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 Shall we begin at the beginning?  With the vast and burning war that tossed all men apart 

like broken ice on the sea, reducing their machines to ash and rust?  Or perhaps a thousand years 

more recently with the curse of the evil wizard?  No, not for you lot.  You young ones like to be 

dropped right into the action, sliding down the mountain before you have to climb it.  All right, then.  

It is Christmas, after all, which is a time for smiles and hot cocoa, and neither wars to end civilization 

nor the dark spells of malevolent wizards are welcome before this old storyteller’s yuletide fire.   

 I’ll begin then with the day that Skellan and Boxter invaded the lost and secret dungeon 

beneath the ancient ruins of Mogra Torum to fetch a key: the day they woke the troll. 

 “What do you think, man?” asked Skellan.  “Can we do it?” 

 “I don’t know, buddy,” Boxter replied.  “I can’t remember ever having a chill hangout with a 

troll.”  Nor did Skellan like the look of the thing.  Even curled asleep on its side, the yellow-furred 

monster was almost as tall as he was, which was pretty decent for fifteen.   

 “But I can see the key.  It’s glowing through that nasty lump on his shoulder.”  The key he 

was referencing, was, of course, magical, and undoubtedly the only means of access to the small 

chest they’d found several chambers back.  Skellan hadn’t tried to use his great green crystal sword, 

which he had won by defeating the Dragon of Unglin (another tale entirely), but it had never worked 

on magic chests before.  Dungeons were just a pain like that, and whoever had built this one had 

been clever to hide the key in a disgusting boil on the troll’s back.   

 “What about that pile of bones just in front of him?” wondered Skellan.  “You think we can 

jump it?” 

 “Yeah, I guess, but be on your toes.  I’m gonna need some help steering around all those 

pillars.”  Boxter was the only motorcycle Skellan had ever met who knew his limits.  Or maybe just 

the only one who could talk.  And he was right.  The vast room ahead of them was full of tall pillars, 

stretching into the darkness above, out of range of the torchlight.  These were the annoying type, 

too, which weren’t arranged in any kind of pattern.  The troll lay right in the center of the room, 

snoring away. 

 Skellan stood up and straddled the motorcycle.  He waited for a snore, loud enough to shake 

your guts, before kickstarting Boxter.  Then he took the foot of emerald crystal from its sheath and 

licked it.  In moments it grew into a massive sword, sharper than glass and much lighter, but 

stronger than iron.   

 “Ready?” 

 “You know it.” 
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 Skellan jammed the throttle and raced toward the troll.  They were already in the air by the 

time the troll woke, and a quick slice to the sickening boil sent the golden key skittering across the 

stone floor.  “Baller!” Skellan rejoiced as they landed.   

 But the Troll was none too thrilled with his surprise surgery.  He was up in a blink and after 

them just as quick.  Boxter wasn’t slow by any means.  He had a full thousand CCs of heart and could 

outrun just about everything on the blackvine.  But this troll was somehow faster.  And they weren’t 

on the blackvine. 

 “Must be some kind of magic,” shouted Skellan over Boxter’s exhaust roar as they threaded 

between pillars.  “The big guys are never this fast.” 

 “Well, don’t forget to lean!  This dusty floor is tough enough!” 

 In and out they dodged, just a few fingers from the stone pillars.  Skellan looked back 

through the dim torchlight to see the troll leap up onto a pillar, climbing it like a tree, until he 

disappeared into the shadow above.  

 “Did he give up?”  But the question was still on the air when a grey trunk of stone crashed 

down in front of them.  They were barely able to swerve out of the way.  “It looks like he’s jumping 

across the tops of these columns,” said Boxter.  (Yes, Boxter could see in the dark, though I can 

understand how this would surprise someone who has never met a talking motorcycle.) 

 Now they headed back toward the center of the room, where the key still gave off a faint, 

golden glow.  Skellan leaned sideways and plucked it up like a flower, and with nowhere else to put 

it, clutched it in his teeth.  “Ulgh.  Grosth.”  If you’ve ever been scolded for putting something in your 

mouth because you don’t know where it’s been, believe me that sometimes it’s worse if you do know. 

 The forest of columns opened up ahead of them, and they could see a clear road to the room’s 

only exit.  Broken stone rained around them like meteors.  But one chunk sailed far ahead and 

exploded against the base of a pillar, which listed heavily right into their path.  Skellan downshifted 

and opened the throttle.  But it wasn’t enough unless… 

 “Like we did at Angerthal Castle!” shouted Skellan. 

