to the different stories of the tower. “So why did you need to get my 

attention so badly?” 



“My friend has been captured by the Niblungs at Niblung Tower. I need someone’s help 

persuading them to let him go. It’s only because he was buffoonish enough to go exploring their 

castle in the middle of the night and got captured. You must help us: we are on a quest given to 

us by the gods themselves.” 

“Gods? If you say so. I don’t mind helping you, but if you turn on me I’ll slit your throat 

where you stand!” He said, glaring at her. “It’s happened before, so don’t ask.” Sigurd grabbed 

his sword and traveling cloak from behind the tower door. He led her outside and they started 

along the road together. 

“How’s Brynhild?” Amber asked. 

“Peachy. She’ll be glad there’s dinner for her this evening. We will be back before evening, 

right?” 

“Oh yeah,” Amber lied. “It’s about an hour to the east. That’s all. We’ll be there in no time.” 

They talked for the next hour as they made their way back to Niblung Castle. It was barely 

visible for the incessant fog, but Amber pointed out its spires over the treetops against the 

orangey morning sky. The sun had made an appearance between the clouds. They didn’t have 

long before the wedding. If Daniel got married that day, he would be the laughing stock of their 

school if they ever got back. Amber would tell everyone. 

They approached the castle to find the two gate guards standing in the way. “Need more 

directions, Miss?” The guard from earlier asked. 

“Follow my lead.” Amber whispered to Sigurd before facing the guard ahead. “You said 

there was a wedding. We’re here to see the marriage of Daniel and Gudrun. We are neighbors 

after all. We only live just down the road.” 

“For the record, I have no idea what this girl is talking about or who she is.” Sigurd said. 

“Delusional,” Amber shook her head. “He’s brain-dead and doesn’t know what he’s talking 

about. He tends to spout random things at times.” 

Sigurd spread his arms in protest. “But—” 

“Yes, yes, dear, your pants are in purgatory. The gnats are quite large beyond the leafy 

stickle!” Amber declared as Sigurd stared at her with a clueless expression upon his face. 

“Fine, come inside, but find a seat in the court and don’t make any noise.” Dex said, leading 

the way to the castle. 



Amber winked at Sigurd and hurried forward with him trailing behind her. They entered the 

castle and followed Dex to the court where people in fancy clothes filled the pews before a 

wedding altar. Daniel stood under the altar, wearing a stupid look as he drooled on his shoulder. 

Someone had dressed him in nice medieval attire for the event. 

“Is that your friend?” Sigurd asked, nodding at Daniel. 

“Yes. We’ve got to get him out of here somehow before they marry off Gudrun.” Amber 

said. They found two clear seats in the pews and sat down. “You wait here.” 

Amber got up and headed through the door. She immediately met a guard in the hall. “Some 

place you’re trying to find?” He asked. 

“The laboratory?” Amber inquired. 

“Excuse me?” 

“The bathroom—I need to pee!” She whined agitatedly. 

“This way.” He led her up the steps nearby to a large and expensive room with marble walls 

and toilets and left her. Amber closed the doors behind her and began snooping. She opened 

cabinets to find towels, checked the drawers under the massive mirror that was the length of her 

bedroom at home, and pressed the stones leading to a nearby bookshelf. Amber scanned the 

books. Pulling on each book’s dilapidated spine, she tugged one that wouldn’t come loose. The 

toilet against the wall spun around. On the other side of the wall was an apothecary station with 

potions and drinks of all kinds filling the shelves. 

Amber scanned the potions and found one with black liquid like the one they had found 

earlier with the label ‘LOVE: GUDRUN’ on it. Amber tossed the potion in the air and caught it. 

She pulled the book again, returning the toilet, and then left the bathroom. Descending the steps, 

Amber entered the court once more and sat down next to Sigurd. He was holding two goblets in 

hand. 

“One of these is for you.” He said. 

Amber took both. “Go fetch us some bread sticks, won’t you?” 

“Are you going to get your friend?” Sigurd whispered. 

“Yes, just get us some freakin’ bread sticks already!” She scolded. Sigurd hurried off to find 

the bread sticks that he probably wouldn’t find. While he was gone, Amber poured most of his 

wine into her glass, placed his emptied goblet on the pew, and withdrew the potion. She checked 

to see if anyone was looking, but Gudrun had just appeared at the head of the room. Amber 



uncorked the potion and dumped a third of it into Sigurd’s drink. She re-corked the potion and 

pocketed it as Sigurd returned. 

“There are no bread sticks. I didn’t think there would be.” He said, looking disgruntled. 

“It’s fine. Let’s toast to the couples’ good health.” 

“Are you mad?” Sigurd asked her, seriously. 

“Just drink your drink, everyone’s looking!” Amber whispered harshly. No one was looking 

at them. Everyone’s attention was on Gudrun. She drank a sip of hers which burned as it stained 

her throat. Sigurd took a deep sip of his and winced at the flavor. 

“This tastes really weird.” He remarked as Gudrun began walking the aisle. He took another 

sip and set his drink down. While everyone was staring at Gudrun, Amber was stealing glances 

at Sigurd. It was working. His face was turning dopey like Daniel’s as he gaped at Gudrun. 

Amber relaxed a little. Her part in his life was over. She had done as much as she could. 

She noticed as she watched Gudrun, that now people were beginning to stare. Sigurd had 

stood up. If Amber didn’t know any better, she’d have thought he was drunk. He made his way 

out of the pew and began to follow Gudrun down the aisle. Several guards hurried forward and 

caught him in their arms before Sigurd could leap for her. Gudrun wrinkled her forehead and 

turned around at the commotion. 

“Gudrun! Don’t marry this fool! I’m the one who should have the honor of calling you my 

wife!” He got down on his knees and clasped his hands together before her. 

The family and friends of the bride-to-be throughout the room took a collective breath. 

Daniel continued looking idiotic like nothing was happening. Amber slipped out of her seat and 

approached the altar. Five guards had hurried over to Sigurd to restrain him. 

“Gudrun! I love you! Marry me, won’t you please? I’ll die without your love!” Sigurd tried. 

Gudrun, who hadn’t said a word to anyone yet, was standing a few feet from Sigurd, 

watching him with an embarrassed look on her face. Her mother approached. 

“What’s all this racket?” Queen Grimhild asked with her hands on her hips. She was wearing 

a blue dress-boots combo now. 

Amber climbed the altar as everyone had their attention on Gudrun and Sigurd. Amber stood 

behind Daniel and put her hands on his shoulders. She turned him around and walked him 

towards the ready room behind the stage. “Daniel, wake up! Snap out of it.” She clicked her 

fingers in front of his eyes, but he didn’t seem to understand anything. 



“Gudrun? Where are you Gudrun?” He asked, looking around airily as though she was right 

in front of him but hidden. 

“Daniel, do you not remember that we have something really important we’re supposed to be 

doing?” She whispered. She heard more gasps from the crowd outside. 

“GUDRUN!” Sigurd wailed at the top of his lungs. 

“God, I’ll regret doing this one day, I know it... but it’s the only way.” Amber grabbed 

Daniel’s head and pulled his face to hers. She planted her lips on his and felt the softness of his 

mouth again. At first, nothing happened, and then he started reacting. Their mouths moved 

furiously as Daniel embraced her in his arms. 

“Oh my God, what’s this!” A maid appeared behind them. Amber and Daniel broke apart. 

“Queen! Queen! There’s an intruder trying to steal the new prince!” The maid called and ran out 

of the room. 

“Time to go.” Amber withdrew the falcon headdress and the snakeskin. “Get us out of here, 

Daniel.” She indicated the open window high above them. 

Daniel, still looking a little disoriented from the strange happenings took the falcon 

headdress. “Where are we? What’s going on?” He asked. 

“I’ll explain later, just get me out of here through that window behind you!” Amber slid the 

snake-skin over her head and turned into the snake. Daniel pulled the headdress on and turned 

into the falcon as the room filled with guards. Daniel plucked her off the ground and took off 

into the air. The guards drew their bows and arrows and began firing at them. Daniel circled 

around and soared through the open window into the freedom of the sky. They flew through the 

misty air and descended the mountainside, leaving Niblung castle, Sigurd, and Gudrun behind. 

Daniel glided all the way down the hillside, ignoring the mounting pain on his left. The speed 

at which he had been thrown into action had startled him, pumping his adrenaline through his 

body. As the cold filled him to the core with Amber hanging loosely in his talon, he airily passed 

over the meandering road below. He could feel the resistance coming from his left wing and had 

compensated for it. Part of him knew what had happened, but couldn’t look without ruining his 

form. He began to get dizzy. His strength was fading, all of which was currently going into being 

the falcon. 

A dark shape swam from the misty clouds above him. Daniel saw it and tried to avoid it as 

the shape drew closer, but he was beginning to lose form and consciousness. It swooshed past 



him and Daniel felt the cool emptiness taking over him. He fluttered in mid-air and craned his 

neck to look at his talon where Amber in snake-form was no longer there. He stole a glance of a 

fellow falcon carrying the snake before the image blurred and faded into the white surrounding 

him. 

Daniel felt himself choke as the world began to fall around him. His heart thumped painfully 

in his small falcon chest as he landed in the snow with a thump. 

He immediately blacked out. 

 
 
 
  



  



 
 

— Four — 
 
 

With a Little Help From My Friends 
 
 

Professor McClean flew the Quasar Lite over the mountains of Svartalheim that glittered 

from the sunlight overhead. He saw the alcove cut into the side of the mountains and aimed for 

it. He passed into a great channel between the mountains above a lake and passed over majestic 

waterfalls as the shade of the mountain cavern blocked out the sun. He aimed for a giant runway 

etched into a mighty cape where dozens of dwarves were doing test-flights in giant brass flying 

machines. McClean chuckled when he saw one of the planes crash, cartwheel on its side, and 

take off into the air again. 

Milchamp took off his armor as soon as they got out of the Quasar Lite. He’d been 

marinating in his own juices for the last six hours as the sun roasted the cabin of the Quasar Lite. 

Professor McClean pressed the nose-cone, causing the Quasar to fold into its cube position. He 

pocketed the cube and followed Milchamp through the halls of Svartalheim back to Brock’s 

workshop. McClean reopened the Quasar Lite and retrieved the rope, Gleipnir, and gave it to 

Brock who was wearing a pair of blue overalls and about six pairs of overlapping glasses on his 

head. 

“Ah, it’s been a long time since I’ve seen good old Gleipnir. Finally snapped, or....” He 

investigated where the binding had been severed. “Cut.” He held up the perfectly straight end of 

the rope to express the clean separation. 

“Gleipnir was supposed to be the strongest grapple ever conceived.” McClean said. 

“The gods bound Fenrir with Gleipnir after Fenrir grew to be too large,” said Brock. 

“Whoever did this would have to wield an enchanted sword in order to cut Gleipnir.” 

“Is it possible to rejoin the two halves of Gleipnir?” McClean asked. 

“Theoretically, but the culprit clearly has the means of severing it once again.” Brock 

shrugged. 

“Fix it. Let me worry about the culprit.” Professor McClean said. 

Brock did as he was asked and laid the two halves of the rope on his workbench. He 

approached a strange looking gold safe against the far wall with four buttons. Pressing the 



buttons seemingly at random, Brock pressed a button that caused the safe door—a series of metal 

plates—to spiral around until the plates lined up and made a cylindrical sleeve just big enough 

for Brock’s arm to fit through. He stuffed his arm in and withdrew a glass jar with a label in such 

a bizarre and unknown language that McClean had no idea of its origin. Inside the jar was a 

spool of thread. 

He popped the lid off and used the thread to sew the two halves back together. The new 

stitching looked a shade of pearl white against the weather-beaten manila of the old halves of 

Gleipnir. Once Brock was finished, he returned the thread to its secluded place within the safe. 

“I have one more request, if you don’t mind, Brock.” McClean held up his hand. 

“Anything for one of the Midgardian Heroes.” Brock said. 

McClean felt a tingle run down his spine at the sound of that. “One more addition to the 

Quasar Lite, and then I’ve got another stop to make in Alfheim before we save Daniel and 

Amber’s bacon.” 

“What request?” Brock asked. 

McClean inspected the Quasar Lite, and then showed Brock the area he wanted altered. 

Brock started the work immediately. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Daniel woke to the horrifying feeling of not being in his own body, on top of which he was 

covered in snow. The sky had transformed into a white blizzard. Daniel rocked back and forth, 

his whole body in pain. He couldn’t move his wings, but he was trying to move his arms. 

Somehow, after a minute or two of struggling, Daniel was able to get the falcon headdress to 

slide off his head, leaving him in agonizing human pain which felt much worse. He looked over 

to his left arm to see that he’d been hit by an arrow. 

Daniel swore. It had gone clean through the muscle of his bicep. He couldn’t even move it 

for the swelling soreness, but he felt a sense of urgency at the blood leaking down the arrow tip 

now that he was human again. Daniel got to his feet using his right arm, which in turn torqued 

his chest and left arm causing him a significant amount of pain as he staggered through the 

snowy wilderness. He still had his bag on him, and there was a medical kit from Brock inside. 



He glanced down at the arrow poking through his sleeve where a blossom of red was staining 

the insulated fabric that the dwarves had given him. “I’ll have to get the arrow out first.” He 

swallowed, unsure if the wound would even heal correctly if he did somehow get the thing out. 

“Darn it Amber, this is where your assistance would be really useful right about now.” Daniel 

touched the arrow and shied away from the immediate spark of pain. 

An overwhelming sense of helplessness flooded through his chest. Part of him felt guilty, a 

smaller but steadily growing part of him felt an intense source of energy shouting at him to rip 

the arrow out. “Come on, do it! Break it off and be a man!” 

“Are you kidding me?” Daniel felt sweat on his back and chest. His clothing suddenly felt 

too hot. Panic was beginning to arise in him. If he didn’t get the arrow removed, his arm would 

develop an infection and it would have to be amputated if it didn’t kill him first. He ran his right 

hand through his hair, clenching and pulling at the roots as he ground his teeth just to feel a 

different kind of pain than that of his arm. 

He began to breathe heavily, tightening and releasing the glove in his free hand. Frustration 

coursed through his veins. Why had this happened? Why now, after they had come so far, when 

there was nobody for hundreds of miles except lunatics, dragons, and zombies? Daniel curled his 

fingers around the arrow, biting his teeth, experiencing the pain as it lashed through his shoulder 

and skewered his spine. 

Out of pure adrenaline, Daniel screamed and slammed the end of the arrow against a nearby 

tree. The torque of wood against bone to the breaking point of the wood was an agony that 

Daniel would never forget. But the arrow was broken. Clenching his whole body, Daniel 

collapsed to his knees and dropped the arrowhead. While the storm of ache still raged beneath 

his skin, Daniel gripped the feathered tip of the arrow with his right hand and yanked it out, 

inspiring a fresh wave of torment. 

He spent the next few minutes searching through the bag with his free hand for the medical 

kit. After finding the small wooden box, Daniel popped it open to find a roll of bandages, and a 

red potion of some sort. Considering his last potion experience, Daniel was hesitant, but his 

desperation overpowered him. He popped the cork and drank the potion down. The feel and 

tastelessness of it moving down his throat drained the color from his face. He retched, but 

avoided vomiting. 



Rolling up his sleeve, Daniel took the roll of bandage and wrapped it around his bicep. The 

throbbing wound was reddish-purple with pulsing red wires beginning to lead in all directions 

from it. Covering the wound with the bandage, Daniel took a deep breath. He was beginning to 

feel better. He took some of the extra clothes that he had packed in his bag and wrapped an 

undershirt around both sides of the bandaged wound to keep it warm. Exhaustion and shock 

clouded his mind with delirium. 

Daniel stumbled through the winter white until his consciousness began to drift with fever. 

From the whiteness, Daniel looked up to see the black angel watching him from the tree-line 

ahead. Daniel continued marching forward through the icy winds. He had come to the end and he 

knew it, but he couldn’t allow himself to give up on finding the gods or Amber. 

At a certain point, Daniel fell to his knees but was so numb that he hardly noticed. In his 

mind he was still pushing his legs forward, except he was bearing the needles of the wind with 

no progress. His eyes slid closed. Daniel drifted off into dream. 

 
 

— 
 
 

He was flying in the Quasar Lite, looking out onto the endless landscape below. Daniel 

looked over to see Mr. Sanders piloting the plane, wearing a pair of cool aviator sunglasses. 

“How’s it hanging, buddy?” Sanders asked. 

“Not so good.” Daniel frowned. “I think I made a mistake somewhere.” 

“Everybody makes mistakes—even me.” Sanders said this like it was impossible to conceive 

that he could be anything less than perfect. “I’m going to do you a favor, Daniel. I usually don’t 

like to interfere, but I’ve really been interfering since the beginning. None of you would be here 

if not for me.” 

“Why would you want us here? Who are you?” Daniel asked, realizing that they had known 

next to nothing about Mr. Sanders since the beginning. 

Sanders smiled, keeping focused on the horizon ahead. “You’ll find out.” 

“Couldn’t you just tell me now and save me the trouble?” 

“Ah, but where would the fun be if I told you all the secrets? If I told you I knew the secret to 

life, the reason for being: would you really want to know what it is? The truth would shock you.” 

“Of course,” yelled Daniel. “What’s the meaning of life, man—spill it!” 



 
 

— 
 
 

Daniel opened his eyes and sat up. The snow and wind had died down to a gentle, flowing 

breeze. Standing before him between the trees—Daniel hadn’t even realized he was in a forest—

was an enormous black horse. It stood on eight legs and its eyes were pure red. A saddle had 

been properly secured to its back. Attached to the saddle was a note. He got to his feet and 

approached the horse. Daniel plucked the note between his gloved fingers and read it aloud. 

“I have sent my trusted steed, Sleipnir, to assist you. Amber is being held in Hel’s Keep. You 

must find her in order to rescue the gods.” Daniel looked at the blank back of the note, crumpled 

it between his hands, and threw it on the ground. “Awesome. I can’t say Hel’s Keep is a place I 

really wanted to visit. Did you come find me just to deliver this note or were you going to give 

me a ride?” Daniel asked the horse. It sneezed and trotted a few steps forward, motioning for 

Daniel to get on. 

“Excellent.” Daniel took a few minutes to put on Thor’s attire that was somehow in the bag 

of infinite space, and hopped on the back of the horse. He fumbled with the reigns. “Sleipnir, eh? 

Do the extra legs help or what?” The horse took off with Daniel barely holding on as they 

whizzed through the pale realm. Daniel’s clothes were sopping wet from the spray of the many 

hooves beneath him, but he didn’t care. He was moving again, and he was going to find Amber. 

A bridge materialized from the snowy veil. Sleipnir slowed to a steady trot. Daniel could 

hear the brook beneath the bridge as they touched the snow-covered pathway. The horse’s 

hooves uncovered a glassy substance beneath the veil of white. Daniel noticed from the golden 

banister lining the path that most of the bridge was crystal. He almost missed it, but Daniel 

squinted, noting a thin thread of black connected to the middle of the bridge and disappeared into 

the misty heavens. 

As they reached the climax of the bridge and began their descent, Daniel realized that he 

couldn’t see the end of the bridge beyond the wall of mist. Sleipnir kept trotting forward, but the 

ground never emerged from the fog. They walked for what felt like five minutes before Daniel 

bade Sleipnir to stop. He had seen television and movies before. They had been continuously 

treading on an endless illusion without making any progress. It was the toll of the bridge. He 

would have to do something to break the cycle and move on. 



Daniel looked back the way they came at the hump of the bridge behind them. How was he 

to know what to do? He might have to sing a five minute song while hopping on one leg and 

patting his head. He thought about trying it, but felt a heavy rain drop land on his cheek. Except 

the drop didn’t feel like water, it felt warm and rich. Daniel wiped his face. When he pulled his 

glove back, it was smeared with blood. He shouldered his cheek to get the remains of it off him. 

Dots of red sizzled through the top layer of snow. 

Repulsion coursed through him as he felt the blood rain blot his clothing and hair. He tried to 

think of what to do. He could do nothing but go backward, and that wasn’t going to happen. 

“Come on, Daniel. Calm down and think.” He closed his eyes, and counted up to ten and down 

again, a trick a psychiatrist had taught him back in the dark days when he was angry all the time: 

angry at his parents for getting their divorce over stupid reasons, angry at his teachers for 

expecting him to work when he was so frustrated, angry with his schoolmates for being so free of 

care. Fury was the veil that masked the world around him before he learned how to will himself 

to breathe. He met Amber not long after, when everything had gotten better. 

“Amber....” He opened his eyes to the blood rain once more. “What would you do? What 

obvious answer am I missing that you would know right away?” 

It was something to do with Norse lore, a subject both he and Amber had gone over in 

English class, but while she held the knowledge in high regard, Daniel had slept through much of 

the information and guessed lucky enough to pass with a C. Since he couldn’t rely on what he 

knew, he would have to use his wits. He opened his gloved hand and let the crimson spatters 

darken the tightly stitched fabric. 

“Blood.” He said, and looked up—feeling foolish that he didn’t figure it out sooner. Daniel 

tugged his backpack front of him and peered inside. He surveyed the contents until his eyes 

landed on a sheathed dagger that had been part of Amber’s wardrobe. He slid the large knife 

from its sheath and closed the bag. Daniel took off his left glove, showing pink shivering fingers. 

He placed the cool blade against the bare flesh of his palm. “This better be the right thing to do.” 

Daniel slide the knife down his palm, feeling the searing pain as it sliced through his flesh. A 

spray of blood slashed across the snow and seeped into the bridge as the knife fell from his 

grasp. Daniel swore, clutching his hand with his glove. “Why do they do it like that in the 

movies? I have just pricked my arm or something.” He said. The blood rain had ceased, but his 



hand continued dripping. He wrapped it with a strip of the orange T-shirt he wore under his 

tunic. 

The mist at the end of the bridge cleared, showing the progression of the path. The moment 

he crossed into the land beyond the bridge, the air became at least twenty degrees colder. The 

sky was lavender purple behind huge stacks of clouds rolling over the many rivers meandering 

through the deep valley on his left. Far beyond the rivers, past a thicket of woods, towered a 

castle whose height disappeared into the hazy cloud cover. Hel’s Keep. He had officially entered 

Niflheim. 

He and Sleipnir rode against the wind constantly. It never seemed to cease its icy assault on 

his face. Daniel descended the path down into the valley. The rivers overtook the path at times. 

Sleipnir slipped on the ascension from the water, causing Daniel to nearly fall from his side into 

one of the freezing streams. As Daniel hung on, he stared into the watery depths. Hundreds of 

millions of swords swept through the current. Something told him that he wouldn’t have 

survived the plunge. Sleipnir mounted the cliff on the opposite bank where they made their way 

down the snowy pathway. 