 “No, no, NO!” screamed Boxter, but it was too late.  Skellan had already thrown his body over 

the side, and, still grasping the handlebars, fell to his armored knees to let them slide and spark 

across the stone floor.  Boxter he tilted sideways, and they both made it under with a close shave.  

Still sliding, Skellan fired the throttle and spun them in a full circle before jumping back in the 

saddle.   

(Please remember that Boxter is a talking motorcycle.  It may also be helpful to know that 

Skellan’s greaves were forged from the remains of the Highland Automaton, which he had 

vanquished earlier that year.) 
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 “Flawless!” Skellan hooted as they swept out of the room and into a tunnel.   

 “Not quite!  You scratched up my tail pipe!” 

 “And I’ll buff it out when we get rid of our friend back there.”  For the troll had followed 

them right into the passage, though he barely fit, and his bellow was like a giant’s fingernails on an 

equally giant blackboard. 

 “Left!” yelled Boxter.  “Another right, then your first left.”  Skellan was grateful for Boxter’s 

perfect memory.  Alone he’d have been utterly lost in the maze of tunnels and corridors.   

Now they were almost out, but the troll was bounding off the walls where a motorcycle could 

not.  He was catching up, and they both knew the Troll would chase them straight out of the dungeon 

and all over the nine kingdoms.   

 “Let’s turn around,” said Skellan, unsheathing the crystal sword. 

 “I got a better idea,” said Boxter.  “Remember that side loop we took getting here?”   

 “Oh yeah!  The one with the archway!” 

 “Left!”  They cut down  a long, curving hallway, and just as the troll rounded the bend after 

them, Skellan switched off Boxter’s only headlight.   

 “Sorry about your tailpipe!  Just watch out for my elbows!”  Skellan tucked his arms in as 

tight as they would go, but Boxter could still see the narrow archway even though his rider could 

not, and cleared it perfectly.   

 A moment later, the troll did not.  They heard a mighty cracking of stone behind them and a 

roar to deafen the hills.  “Good one, man,” said Skellan, steering Boxter up a ramp and into the well-

lit chamber where they’d left the chest.  The formerly enchanted suits of armor still lay in heaps 

where Skellan had left them.  “I knew these guys were too easy.” 

 A rumble shook the air, and the floor pitched beneath them.  “Make it quick, buddy,” said 

Boxter.  “I think that Troll crashed into whatever is holding this place up.”  Skellan turned the key 

and the chest dissolved into dust, revealing a short length of wood, carved all over with ancient 

runes.  “No way, dude!  It’s the whole handle!”   

 “Cool, yeah, whatever.  Let’s get out of here!”  The ceiling began to fall in massive chunks, 

and the pair blitzed toward the exit ramp, knocking the metal grate out of the way and sailing into 

the winter night.   

 “Woohoo!” called Skellan, coming in for a landing.  Behind them, the ruins of Morga Torum 

shifted and settled, a few of the tall towers collapsing.  “Oops.” 

 “Ah, no worries, buddy.  That place was picked clean.  Come on.  Let’s get something to eat.  

I’m low on fuel.” 
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 They found a little diner and filling station a few miles down the blackvine, and nobody 

minded Skellan bringing Boxter inside, so there they sat, out of the cold, snow dripping from their 

boots and tires, respectively, and examined their prize.  You may have guessed by now that this was 

no ordinary piece of wood.  You may not have guessed it was the entire handle to the Blade Compass, 

a pizza cutter that had been enchanted to point toward the greatest evil in the land. 

 “There can’t be many more pieces, right?  We already have most of the wheel.”   

 “Well, we think so, but we don’t know how small the other pieces are.” 

 “What you got there, sugar plum?”  A large waitress swayed over to their table with a mug of 

steaming cider.   

 “Just an ancient relic,” said Skellan.  “We got it from a dungeon a few miles down the road.”   

 She beamed.  “Oh yeah?  Which one?”   

 “Morga Torum.” 

 “Well, ain’t that something?  I get alot of adventurers through here, but nobody’s ever come 

out of Morga Torum with anything.” 

 “You gotta beat the troll.”   

 Her eyes widened.  “A troll?  Well, that explains that.  What can I get you, sugar plum?  A 

tenderloin?” 

 “Uh...sure?” said Skellan.  “You want anything, Box?” 

 “Oh, come on, man!  Every time!” shot back the motorcycle. 

 Skellan roared with laughter.  He never sat down at a restaurant with Boxter without making 

light of the fact that, like normal motorcycles, Boxter could only eat fuel.   