The cold seeped into Daniel’s bones. It made his lips dry and cracked. His hands hurt from 

the cut and the constant pull of the reigns, and his arm felt like someone was constantly poking 

him with a searing knife. His butt was numb from riding horseback for so long, and he was 

hungry but not hungry enough to want to stop the journey and rifle through the pack. He did find 

a red scarf stuffed under the saddle that he used to wrap his face, which helped immensely. 

The two moseyed on down the passage until tall pine trees materialized from the mist 

alongside the road. They were the strangest trees Daniel had ever seen. They all looked identical, 

and carried a dark density to them that seemed unnatural. Daniel dismounted to take a leak 

behind one of the trees. He touched a twig of the tree and realized that it was metal. It didn’t 

move or spring, it just sat there looking dangerous. 

A bass drop thudded through the forest, causing the snow to fall from the trees around him. 

Daniel looked over his shoulder to see Sleipnir pawing at the road nervously. Zipping his fly, 

Daniel hurried back to Sleipnir and hopped on. Another rumble filled the earth, only it was 

louder; closer. He whipped Sleipnir into motion, and they were off, riding quickly between the 

trees. As he rode, he couldn’t tell if the ground was shaking or if it was just the motion of the 

horse. He didn’t have to wonder for very long. Birds soared up and away from the forest. Deers, 



bears, and white wolves bounded through the white, fleeing from something that none of them 

wanted to meet. 

A giant metal tree went down in the distance nearby, followed by another. A spear-like tree 

top fell down in the path ahead. Sleipnir only barely managed to get around it, but the metal tip 

of the tree sliced right through Daniel’s left shoulder—the same shoulder that had been shot. 

They traveled at blinding speeds through the snow. Daniel could see the castle over the trees in 

the distance, a spider-like structure shrouded in darkness. 

Movement caught his eye as he and Sleipnir bounded down the path. Sleipnir skidded to 

avoid plowing right into the creature that looked like a massive bulldog with blood spatters all 

over its face and paws as it landed in their path. It was the size of a small building. They got 

between its legs and sped down the avenue that was leveling out to feed the castle. “Come on 

Sleipnir! Almost there!” Daniel yelled as the dog romped after them. 

Up ahead, a huge metal door with iron spikes lining the top began to close. Sleipnir galloped 

faster as Daniel bent low so his face was at the horse’s black neck. The doors were half-way 

closed as they hurried toward them. When making it seemed impossible with Garm, the giant 

dog, behind them and the door almost closed, Sleipnir stopped immediately and lowered his 

neck. Daniel and his pack flew off of Sleipnir’s back. His inertia sent him rocketing through the 

gate as it slammed closed. Daniel tumbled through the snow and landed in a heap before the 

great castle entrance to Hel’s keep. 

He slowly lifted his face and saw the yawning threshold, the stone spider legs open to the 

dead unfortunate enough to be sent to this hellish place. Daniel got to his feet and brushed 

himself off. As he was wiping the snow from his shoulders the hillside caught his eye. It looked 

familiar, like a place he had seen before some place recently. He hurried inside the darkness of 

the building, dismissing the feeling as some random feeling of déjà vu. 

As Daniel entered, he heard the screams of billions split through his mind. The worst kind of 

evil in the world was contained within the depths of this keep. Innumerable voices burned 

through his mind. He was in a place where he didn’t belong, bearing an unearned punishment. 

But Amber didn’t belong here either, so he wouldn’t turn back until he found her. The darkness 

of the walls reached out and grabbed at him, grasping his energy, sucking his life away. 

Daniel stumbled from the reach of the hungry hands and fell to his knees before an altar 

within a vast room of stairs leading to higher levels of the castle. Torches lined the walls, casting 



the floor in minimal light. Quiet filled his ears as the voices ceased. It was an uncomfortable 

silence, like the calm before a storm. He heard a strange rustling sound as a black cloud gushed 

from the stories. A singular scream filled his ears this time, but it wasn’t filled with abysmal 

yearning—it was a roar of fury and rage. The feeling of nails scraping over his skin shivered 

through him as the cloud materialized on the altar into the man he had seen in Odin’s tower. 

“You should never have come here!” The man with the scraggly gray tufts of hair said. 

“A lot of people have done a lot of things that shouldn’t have been done, like going to the 

moon. I know the moon’s not a person, or that the sun isn’t really a chariot,” said Daniel. “This 

is all part of your game, Loki.” 

Loki instantly looked younger. His hair formed into a shade of rich black upon his scalp. 

“Everything’s a game when you look at it that way.” Loki tittered as he gazed down at Daniel 

from the altar. “Tell me something, why did you do this? What made you think you could find 

the gods and save the world?” 

“I figured I’d try until I died, and here I am. Still alive. Still here to rescue the gods.” 

“The heir of Thor: of course you survived. But what did you think was going to happen when 

you got this far? Did you really believe you could face me on your own without any help?” Loki 

asked. 

“He’s not alone.” Someone spoke from behind Daniel. Rurik emerged from the shadows into 

the light carrying his sword in one hand, and Thor’s hammer in the other. Daniel got to his feet 

as Rurik tossed the hammer to him. “Your pathetic plan to capture the gods and keep them 

hidden has come to a close! You’ll die for what you’ve done to this world and all the other 

realms!” 

Loki roared, returning to smoke as he flew through the air to the higher stories. The walls 

began to shake and come down around them. “A CHOICE!” He yelled. “Save the gods, or save 

your pretty girlfriend! The world or Amber. Choose!” 

Rurik gaped at Daniel as the wall behind them began to collapse. 

“Go find the gods!” Daniel shoved Rurik towards the steps and sprinted to the only hall on 

the ground floor of the castle. He entered another hall of hands, but this time he burst through 

them with Thor’s hammer at the ready. A new resolve had been sparked within him, one that 

couldn’t be extinguished by the threat of death. 



Daniel ran down the corridor that reminded him of the bridge earlier. At the end of the hall 

was a trembling rectangle of light. Debris fell from the ceiling. Daniel threw all his weight into 

charging the doorway. The screams resumed, tearing at his mind. He passed into the light and 

saw Amber huddled against the back wall. Light streamed in through the window high above. 

Without thinking, Daniel threw the pack over his hip and ruffled around inside. He found the 

snakeskin and falcon headdress immediately and shoved the snake skin onto Amber’s head. He 

transformed into the falcon, grabbed Amber in his talons, and flew through the window above. 

They made it about ten yards above the falling castle before the avalanche took them. 

The headdress was wrenched from Daniel’s scalp as he tumbled through the current. He 

surfaced from the freezing snow momentarily, feeling the rumble of moving down the mountain. 

He wiped the snow from his face and saw Amber’s glove protruding from the white nearby. Both 

the falcon headdress and the snakeskin were lost within the moving white. Daniel swam for her, 

seeing another wave of the avalanche coming down the mountainside. His glove wrapped around 

her hand, and then the two were hit by the wall of snow. Daniel managed to hold on, while 

grasping out with his left hand, the one that had been shot, sliced, and cut again. They came to a 

halt within the mountain of snow. Terror filled Daniel as he tried to move but couldn’t. They had 

been entombed by the avalanche. 

A hand met his and hoisted him up and out of the snow with Amber still dangling from 

Daniel’s grasp. The pain in his arm was excruciating, but the snow had numbed it. When Daniel 

looked up to see his rescuer, Rurik was crouched over a ledge nearby holding on to his glove. 

“Figured it’d only right to see you to the end!” Rurik called as he pulled the two up onto the 

ledge and gave a great sigh.  

Amber began coughing and sputtering. Her whole face was red from freezer burn, and she 

didn’t look well. The both of them needed doctors for ailments they probably didn’t even know 

they had. 

“Let me see her.” Rurik said. Daniel placed Amber on the shelf of the cliff and bundled up 

against the cold that seemed to have no end in this place. While Rurik crouched over Amber and 

began humming a strange incantation, Daniel stared off the ledge to the keep and the land of 

Niflheim as the sun gleamed through the cloud-cover to the west. Hel’s Keep lay in a heap 

within the mound of snow that had contributed to its destruction. It had been a setup by Loki, 

another obstacle to keep them from rescuing the gods. 



“She’ll be fine.” Rurik said and wrapped his cloak about Amber. 

Daniel turned around and surveyed the area. There was a path leading around the wall. That 

was the only available direction. He carried Amber on his back as Rurik led the way around the 

path. The wind raged against them as they ascended the cliffside and began to climb a series of 

stone staircases. Daniel had to fight to keep from slipping. A fall from here would send them 

back to the wreckage of Hel’s Keep. 

When they reached the top of the steps, Daniel stopped. He saw the familiar landing once 

again. It wasn’t just déjà vu. It was the vision he had seen from Odin’s seat. Hiding between the 

snow-covered hills across a wide stone bridge was the structure where the gods were being held 

captive. 

They had finally reached the end of their journey. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Five — 
 
 

Fenrir’s Helping Hand 
 
 

Daniel carried Amber as Rurik led the way across the bridge to the tall golden double doors 

of the sanctuary where the gods of the Norse realm were being held captive. Daniel noticed that a 

long sword had been shoved between the handles of both doors, locking the inhabitants inside. 

Rurik stepped forward and placed his hands together. A globe of energy swept from his 

raised palms. The sword glowed red for a moment. Rurik glanced over his shoulder to see if his 

spell had caught anything else nearby. “This,” he pointed at the sword, “has been enchanted to 

trigger some kind of alarm. I can’t be sure of what though.” 

“We don’t have time to figure it out, unless you know the Eddas or something. Amber might 

know.” Daniel shrugged. 

Rurik shook his head. “I don’t think this one’s from any poem I know, though this sword 

looks familiar. I believe it belonged to Tyr at one point.” 

“...eer.” A voice creeped in Daniel’s ear, sending gooseflesh across his skin. It was Amber. 

Daniel lowered her feet to the ground and helped her stand. 

“What’d you say?” Daniel asked. 

“F...eer.” She said again and scratched her throat. 

“Give her some water.” Rurik said. 

Daniel threw the bag to the ground and found the water-skin with the last swallow of water in 

it. He unscrewed the cap and gave it to Amber. She drank the last of the water and handed it back 

to Daniel to stow away once more. He gave her the last bag of trail mix as well. 

“Fenrir.” She whispered, staring off into space as she gripped her arms. The trail mix lay 

untouched in her lap. “It’s Loki’s clue of what’s to come.” Daniel found her hoody in the bag 

and gave it back to her. She still looked freezing after putting it on. 

“Well,” Rurik mopped his blond hair and glanced between the two, “it’s pretty obvious that 

we don’t have any other choice but to remove the sword. She needs to get out of this cold and 

into some place warm, and you,” he said to Daniel, “you don’t look so good yourself.” 

“We can barely walk. How do you expect us to fight Fenrir in our condition?” Daniel asked. 



“I never said it was going to be easy. In fact, I recall telling you that there were numerous 

trials and tribulations standing between Odin’s tower and the sanctum of the gods. I also never 

promised you’d survive. Maybe you were never meant to, but saving the world is hinged on 

preventing the prophecies that will destroy it. And that goes for all the realms.” Rurik noted at 

the confused look on Daniel’s face. 

“Fenrir required a sacrifice if I remember correctly.” Amber said lowly. She’d said so little 

since they got out of Hel’s keep, Daniel hoped she would be all right if they survived. He 

couldn’t imagine being in that building for another minute, much less the day or so Amber spent 

there while he hauled his carcass through the snow until Sleipnir came along. 

“His hand.” Daniel said. “I remember because I was in the middle of my favorite video game 

when we learned about Tyr—the Norse god of war—and how he had lost his hand to Fenrir.” 

Amber’s eyes met Daniel’s. “You remembered.” 

“So, which one of us gets to lose a hand?” Rurik asked. 

“That’s a tough call.” Daniel stroked his chin. 

“Your hand for the survival of all the realms. You’ll have to suffer a constant handicap, but 

you’ll still be alive.” Rurik said. 

“Yeah, but let’s take a second to consider the end of the world,” said Daniel. “The Earth has 

only one-hundred and fifty-billion years left before it decays and gets sucked into the sun—a 

gloomy fate for the planet, but it’s inevitable. Think human-kind can achieve faster-than-light 

space travel before then or are we too busy killing ourselves and ridiculing our own kind to make 

that happen? Is it really worth giving up half of my ability to interact with the world so that it can 

survive and destroy itself anyway?” 

“I’ll do it.” Rurik said. “I would die for the planet’s survival as any servant of the planet 

should.” 

“Interesting statement from someone who’s lived for over a thousand years.” Daniel lifted his 

brows. 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Rurik glared at Daniel. 

“Life begins, life ends, but so rarely does one make a deal with a god to live for all eternity 

for his own personal gain. I mean it is technically personal gain to want to live forever.” 

“No human wishes to die. Death is an insult to the house that is our life.” Rurik retorted. 



“A life that was ex-communicated by the Holy Roman Empire and forced to flee across the 

sea.” Daniel said. “Death might relieve years of stress and pain.” 

Rurik laughed and turned to the door. “I’ve relished every moment of pain this life has gifted 

me. To do otherwise is to opphøre; død,” he rubbed his hands together and climbed the steps to 

the front doors. 

Daniel looked to Amber for help. “To cease, become dead,” she translated to Daniel. 

Rurik examined the sword positioned between the door handles. He placed his hand on the 

hilt and pulled it out. The blade gave an earsplitting ring that went on for minutes. Daniel and 

Amber clamped their hands over their ears. The ground trembled beneath their feet as though 

another avalanche began. 

The color in Rurik’s face drained as he looked at the sword. A howl echoed between the 

mountains surrounding them as the wind and snow billowed over the landscape. Daniel climbed 

the steps three at a time and grabbed the door handles. He was immediately electrocuted, 

exploding down the steps and onto his back in the snow. 

“Daniel!” Amber called and hurried to his side. Steam hissed from him as the earth 

thrummed the beat of heavy footfalls. 

“Didn’t expect that.” He coughed. 

Rurik stood in front of them as the shape of a giant shaggy black wolf appeared at the other 

end of the bridge. It stopped, raised its head, and gave the most blood-curdling howl any of them 

had ever heard. The silence that followed intensified the fear thrumming through their hearts. 

The wolf galloped across the bridge. 

“Fenrir!” Rurik yelled, grinning with the sword raised high, the blade in line with Fenrir’s 

charging face. “I welcome your challenge!” 

Amber stood up when she heard the sound of the hemi engine growling through the air 

nearby, a sound so familiar to her she would recognize it anywhere. Daniel rose beside her with 

static coursing through the furs of his getup. Fenrir came to a halt as the crisp Quasar Lite soared 

in front of its vision. The narrow wolf nose followed the Quasar as it did a circle around Fenrir’s 

head. 

A compartment that Amber had never seen on the Quasar’s underside opened and a huge 

length of white banner unraveled upon Fenrir. He began snapping and pawing at the plane, but 

Amber knew Professor McClean was flying. He was the best pilot she had ever seen. He evaded 



Fenrir easily, and even managed to wrap Fenrir’s paw while it was raised. The Quasar sliced 

between narrow crooks of the wolf’s body, fully entangling the wolf in the sheet of cloth until 

Fenrir tried to take a step, and fell down on his side. He barked and snarled as the Quasar 

emptied the last of the sheet on top of him and flew overhead, disappearing behind the temple. 

Fenrir gave a defeated howl and rolled off the bridge, falling down the misty slope below 

into the nothingness of Niflheim’s waters. Behind Daniel and Amber, the doors to the temple 

groaned open invitingly. The Quasar flew overhead once more. Amber cheered and waved as her 

uncle flew the Quasar around. Daniel saw Bolwerk appear on the cliffside across from them. He 

charged a black ball of energy and hurled it directly into the Quasar Lite. 

The Quasar was hit with the full force of the otherworldly energy pulse. It exploded in a hail 

of flame and debris, the red of the fire consuming the fuselage of the aircraft. Amber screamed as 

the Quasar Lite drove into the mountainside, inspiring a fresh explosion as the avalanche of snow 

raced down the mountainside above. 

“We need to go!” Rurik yelled as the ground began to shake. 

Daniel helped Amber to her feet as she kicked and fought him, but he was able to get her into 

the temple after Rurik. They continued moving until the way behind them became blocked by 

snow, leaving them in the dim, gloomy darkness to continue. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Six — 
 
 

Accessing the Temple 
 
 

Balder sat on the edge of the stone with his arms wrapped about his legs and his face resting 

on his knees. Above the high temple walls that had served as his prison for the last millennium, 

he watched the colors of the sky change as the afternoon wore on. The appearance of Sol and 

Dag had inspired the other gods to rejoice with full glasses of mead and ale, so most of them 

were still laying about under the big ash that was a far-reaching extension of Yggdrasil. The tree 

was Balder’s favorite part of the temple because it reminded him of the tower in Asgard. 

Unfortunately, his lazy relatives—sprawled over the grass, drunk—weren’t so enchanting. 

He sighed, hoping his brothers and sisters would stay asleep. He knew they wouldn’t. Hodur 

would seek him out and pin him to the wall for target practice. They were always so bored they 

liked to use him for entertainment, seeing as how he was the only one of them who didn’t suffer 

the torment of physical pain—part of an agreement with the world from his mother, Frigga. 

Whatever touched him just bounced right off. It always happened and never changed. 

Balder lowered his forehead to his knees and gently drifted to sleep. 

 
 

— 
 
 

With a sense of renewed urgency, a green snake blending in with the leaves of the tree 

dripped from the branches of the ash tree, beneath which Thor was rattling the walls of the place 

with his snoring. His wife, Sif, lay next to him. She had only arrived there a few days prior after 

being discovered by the Asgardians. Next to her was Vor, the goddess of knowing. Ull and 

Heimdall lay beside one another while Tyr, Fulla, Freya, Aegir and Ran slept in a neat little line. 

Loki, in his snake form, descended to the grassy floor and slithered between Frey and Hermod. 

He snaked beside Idun’s motionless hand and Njord’s idle boot. He saw Hodur farther down the 

hill from the others. His long black hair was draped over his cheek and face. 



Loki made his way to the wall. Coiled in his tail was a potion he had brewed a long while 

ago. It had been his number one sure-fire plan to set things in motion that could not be reversed. 

It was also his last resort. He had thought that with the gods hidden his children could take over 

the world. They hadn’t, and he had a feeling that it had something to do with those kids from 

Midgard. He knew Balder was important, but he hadn’t thought that the fate of the world hinged 

on his being alive or dead. Balder had to die, and he had to die before those children could arrive 

to free the gods. 

Slithering past a weapon rack, Loki rounded the corner out of sight and returned to his 

human form. He wore a dark green robe that matched the skin of his snake form. Sneaking 

around the corner, Loki plucked a spear from the weapon rack and crouched over it in the shade. 

He uncorked the potion bottle and poured the potion—a mixture of liquified Mistletoe—over the 

spear, coating it, allowing the solution to seep into the very wood of the handle. 

Now came the hard part. Loki silently crept from around the corner. He tip-toed down the 

path toward Hodur. Thor turned over and began snoring again. Loki continued closer. Frey 

yawned and sat up with his back to Loki. None of the gods had seen him in the temple before. He 

had been extremely careful to make sure they never did, and if they did now they would figure 

out that something was up. Loki dropped the spear in the grass next to Hodur and transformed 

into the snake. Whipping around the corner, Loki’s tail caught the weapons rack and knocked it 

over. Spears, bows, arrows, axes, and swords clattered over the way, waking up everyone around 

the tree. 

Hodur yawned, pulling his hair back from his face. “Wow, that was a good nap. A good spar 

would be a nice way to get my bones going again.” He popped his back. 

Tyr and Thor nodded, grinning as they stretched from their nap. 

“Where’s Balder?” Frey asked, looking about the group with his arms wrapped around his 

knees. 

“I saw him heading to the foyer of the temple.” Idun answered, stretching her arms over her 

head of light brown hair. She took an apple from the basket beside her and bit into it. The juice 

of it poured from between her lips and ran down her chin.  

“I know a game I haven’t played today.” Hodur smiled. “Oh Balder, Balder, where are you?” 

he called. 



“Again, Hodur?” Aegir yawned, stretching. “We launched all of those rocks at him with the 

catapult this morning!” 

Balder heard Hodur calling, but didn’t say anything. It was as he had predicted. His mother’s 

horrible curse turned him into the butt of the joke and entertainment as usual. He had grown so 

tired of having things thrown at him. Granted, everything bounced off, but with nothing else to 

do, what else were the gods going to do to pass the time? He sighed. It didn’t matter where he 

held up, they would find him eventually. 

As he got up, Frey came walking around the corner, his long blond hair glistening gold in the 

light of Sol and Dag. “Oh, there you are Balder.” Frey smiled. 

Balder rolled his bright green eyes. “I’m coming. Resume throwing your projectiles 

whenever—” 

An apple smacked into his cheek and rolled down his chest. Balder gave a frustrated sigh, 

like the hiss of steam from a pressure valve. It was like they didn’t even respect him any more. 

Imagine having to deal with this every single day for a thousand years. At least before their 

imprisonment he could hide or go traveling. One day he would figure out how to get out of this 

place, and once he did he intended to never see any of his family ever again. 

Hodur was propped against the wall by the weaponry that had fallen over earlier, eating one 

of Idun’s apples. “Fancy seeing you here, Balder.” 

“Like you didn’t know you’d find me even—” 

“There he is!” Thor yelled as he charged around the corner. He ran by Balder smashing an 

apple between his eyes. Everyone smiled as they rounded the corner carrying their choice 

throwing items. Aegir carried a big shield with a random coat of arms painted on the front in 

yellow and green, Tyr was carrying a huge barrel over his head, and Hermod pushed his cart of 

garbage he would gather from around the temple to throw at Balder each day. It was mostly odd-

shaped stones and bricks from the walls, but there were buckles, swords, iron bracing from the 

walls of the inner rooms, and a lot of dead rats. Hermod liked to collect junk for his family to 

throw at Balder, and Balder could never figure out why. As he passed the fallen weapons rack, 

Hermod reached over and picked up a spear from amidst the blades, bows, and maces. He placed 

it on the lower rack of the cart and continued. 

Loki watched Aegir’s shield crash upon Balder harmlessly. Tyr brought the barrel down on 

Balder’s head, splintering it to pieces. Njord and Aegir each ran toward him. Aegir grabbed a 



brick and Njord grabbed a plank of wood. They each began wailing on their beautiful nephew 

who didn’t feel a thing. He didn’t look happy, Balder, but at least he didn’t feel pain. 

Loki felt bad about his nephew’s immanent death, but Balder had to die in order for 

Ragnorak to be fulfilled. It was the only way to get back at Odin for making a fool of him all 

those years ago. And the destruction of the world was inevitable anyway. After all, what was the 

use in delaying the inevitable? Why waste the time? But starting the end of the world had proven 

to be more difficult than he thought, especially with those kids from Midgard showing up. He 

hadn’t seen that coming, but it had to be Odin’s doing. He was manipulating everything even in 

his absence. The serendipity of those kids had Odin’s stink all over it. 

Once Hermod looked away, Loki slithered under the cart. He wrapped his tail around the end 

of the spear that had been coated in the mistletoe juice, and slipped it so that it was teetering on 

the edge of the lower cart. Once this was done, Loki dropped into one of the drains and snaked 

his way into the foyer of the temple. He transformed into himself to climb the ladder to the upper 

level of the temple. After reaching the top, he turned into the snake for stealth and watched the 

coming tragedy unfold. 

 
 

— 
 
 

Daniel, Amber, and Rurik hurried into the darkness of the long corridor, Amber sobbing 

uncontrollably. They must have triggered a dozen traps involving rogue arrows, but Rurik 

deflected them. It forced them to walk slower. Once they cleared the entrance and entered a vast 

inner chamber the weight-sensitive pads became more scarce and the rock traps took their place. 

A brilliant beam of sunlight lit the room from an opening in the ceiling. 

Amber wiped her face. It had happened so fast, the death of her uncle. But she knew that they 

had to keep moving. Daniel admired her for that: strong in the face of death and danger. As they 

continued through the room, Daniel tripped one of the rock traps. The large sliding rock arm 

whipped around, knocking his legs right out from under him. 

Rurik laughed. “These traps are rigged to push you back to the beginning of the room. You 

have to dance across the floor between them or you’ll have to start over. Watch.” Rurik stepped 

into the vicinity Daniel had moved into before being denied his progress. His foot bent as he 



spun and hopped over the pressure plate to the next one. Rurik mimicked this process until he 

had literally danced across the floor and stood in the mouth of another corridor. “Easy, see?” 

“Let me try.” Amber said. She followed Rurik’s lead and pinwheeled in the middle of the 

floor, but skipped to Rurik’s side. The two stared at Daniel. 

“Okay.” Daniel clapped and took a deep breath. He hopped directly on the first pressure plate 

again and felt the solid stone trap smash into his legs and carry him back to the front. He tried 

again, avoiding the next two plates. The third hit him, throwing him into the second, which sent 

him back to the first. Rurik laughed, Amber smiling a little. “Come on, guys. This isn’t funny.” 

Daniel protested. 

“Thor was never known for his grace.” Rurik smirked. Daniel tried again, this time reaching 

the very last plate before he was smacked around like a pinball back to the front of the room. 

“For those who don’t have the simple dexterity to overcome basic tribulations, there’s a cat walk 

that leads over here.” He pointed to a staircase next to Daniel that led to a walkway rounding the 

room to the corridor where his friends stood. 

“Are you kidding me?” Daniel said, exasperated. He mounted the steps and jogged across the 

stone path leading over the stone-arm traps. 

“You might want to watch out for,” Rurik cringed as Daniel stepped on the only pressure 

plate on the catwalk. A massive brick sprang outward, punching Daniel back to the lower level 

where he was tenderized to the entrance once again. “I suspected as much.” Rurik and Amber 

exchanged a comical glance. “You do know this is the Norse form of entertainment, right?” 

“I’m sure they’re having a great time in Valhalla watching me bust my butt to get through 

their stupid traps.” Daniel remarked. He climbed the steps for the last time, crossed the walk, and 

hopped over the last pressure plate. 

“Don’t you play video games religiously?” Amber asked. “You should be better at all this.” 

“Don’t you have a pool, Amber? Why can’t you swim across the ocean?” Daniel replied 

facetiously. 

“Weak.” She sneered, her eyes still red from the distress of losing her uncle. 

“We have little time, and even less for bickering.” Rurik interjected and moved forward 

down the hall with Amber and Daniel following. 

The three ran down the hall until they hit a large wooden trap door that swung open for them 

into the most mind-bending scenario they had witnessed yet. Rurik stopped. Daniel and Amber, 



however, ran directly over the edge and continued down what looked like a wall, except gravity 

was unfortunately on their side. Both looked up and saw a room similar to a grand Escher 

painting. They were within the confines of a massive cube-like structure. Stairways rose 

maddeningly up the walls and meandered across the ceiling, all in a horrible maze-like 

formation. Between the staircases, cogs the size of ferris-wheels ground together, each at 

different speeds than the others. Ten yards in front of them, mounted upon a pedestal, shined a 

long-bow made of pure white wood. 

Amber turned to Daniel. “This is Loki’s last resort. He’s toying with us, clearly.” 

“What’s with the bow?” Daniel asked. 

“We’ll need it later.” Rurik said. 

“How do you know?” Daniel wondered. 

“I’ve got a pretty clear picture of how Loki’s mind works,” said Rurik. “Amber, if you’ll do 

the honors.” 

Amber took a deep breath, staring at the bow from the tops of her eyes. She walked forward 

and climbed the steps to the pedestal. She glanced around the giant cube of a room with all its 

cogs and moving parts to thwart their progress. “You guys ready?” She glanced over her 

shoulder. Rurik drew his blade as Daniel unstrapped his hammer. 

“Let’s do this.” Daniel said. 

Rurik nodded. 

Amber took the bow. The pedestal immediately sank into the ground. Above them, a box the 

size of a large computer monitor dropped to the middle of the room like a dim disco ball. The 

side facing nearest to them shined white. Nothing else happened. 

“That was anticlimactic.” Daniel remarked. 

Amber looked at the bow, and then at the cube. She hurried down the path and descended the 

steps. Daniel and Rurik followed. Amber passed through an alcove and stopped at the giant 

grinding gears blocking the way. They churned like walls of clockwork. She turned around, drew 

the bow-string back with an arrow the same pallor of white light as that of the box glimmered 

into existence. Amber released the bow string and the arrow sailed into a dark side of the box. 

The white light switched from the bottom to the side closest to them. A moment later, the gravity 

of the entire room shifted. 



Daniel and Rurik went tumbling into Amber. The three of them collectively hit the double 

gears. Fortunately, the rotation was moving in their favor so none of them got crushed, but they 

split and each fell to a different area. Amber got to her feet on a rose colored platform. Daniel 

got up on a blue one, and Rurik a sickly green. 

“Little heads-up next time, please!” Daniel yelled. 

“Must you say something foolish every time you open your mouth?” Rurik called to Daniel. 

“Okay guys,” called Amber. “This is an easy one. Look to the end of each of these paths. 

There are other platforms that allow me to reach a new side of the cube.” 

Just as Amber had suggested, there were no obstacles on this plane of the puzzle. Grates 

covered the way for each of them at odd intervals. They started down their paths. The moment 

each had taken a step from the platform, the grates slid back and at least ten skeletal minions 

were raised to guard the way forward. Rurik used his sword to knock out key-bones to the 

structure of the corpses so that the ghouls fell to pieces immediately. Daniel threw Thor’s 

hammer and demolished a line of them. Amber fired the bow, which made huge explosions of 

light as the arrows erupted upon their mark. They disposed of the minions without trouble and 

stopped on their designated platforms. 

Amber surveyed the room in a new light. This was going to be much more complicated than 

she had anticipated. The trap door where they needed to go resided within a complex hive of 

gears and smashing mechanisms. They would have to manipulate the room so as to end on the 

side opposite to the trap door... but someone would have to stay behind in the end so that they 

could shoot the cube to change the gravity for them. She only saw one place where she would be 

able to see the correct side of the cube and it was inside a small gazebo like structure. She would 

have to climb over to it after changing the sides of the room a few more times. However, once 

she turned the gravity, there was no way for her to get back to the trapdoor unless one was 

capable of getting through that complex mess of clockwork. 

She glanced over and saw Rurik looking at her from his platform. “I see it too.” 

“So, you know that someone’s going to have to stay behind.” Amber said. 

“I’ll do it.” Daniel opted. 

“No,” said Rurik. “Both you and Amber need to find the gods. I’ll take the bow once we 

meet again and you two get to the platform on the side where we started.” 



Daniel looked from the area where they began and up to the trap door. He saw the gazebo 

and connected the dots. “Wait a minute.... That’s easily a fifty-yard drop. Yeah, we’ll be on the 

right side, if we don’t break ourselves going down. We lost the headdress and snakeskin in the 

snow earlier.” 

Amber drummed on her lips, considering the situation. 

“I don’t think there’s any choice.” Rurik said. “It will hurt, but you’ll be alive enough to 

enter the trap door.” 

“How do we know there’s not a hundred other rooms like this in this temple?” Daniel asked. 

“This is the last. Loki would test our dedication to the gods by any means possible. This is 

exactly the kind of test he would come up with: a task that requires a sacrifice.” Rurik said. 

“Rurik’s right,” said Amber. “The maze isn’t set up to be complicated, it’s set up to leave 

you with only one option.” 

“Let us finish then. Our bodies may break, but our spirits will remain.” Rurik said. 

Amber nodded. She turned, fired at the cube, and changed the gravity. The three fell onto the 

side that was not quite as complicated as the exit plane, but close. Daniel immediately jumped 

off his platform out of the way of two smashing beams. A pendulum crashed into his side and 

swept him off his feet. Amber and Rurik had already gotten into position, but Amber’s access to 

the cube was obscured. She had to stand between two beams that crashed together every five-

seconds. Without waiting for Daniel, she fired and jumped out of the way of the beams. 

The room rotated. Daniel fell. He slammed his chest into a narrow stone pillar. Miolnir 

slipped out of the buttoned sheath at his back, but Daniel caught the handle. In doing so, the 

weight of the hammer tugged him off the pillar. Daniel dropped toward a mess of cogs and gears. 

He squeezed his eyes closed in terror. CRASH! Daniel opened his eyes to find himself dangling 

over the lethal whirring of machinery, hanging on to dear life by the handle of Miolnir. It had 

been caught between two cogs that were rocking and sparking from the jam. Parts of the works 

throughout the puzzle came to an abrupt halt—none of which were near him. 

“DANIEL, ARE YOU OKAY?” Amber yelled. 

“Yeah!” Daniel yelled, trying to figure out how to get free. There wasn’t anywhere safe to 

jump except a spot beyond the spinning grinders beneath him, but that looked like a risky 

gamble. Something else caught Daniel’s attention. A disconcerting humming was beginning to 



crescendo from the gears holding the hammer. Risky or not, he needed to move and he needed to 

do it soon. 

He swung his weight back and forth. The hammer was jammed so tightly it didn’t move at 

all. Arching his back, Daniel released his grip on the handle and landed on a gear that propelled 

his boot sideways, but his inertia carried him forward so that he landed on his stomach. He heard 

the explosion and felt the heat behind him. Miolnir clattered over the platform next to him. 

Daniel pushed himself up and brushed off his front. “All right, this time don’t go until I’m 

ready!” 

Amber and Rurik were ready for the next rotation. They had taken the time while Daniel was 

preoccupied to get the bow into Rurik’s hands. Amber took Rurik’s long sword. Daniel made his 

way between the mess of wires and hydraulic parts to the platform adjacent to Rurik and Amber. 

Another explosion rang from the construct surrounding them but they couldn’t see from where. 

“Are you ready or do you need a minute or two.” Rurik asked. 

“Just shoot the cube.” Daniel said, irritated. 

BOOM! Fire erupted from several of the mechanisms above. Cogs bounced across the giant 

cube in all directions, raining onto their plane. Rurik dodged a barrage of falling clockwork and 

let an arrow fly into the cube. The room shifted again, bringing them back to the plane where 

they had started, but Rurik was now in the corner beneath the small gazebo. There were ruts in 

the walls for someone to climb up. 

Daniel and Amber readied themselves as a never-ending surge of undead viking soldiers 

rushed from the opposite ends of their platforms. Rurik laced the bow over his chest and began to 

climb. More clockwork ruptured across the entire complex prison. A giant cog the size of a small 

house smashed and bounced through a group of the undead attacking Daniel. He swung the 

hammer and decimated the others. Amber cut down the ghouls, but they were flooding from all 

sides. She wouldn’t be able to hold them off for long. 

Rurik pulled himself up next to the gazebo and looked down at his companions battling for 

their lives. Rurik stood on the inner roof of the gazebo. He took the bow from his shoulder and 

aimed at the cube. He released the string. The arrow met its mark, barely. The room shifted 

violently as the walls, floors, and ceiling began to catch fire from all the blasts. 

Amber and Daniel fell—along with the dozens of undead surrounding them—past the giant 

cube and onto the platforms right next to the trap doors. Both had expected to break bones, but 



they merely bounced off the platform onto the ledge next to the trapdoor. The undead crashed 

and broke upon the floor and mechanics. Huge booms echoed around them. 

“COME ON!” Amber hauled the trap door open and peered down a long hallway. 

Daniel stood on the other side of the trap door. “We’ll have to change the gravity again!” The 

words had barely left his mouth when the room changed. Daniel grabbed hold of the edge of the 

trap door, but Amber fell. She grabbed the hammer hanging from his back and yanked Daniel 

back. The pain in his arm where he’d been shot with the arrow fired through his nerves. Amber 

managed to jump to the ledge next to him. 

“Didn’t think you guys had that part figured out yet!” Rurik yelled. He was hanging from the 

giant cube with one hand and allowing the bow to hang in his other. “I’ll catch up, but get out of 

here!” 

Amber pulled herself into the doorway and helped Daniel up. The two ran as fast as they 

could as whole pieces of the room fell away in flames. They ran down a corridor lit by torches, 

hearing the thrum of explosions vibrate the walls until they reached a large double door. The two 

breathed heavily, unsure of how much more either could take. 

Daniel took a deep breath and put his hand on the door handle. “Ready?” 

“Ready as ever.” Amber panted. 

He pulled the handle and threw the door open. Brilliant light met them—the light of the sun. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Seven — 
 
 

A Simple Matter of Ending the World 
 
 

The warmth of the place was like nothing they had felt in their entire time within the Norse 

realm. The green of tree leaves met their eyes first. The grass between the cobblestone paths was 

soft and malleable beneath their boots. The forget-me-not blue of the evening sky materialized 

over them. They could hear the smashing of objects, like someone was breaking something 

intentionally. 

Daniel and Amber walked into the outer part of the temple. They saw close to a dozen people 

in a small courtyard standing around a man with brown hair wearing sandals, throwing things at 

him. The man had his arms crossed as the miscellaneous debris connected and broke over his 

body without him sustaining any apparent harm. 

“We’ve found them!” Amber punched Daniel hard in the good arm as she marched forward. 

“What is wrong with you?” He glared at her, clutching his bicep. Now both his arms hurt. 

“All right, Daniel,” she ignored him. “That’s Aegir, the god of the sea.” She pointed at a man 

with long white hair and sea-green eyes dressed in a blue robe laced with nets and marked with 

sea-shells. “And that’s Idun.” She moved her finger to a girl with blond hair who didn’t look 

much older than Rurik holding a basket under one arm. The girl and another woman with long 

dark hair wearing a white dress were the only two who seemed disheartened by the pointless 

destruction being wrought on the man before them. 

Amber directed Daniel’s attention to the woman next to Idun. “That’s Frigga, Odin’s wife. 

That’s Hermod,” she pointed at the tall boy pushing the cart of garbage. “That’s Njord, Fulla, 

Tyr,” she aimed at a man wearing a full suit of animal furs, a woman wearing the same style 

dress as Frigga but seemed delighted in the opportunity to smash things over another’s head, and 

a man wearing a full suit of armor to be ready for battle at all times. He had only one hand and 

kept it over the bare wrist of his other arm so as to hide his secret. “Frey, Freya,” she pointed at a 

brother and sister that could have passed for twins if Frey’s golden hair was only a bit longer. 

“Vor,” she pointed at a powerful looking woman who didn’t look interested in participating in 

the destruction, standing next to a man with a brown mustache and brown hair. He had a bow 



laced over his chest and also didn’t participate in the assault. “That’s Ull with the bow, and that 

over there is Hodur.” She said, looking at the man who was driving the group to attack. “And 

that’s Balder.” She dropped her hand, staring at Balder. If only Daniel understood just how 

important Balder was. He looked miserable as his family pummeled him with trash. 

A huge explosion of black smoke erupted from the second story above. It filled the sky and 

turned the day to night. All of the gods were frozen like time had stopped. Daniel and Amber 

were able to move, but nothing else around them did. 

“Enough games!” Loki roared from the upper story as he materialized from the smoke. He 

stood behind the rooks, his yellow eyes piercing the two of them as his white hair and beard 

billowed in the wind of his godly power. The stars rushed overhead under a terrifying 

otherworldly spell. “You have ruined the paradise of darkness I created!” 

“You put a death warrant on the world because Odin didn’t let you have your way, so you 

figure you’ll burn the whole thing down!” Amber yelled. 

“AND BURN IT SHALL!” Loki roared, his eyes turned red and he became ten stories tall. 

He threw his arm in Daniel’s direction. Black energy exploded and ripped through the building 

as Daniel dove out of the way. He was having trouble maintaining his balance as the wind 

pushed his feet out from under him. 

Loki turned his attention to Amber. She got low, preparing to jump out of the way of his 

strike whenever it came. A bolt of white light flew over her shoulder and struck Loki in the 

chest, causing him to decrease to human size. Glancing behind her, Amber saw Rurik standing in 

the mouth of the archway preceding the courtyard with the bow drawn for another strike. Daniel 

rose and heaved Thor’s hammer at Loki. It struck a bubble-like shield guarding him and bounced 

back into Daniel’s waiting hand. 

In a rage, Loki leaped at Daniel from the second story of the temple, transforming into a 

giant snake at the same time. It was at this point that time dissipated for Daniel. Thor’s hammer 

fell from his grasp and landed in the snow next to him with a thud. He grabbed hold of the 

writhing gray snake as its bared fangs lashed and bit wildly. He felt an odd falling sensation as 

he sank back, his body weakened by the violence of Loki’s energy. But he kept his hold on the 

snake as the disorienting sensation of fleeting consciousness continued seeping into his core. 

The full force dissolved and Daniel was staring at an empty white grove beneath the smokey 

night air. The green fireball that was Loki fell from the sky and crashed into the ground. Daniel 



couldn’t find the hammer, so he raised his fists as Loki charged at him with demonic speed. He 

moved so quickly that Daniel couldn’t even see his face. Strike, strike, strike—with impossible 

agility, Daniel was hit in his knee, his stomach, and his shoulder. He bent to one knee and felt the 

strength leave him. 

This was a battle he could not win. Loki was too powerful. He stared at the snow beneath the 

fabric covering his knee, considering all that had happened, and simultaneously realized the truth 

of the situation. 

“This isn’t real....” He said, scooping up the snow, and glancing at the malicious presence 

towering over him. “This isn’t real, and you’re not real!” Daniel raised up and brought Thor’s 

hammer out of nowhere. He swiped it through Loki’s form. 

Loki jumped out of the way. “I’LL SHOW YOU WHAT’S REAL!” Loki roared, his hate-

filled face materializing from the black haze radiating from his very being. He produced a long 

sword like Rurik’s and Daniel was thrown into combat. He watched with a focus and precision 

that he had never experienced in a dream such as this. He was fully lucid, capable of picking out 

the very details of this fabricated world. Daniel deflected an attack when he could, and ducked or 

dodged otherwise. He stayed on the defense until he saw an opening. Every time, Loki caught 

him so he couldn’t land a blow. 

Behind them, fire spread through the grove. Daniel told himself it didn’t matter. It was just 

Loki manipulating his subconscious to work against him. He was fighting a head-battle. Loki had 

somehow infected him with his energy. So long as Daniel remembered that it was only a dream, 

he was capable of anything and everything. A huge branch of Yggdrasil crashed between them, 

the curling flames of it searing Daniel’s face and body even though he knew that pain was only 

part of the dream. He wasn’t only fighting Loki here, he was fighting the product of all he knew 

and understood from fourteen years of human experience. 

Loki exploded to a hundred feet tall and raised his foot so as to smash Daniel like a bug. 

Anger filled Daniel’s mind and spirit: anger at being used to rescue the gods, anger at his whole 

life for not going the way he had wanted, anger at having been taken hostage by this evil spirit. 

This was his body—his mind—and if he couldn’t make his own reality and fate within the 

confines of his own consciousness, then he truly had power over nothing. He became a hundred 

times bigger in seconds, he grew and felt Loki’s boot connect with his shoulder. 



Daniel shoved Loki back and stood tall. Loki clambered to even footing as Daniel raised 

Thor’s hammer. “Come on, old man! Show me what you’ve got! Think you can push me around 

in here? Think again!” 

“You’re nothing!” Loki screamed, the sky darkening to a thunderstorm instantly. 

“You don’t even have a reason! You’re just angry because it’s who you are!” Daniel swung 

Thor’s hammer at Loki. 

Loki caught the hammer with his sword and pushed Daniel back. Either the world got larger 

or they dropped sizes again. The smoke cleared away to the star-dotted sky. Loki glared at 

Daniel. His body shimmered. A second Loki stepped out of his body. The shimmering effect 

happened again and a third Loki stepped to the other side. Soon, they were all multiplying. They 

each readied their swords and attacked at once. Daniel could barely keep up. They were striking 

from all sides. 

One of them hooked their blade on the hilt of the hammer and disarmed Daniel. A rush of air 

blew across Daniel’s face. He looked left and saw a man who looked familiar that he didn’t 

recognize immediately. He wore the same clothes as Daniel, the ones he’d been given from Sif. 

Another puff of air. Another familiar face appeared. He kicked Thor’s hammer into Daniel’s 

hand. Each of them reached over their shoulders and drew an exact replica of Thor’s hammer. 

A look of horror spread over the faces of the many Loki dopplegangers. The middle Loki 

fumed and split into at least a hundred other Lokis. They ran out of him in droves, drawing 

blades and surrounding Daniel. Like rain, people began falling from the sky. They crashed into 

the blackened, charred grove between the hundreds of Loki duplicates. A man landed next to 

Daniel and glanced over his shoulder at him. Daniel’s jaw dropped. It was his father. His own 

father had arrived to help him. And the first man he had seen was his grandfather, but at least 

forty years younger. His dad looked younger too. He still had all his hair. The cavalry was every 

male in his family history—all descendants of Thor. He had inherited their skills and their ideals, 

and all of them wanted to see him succeed. 

His father also drew Thor’s hammer. He and his family marched forward and engaged the 

Loki horde, eliminating them to dust as if they were nothing. Daniel watched as the main Loki 

shook in fury. A final man fell from the sky in front of Loki. It was Thor himself. He raised his 

hammer at Loki. 



“You’ve over extended your stay. I and my brethren will purge this place of your vile 

presence!” 

“Have your way!” Loki turned into a smoke plume and rocketed into the sky. White light 

encompassed everything and Daniel opened his eyes to the blue sky of the Norse world. Rurik 

and Amber were still ready for combat as Loki appeared before them. The gods resumed their 

smashing of things upon Balder, oblivious to the battle happening on the other side of the 

courtyard. 

“Daniel’s awake.” Amber said. “What happened?” She looked to Daniel as he sat forward. 

“I’ll explain later.” Daniel got up and picked up Thor’s hammer. 

A malicious smile spread over Loki’s face. “Strike me down!” Loki raised his hand to his 

chest. “End my life and bring peace to this world and all the realms. It is my final submission to 

you and all of your strength.” Loki spread his arms and bowed. 

Amber and Daniel exchanged the same look of distrust. Loki was up to something. Daniel 

raised the hammer. He heard the birds singing to one another around them. The wind moved 

between his limbs and brushed through his hair. Time was moving normally. He stepped into 

stance so as to throw the hammer at Loki, who had kept his head down. 

From a lifetime ago, Daniel heard Professor McClean’s voice echo through his mind. “Given 

the option to defeat Loki: don’t. Look to Balder instead. Only you can do this.” 

In a fleeting moment of absolute horror, Daniel saw it out of the corner of his eye. It was the 

moment he had been warned about, the moment he had been destined to encounter. Was it too 

late? Hodur, the brother of Balder, had his hand latched onto the spear that would end Balder’s 

life. He drew his arm back. It was the spear that had been coated in Mistletoe—the only matter 

that could truly penetrate Balder’s defensive aura and bring about his death. 

“NOOOOOO!” Loki roared and dove for Daniel. Daniel brought his arm down with all the 

strength and force he could muster. His fingers released Miolnir just as Loki hit him with 

everything he had. The hammer turned end-over-end. Rurik and Amber tried to pull Loki off of 

Daniel, but Loki had his hands tight around Daniel’s throat. “YOU RUINED EVERYTHING!” 

Thor’s hammer struck Hodur directly in the chest, knocking him unconscious and out of the 

way. Loki turned into smoke and flooded toward Balder, Hodur, and his brothers. He 

materialized as the gods gasped in horror. Loki lifted the spear. Balder’s face filled with fear as 



his uncle clutched his back, meaning to drive the spear through his nephew’s body. Loki brought 

the spear down, but it disappeared from his grasp. 

Mr. Sanders had appeared out of nowhere. He held the spear in his hand. He glanced at 

Amber, at Loki, and then winked. The spear burned to ash. Loki sank to his knees. 

“Odin!” Loki hissed as Sanders, dressed in the same garb he’d worn in Alfheim, walked 

toward him. 

“Attempting to kill your own nephew,” Odin clicked his tongue and shook his head. “That 

won’t do at all. It’s time for you to return to your prison.” 

“No... I can’t go back,” Loki shook his head. “I WON’T!” He balled his fists and tried to 

fight, but Odin suppressed whatever spell he attempted to cast. 

“It’s over. Stop this madness before you destroy the entire world!” Odin took Loki by the 

arm. The two disappeared in a flash of light, leaving Daniel, Rurik, and Amber standing before 

the other gods in awkward silence. 

“So,” Daniel cleared his throat, “eight gods walk into a temple.” 

Amber elbowed him hard in the ribs. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Eight — 
 
 

More Gifts From the All Father 
 
 

Balder was the only one who made any sort of motion, and that was to squeeze between the 

rest of his family in order to get to Daniel. He stopped in front of him, staring with his brilliant 

green eyes. “You stopped Loki... stopped him from killing me. Why?” 

Daniel furrowed his brows at this question. “Why wouldn’t I stop him from killing you? 

You’d have done the same for me, right?” 

“I can’t say I’d have known enough to react. If what my father said is true, then you’ve saved 

my life. What’s your name?” 

“Name’s Daniel. This is Amber. You might already know Rurik.” Daniel said, introducing 

the other two. Amber smiled and waved. Rurik rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. 

“Thank you, Daniel. You’ve done a great service to me and my family. I am truly in your 

debt.” 

Odin reappeared, only this time he looked more like himself. He was tall, had gray hair, an 

eye patch over his left eye, and wore an elaborate royal red robe with a gold sash across his front. 

“Everything seems to have gone according to plan. I don’t think I’d have been able to do it all 

alone.” 

“Wait,” said Amber, “how did you escape after Loki rounded all of you up?” 

“I was never captured,” said Odin. “I knew Loki was going to play his trick, but without the 

aid of my fellow gods I wouldn’t have been able to keep all of his vile plans at bay. So I had no 

choice but to let him have his way, at least until my faithful servants arrived. You both 

performed exactly as you were destined. For that, I thank you. So, how about we get out of this 

musty old temple and return to Asgard?” 

“Sounds good to me.” Daniel beamed. 

Amber nodded, noticing the fleeting light of the evening over the rooks of the temple wall. 

Several braziers nearby erupted with flame as if on a timer. “It’s going to take us days to get 

back to Asgard from here.” The rest of the gods began gathering their belongings and making 

their way to the exit. 



“See you in Asgard.” Aegir bowed to Daniel and Amber before taking his leave through the 

front of the temple. Hodur and Hermod left side by side after, Hodur looking exhausted. He had 

taken a direct hit from Thor’s hammer, but looked all right. Frey and Freya left together, eager to 

return to Asgard. 

“See you in Asgard! We’ll have a great chat at the meeting hall when we see you tomorrow 

morning.” Frey said to Daniel as he past. 

“I’ll be taking that back.” Someone said near Daniel. He felt the weight of Thor’s hammer 

leave him and his great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great, great 

grandfather stood over him with the hammer on the floor by his side. He had long blond hair and 

a winged cap on his head. His blue eyes shimmered as they met Daniel’s. Sif with her blond hair 

and green eyes stood by his side, smiling.  

“I suppose you’ll need your gloves and belt as well.” Daniel laughed and handed over Thor’s 

equipment. After Thor had donned his gloves and belt, he hoisted the hammer over his shoulder 

and towered over his descendant. “You did well today!” Thor clapped Daniel on the shoulder. 

“See you in Asgard. Be there!” He said before shooting a lightning bolt into the heavens where 

he disappeared. 

“I guess that means I’m bumming a ride with someone else.” Sif sighed. 

“You can ride with us,” said Iduna, standing beside Frigga, Odin’s wife, and Fulla a woman 

with long strawberry blond hair. “We’ve got Frey’s carriage.” 

“Sounds good.” Sif nodded and looked to Daniel and Amber. “See you in Asgard.” 

“We will talk soon,” said Frigga in a calm voice. “Have a safe journey to Asgard.” 

Njord, Tyr, and Heimdall left in a trio, nodded to Daniel and Amber as they passed by 

through the threshold of the temple, leaving the two standing before Odin. Rurik had reclined 

against the wall nearby. 

“Hello! I hope I’m not too late for the party.” A familiar voice called from the entrance of the 

temple. Daniel and Amber turned to see Milchamp making his way across the grove toward the 

three. He was covered with soot and looked like he’d been through a considerable ordeal. 

“Milchamp?” Daniel asked as he approached. “What happened to you?” 

“It’s kind of a funny story.” He laughed. “So, that McClean fellow is pretty interesting.” 



Amber’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped as she heard the sound of the Quasar’s hemi 

engine thrumming over the temple wall. She could recognize it from a mile away if not further. 

“Uncle Aaron is alive?” 

Milchamp nodded. “Oh yeah, Brock made us a replica of the Quasar Lite. I was the lucky 

pilot for that bad-boy. Your uncle had me start the auto-pilot in the Quasar while I was taking off 

from Svartalheim. I thought I was going to get to fly her around, but then the sun hit me and 

turned me to stone! Seems like something your uncle would have known before assigning me to 

fly an airplane, but who’s judging? So I’m stone and watching the plane fly, and then I see that 

guy,” he pointed at Rurik, who cocked a brow at the sound of his name from the dwarf, “stab 

Fenrir in the face before the hound fell off the bridge. After that, something blew me up and 

that’s all I remember from there.” 

“You survived a crash in the Quasar? How are you alive?” Daniel asked him. 

Milchamp spread his arms and grinned. “Stone, my good man! Didn’t feel a thing.” 

The real Quasar Lite soared over the wall of the temple and landed in the courtyard. Amber 

ran as fast as she could as her uncle climbed out of the cockpit of the vessel. She threw her arms 

around his neck as soon as he got onto the ground and hugged him. Tears streamed down her 

cheeks as he patted her back. 

“Oh, come on now, it’s all right. You knew I had seen everything that would happen. How 

could I allow myself to be killed if I could see the future?” Aaron McClean met her eyes. 

“I don’t know, just don’t ever do anything like that ever again.” She wiped her cheek. 

“You know I can’t make any promises.” He chuckled. 

Odin cleared his throat as he, Rurik, and Daniel approached the side of the Quasar Lite. 

“Aaron, there is something that we need to discuss.” 

Aaron McClean turned and faced the All Father. 

Odin began. “Your sacrifice was impressive. I cannot think of anyone else, other than myself, 

who would give such an important part of themselves in order to save the lives of those they care 

about. I sacrificed my own eye at Mimir’s Well so that I could see when my son would die. 

While I would do it again, the difficulty of coping with knowing the future in this way is 

something that I would not wish upon my darkest enemy. I usually cannot reverse or alter people 

or things from Midgard, but today I must make an exception. I must reject your sacrifice as a 

Midgardian with supernatural foresight would present a serious imbalance in the universe. After 



the next time you sleep, you will wake with both of your eyes, and your vision into the future 

will be gone.” 

McClean breathed a sigh of relief. “That’s the best news I’ve ever gotten. I can’t stand being 

able to tell what’s going to happen.” 

“There is more that we need to discuss, but we will speak of more in Asgard.” Odin bowed. 

“I thank you for your assistance in this matter. Have a safe journey south.” He disappeared in a 

flash of light, leaving the four Midgardians standing in the empty temple where the Norse gods 

had been imprisoned for a thousand years. A cool wind blew through the silence of the place. 

“Well, Amber, I think I’m going to punch out for the evening.” Aaron McClean took a deep 

breath and climbed into the back of the Quasar Lite. 

“I suppose I’ll need to go with you back to Asgard.” Rurik drawled.  

“Don’t seem too excited,” said Daniel. “We could let you ride Sleipnir back, if you can find 

him around Hel’s keep.” 

“I think I’ll fly with you.” He chuckled. Daniel held open the seat so that Rurik could climb 

in and sit across from Amber’s uncle. They closed the seat back and Daniel dropped into the co-

pilot seat as Amber sat next to him. 

She closed and latched the canopy, and started the engine. They were flying over the temple 

and over the wilderness of Niflheim in minutes. 

 
 
 
  



 
 

— Nine — 
 
 

Back To Midgard 
 
 

When Amber landed the Quasar Lite in the center of the trashed city of Asgard—thanks to 

Tanemshad, who had made certain to cause as much damage as possible during his afternoon in 

the city before the sun and day were released—they weren’t met with friendly greetings from the 

townsfolk. The Asgardian natives were livid by the Quasar Lite’s reappearance after the 

devastating battle it’s engine had heralded. 

A man with short black hair, wearing a blue robe over his winter garb and dark leather boots, 

marched right up to the Quasar’s side as Daniel jumped down. “This is Asgard territory! I’m Vili 

the mayor of this city, and I want this machine out of town square immediate!” Amber jumped 

out of the Quasar and realized that they had, almost rudely, parked in the middle of the courtyard 

in the center of the town square. 

“I can’t think of a better place for it.” Odin said, emerging from an alley between the 

buildings nearby. 

Vili did a double-take at the sight of his eldest brother, his jaw dropping and expression 

whitening. “O-Odin!” He stammered. “What... an... unexpected arrival!” 

“I figure a one-thousand year vacation is an appropriate length of time to kick back, but I’ve 

got a lot of worked to do come Monday.” Odin smirked and paused beside Vili. 

“I—uhm,” Vili spread his hands to Odin. “The city is in shambles because someone,” he shot 

a glanre at Aaron McClean as he, Rurik, and Milchamp climbed out of the Quasar Lite, “thought 

it would be a good idea to bring the giant, Tanemshad, to Asgard as a distraction.” His tone 

darkened on the last word. “I don’t want to point fingers, but—” 

“I know,” cooed Odin, “I know all about what’s transpired over the last few days, and there’s 

no need to panic about the Quasar Lite or the Midgardians. They will be on their way in a matter 

of hours.” 

Thor crashed into the center of town as Frey rode Bristleboar down the main street of town, 

parking beside the Quasar Lite. Iduna, Frigga, and Fulla appeared in the courtyard together. 

Shortly after, Freya arrived in a sleigh being pulled by two giant cats. Hermod walked alongside 



Hodur and Balder, who seemed to have patched things up between one another. The other gods 

arrived in succession, bringing food and firewood for the coming feast. 

Aegir walked in carrying two baskets in hand, along with dozens of crabs carrying baskets 

and barrels behind them. “I brought close to a ton of tuna. It’s tuna season, so... that’s my 

contribution.” He set his stuff down, popped his back and started helping to build the fire. 

“I’ll get the mead!” Thor hurried into the distillery nearby. 

The Asgard civilians exited their homes to see their parents and leaders returned to the city, 

and beginning the evening feast as was custom. The party turned into an enormous celebration 

for the gods. Many giant pigs were roasted for the feast, fruit was passed around for all, and all 

of the adults clinked tankards as they drank their mead and chowed down on their favorite food 

as if they had never been away from home. 

Daniel and Amber ate and mingled with the gods throughout the evening. Daniel got to speak 

with Thor in depth about what happened in the mental battle between Daniel and Loki. “I’m sure 

it’s just something you made up.” Thor said after biting a hunk of meat off the bone of a pig leg. 

“I mean, I think you made something happen in order to defeat Loki—and I know that our 

ancestors are our guardians—but I didn’t do anything.” 

Amber got to talk to her ancestor, Freya, while Aaron McClean talked to Aegir and his wife. 

While the festivities went on, Rurik stood patiently beside Odin with his arms crossed. After the 

stars filled the night sky and the braziers around the city provided the only light, the dwarves of 

Svartalheim entered the city to enjoy the celebration. Jarl and Dr. Roberts approached from 

behind them. Even King Oberon himself joined in the feast, bringing with them massive loads of 

mead. 

“Join the party!” Daniel said to Jarl. 

“You did it! I knew you had it in you, the moment I saw you two.” Jarl shook Daniel’s hand. 

“Where’s my father?” 

“Over there, talking to Aegir and Amber’s uncle.” Daniel nodded. Jarl thanked him and 

walked over to his dad, Heimdall. Brock and Defwin, joined by Milchamp congratulated Daniel 

on a job well done before dispersing to continue the feast. A moment later, Odin stopped beside 

Daniel. 



“You did well on this journey, Daniel.” Odin said. “You showed bravery, courage, and 

optimism in the face of danger. Those are worthy attributes in a leader. When it comes time for 

you to take lead, you need to be ready to assume the roll.” 

“I’ll try.” Daniel said. 

“Don’t try. Be a leader, be a warrior. It is your job as a man to keep the peace in your 

kingdom, no matter what you believe.” Odin said. 

“Eh, not really my job from the kingdom I’m from but I get what you’re saying.” Daniel 

smiled. 

Amber and Aaron McClean approached from nearby. 

“I think we’re about ready to leave whenever you are, Daniel.” Amber said. 

“Ready as I’ll ever be. I’m looking forward to sleeping in my own bed—looking forward to 

sleeping in general.” Daniel blinked.  

“There is an entrance that opens out to Midgard, north of Asgard. I will accompany you to 

the cave. But shortly.” Odin smiled. 

Before Daniel and Amber could leave, the rest of the gods approached them. Thor and Freya 

stepped forward, each holding a different item across their palms ceremoniously. “For your 

bravery and persistence,” said Thor to Daniel, “I bestow upon you this gift. The blade has been 

disenchanted so that you will be able to return with it to your realm. Pray to never need it, but 

use it wisely if you must.” 

“For your intelligence and wit in the face of danger,” said Freya to Amber, bringing her what 

looked like a gray marble on a pillow. “This is the Eye of Mimir. It will allow you to see where 

others cannot. This is a rare gift, and it is bound only to you, Amber McClean, so no one else 

will be able to use it or see it. If it is lost, it will invariably find its way back to you.” 

“Thank you.” Amber took the pillow in her hands and picked up the marble, looking it over. 

Gray storm clouds, shrouded the inside of the globular glass marble. 

“Give it a roll and you’ll see what it sees.” Frey whispered from the crowd of gods nearby. 

He winked at Amber and she pocketed the eye. 

“On behalf of the gods,” Balder took a step closer, “we thank you, and I thank you for saving 

my life.” 

“Well, the world kind of hinges on you staying alive, Balder, so stay safe.” Amber patted him 

on the shoulder. 



“This is for you, Aaron McClean.” Balder withdrew a key from his pocket. “This is a very 

important key. It will transform to match the keys from your time of Midgard, but use it on a 

door—any door—with a lock, and it will provide you the haven you need. Be cautious. This key 

can be lost, and with it all that you have stored in your haven.” 

Aaron took the key and it transformed into the six-cut Schlage key that matched the keys on 

his key-ring. “Thank you.” He slid the key on his ring and pocketed the bunch. 

“What about me?” Dr. Roberts protested from next to Rurik. 

“You didn’t do anything.” Rurik said. 

“I marched that robotic chicken into battle. That’s something, isn’t it?” 

“Here’s an apple.” Iduna withdrew an apple from her basket and handed it to Dr. Roberts. 

His eye visibly twitched before his expression soured into a snarl. “Jerks!” He threw the 

apple as hard as he could against the wall nearby and started north for the cave that Odin had 

been talking about. The apple was smashed partially and spun to a halt beside Thor’s foot. “He 

picked up the apple and bit into it. 

“If he had eaten that apple, he’d have become my age.” Rurik said. 

“Do you think Roberts knew that?” Daniel whispered to Amber. 

Amber shook her head. 

“So, all’s well and ends well,” said Odin. “You must be returning to Midgard. Once you 

return, however, the Quasar Lite will no longer possess the properties that it does in this 

universe.” 

Daniel snapped his fingers. “Rats, I was going to start a little commercial transport service 

with that extended cabin space. But that could have had some liability issues. What happens if 

the thing folds up and people are still inside?” Daniel waited for a response but didn’t get one. 

“Anyway, if that’s the case, we need to lighten our load a bit. Here’s your bag back, Brock.” 

Daniel gave him the pack. He took it and rifled through its innards. 

“Here’s the bow from Alfheim,” said Amber, handing the bow to Jarl. 

“I’ll see to it that it gets into the Grovekeeper’s hands once more. Your assistance in this time 

has been greatly appreciated. I thank all of you personally.” Jarl bowed. 

Amber looked to Daniel and her uncle. “Someone’s going to have to walk because 

somebody’s gotta fly through the cave back to Midgard.” 



“It is more like a tunnel,” said Odin, “wide enough to drive your vehicle through. You might 

refrain from flying through.” 

“I’ll show you the way.” Freya said, pulling the falcon headdress from the back of a cart. She 

transformed into the falcon and took off into the sky. 

“I believe Odin would like to accompany me to the cave, so you two go ahead. I’ll meet you 

back home soon.” Aaron McClean said to Amber and Daniel. 

“All right.” Amber said. She turned to Daniel. “Let’s load up and get home.” 

Before they left, Rurik stepped forward and put out his hand to Daniel. “It was good knowing 

you.” 

Daniel shook Rurik’s hand. “You don’t want to come back home with us? We can figure out 

how to get you a social security number and get you set up as a citizen of our world.” 

Rurik seemed irked by the idea. “I think I will stay here for now. But thank you for the offer. 

It was a pleasure to fight by your side.” He turned to Amber and held out his hand. “A very 

capable woman. I am eager to see the man who will one day be able to tame your heart.” 

Amber shook Rurik’s hand, grinning defiantly. “We’ll see about that.” 

They returned to the Quasar Lite and climbed inside. Daniel lowered the canopy and closed 

the hatch. The gods waved at them from the side of the Quasar Lite. Amber spun up the propellor 

and banked the Quasar down the center street where there were no obstructions for a mile. She 

drove until they reached eighty MPH, and lifted off into the air. Amber followed Freya north 

while surveying the geography of Asgard as they curved through the sky. She saw Roberts 

making his way up the hill toward a large cave mouth, easily wide enough for two of the 

Quasar’s wingspans. Freya soared over the entrance and then started down the hill back toward 

Asgard. 

“That looks like it’s going to be it.” Daniel said. 

Amber landed them on the shelf outside of the cave and turned to the cave. She accelerated 

the Quasar Lite through the passage and climbed to a steady forty-five. Odin had been right, it 

was a straight shot through. Light gleamed from the other end as they sped forward through the 

cave. They passed the half-way point. 

Almost instantaneously, the Quasar’s engine puttered to a halt as the propellor stopped. 

Amber and Daniel gasped as the Quasar continued rolling forward through the cave. They exited 



out into the daylight of their own world. They stopped on a neatly cut grass lawn. Ahead of 

them, they saw a freeway with cars rolling by now and then. 

“Well, that’s not good.” Amber undid the hatch and lifted the lid of the Quasar Lite. When 

she peered over the cabin wall of the Quasar, she saw that the wings had been taped together 

with some kind of adhesive wrap. The vehicle was covered in scratches and the bottom part of 

the propellor was gone again. “It’s like they never fixed it, just taped it back together. How on 

Earth were we flying this thing?” 

 “We weren’t on Earth, obviously.” Daniel pulled the seat forward to confirm that their extra 

cabin space was gone. There was nothing inside but the inside of the tail of the plane. Part of him 

was perfectly at peace with the sound physics of the equation. He closed it and got out of the 

Quasar Lite. 

“Looks like we’ll have to get my uncle’s trailer and bring it to wherever this is—looks like 

Graham Cave in Missouri. We can haul her home and fixed up.” Amber sighed as she looked at 

the Quasar Lite. 

“That’s going to be a lot of work.” Daniel said. 

Dr. Roberts exited the cave and didn’t acknowledge them as he walked in a different 

direction of the park. He withdrew his cell phone and they heard his voice fade into the distance 

as he called somebody on his phone for help. 

“Should we start walking?” Daniel asked. 

“Yeah, in a minute.” Amber said, reclining in the pilot’s seat of the Quasar Lite. “I just want 

to sit for a minute and catch my breath. It’s a beautiful afternoon, perfect for flying.” 

“Yeah.” Daniel agreed, looking at the cloudless blue sky. “Yeah, it is, and the weather is just 

right for it, too.” He said, feeling the cool breeze on his face. 

The two looked up to the blue sky of their world as they sat in the cabin of the Quasar Lite, 

thinking about the endless possibilities and adventures still in store for them. 
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