 “Hang on now.  You got a talking motorcycle?” exclaimed the waitress. 

 “Yes ma’am!  This is my best friend Boxter, and I’m Skellan.” 

 “Well, Skellan and Boxter, congratulations on your dungeon find.  My name’s Trudy, and I’ll 

be right back with that tenderloin.” 

 The loin didn’t prove terribly tender, but it was tasty enough and almost as big as the plate.  

Skellan stood to bundle up.  He needed to get back outside and on the road before he got too drowsy.  

Trudy swung back by to clear the dishes.  “Now there’s an inn right up the road, honey.  Tell them 

Trudy sent ya.”   

 “Thanks, Trudy, but we have a ways to go yet tonight,” said Skellan. 

 “Oh, you must be headed home for Christmas, then.” 

 “Oh dang!  Skellan, Christmas is the day after tomorrow,” said Boxter.  “I totally spaced it.” 

 “Nah, we can’t make it home this year,” said Skellan.  “We only have a few more pieces of this 

thing left.” 
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 “Oh, well ain’t that a shame.  You should go back and see your family.  Your mom and dad 

will sure miss you.” 

 

 Skellan was mostly silent that night as they rode the blackvine, the ancient, indestructible 

road that painted the countryside in broad strokes.  The frigid mountain air drove through his layers 

of leather and wool like arrowheads, and he kept trying not to imagine himself warm in a bed at the 

Trudy’s inn, which they’d passed several hours ago.   

 Instead, he tried to remember his parents.  He wished he had a century-long memory, like 

Boxter.  The motorcycle said he could recall some things further back, too, but that after a while, 

things just fell off the other end, like dishes sliding across a table. 

 But Skellan had been just five when his parents had died, and if you’re much older than that, 

you know that it gets tough to remember the details so far back.  You see, Skellan and Boxter weren’t 

out adventuring just for fun.  If they were, they certainly wouldn’t search out a compass to help them 

find the land’s greatest evil, even if it was also a professional-grade pizza cutter.   

 They needed to find that evil because it took the form of a dark wizard, Odeon Cicatrix, who 

had killed Skellan’s parents that ripe decade ago, along with all the other adults in town.  But he 

hadn’t stopped there.  He had also cursed Skellan, and all the other children, to die on their 

eighteenth birthdays.  Skellan was short on time.  But if he could find and defeat Odeon Cicatrix, 

perhaps he had a chance. 

 Now I recommend that you all eat some chocolate.  It’s Christmas, so there should be some 

close at hand, and you may tell your parents I said it’s okay.  Because I’ve just told you something 

necessary but quite sad and cold, and chocolate is God’s great cure for such moments.   

 “It’s midnight, buddy,” said Boxter into the wind.  “I think I see a cave up there.” 

 Skellan yawned.  “Okay.  Just tell me if you see any bears.  Or trolls.”  Oddly enough, Skellan 

did think he smelled a little whiff of troll inside, but it was a shallow cave, and completely troll free.   

 As he build the fire, Boxter spoke up.  “Dude, I think we should go home for Christmas.  It’s 

not that far.  If we push hard tomorrow, we can make it.” 

 “No.  We’re so close to getting the Compass together, and the next dungeon is still a haul.  

We’ll swing by home to get the other pieces after that.” 

 “But we’d get to see everybody!” 

 “Well, it’s them we’re out questing for, isn’t it?”  Because of course, like all great knights and 

adventurers, Skellan was more concerned about others than himself.  After the great curse, the 

children had all gathered together and fled to an abandoned fortress in the mountains.  So no, this 
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isn’t another story about a lonely orphan, but an orphan with many friends, who also happen to be 

orphans.   

 And their leader was the sole surviving member of the royal family, Princess Amrie, who 

would turn eighteen in April.  Skellan wanted to make sure she was still around in May. 

 

 Skellan woke a few hours before dawn.  The fire had died down, and he could barely rebuilt it 

for his shivering.  Soon it was roaring anew, but no matter how he tried, he could not stay warm on 

all sides.  He let out a long sigh.  “Are you awake, Box?” 

 “Hm?  Wha?”  Boxter was always groggy after waking up, not unlike the rest of us.  “Yeah, 

buddy.”   

 “Let’s head out.  We’re going home for Christmas.” 

 “Aw heck yes!”   

 So in the black of that December morning, they rode for the castle of Salus Cathedra, high in 

a crook of Sarilma Peak.  Mind you, it wasn’t a pleasant ride by any stretch.  It was colder than metal 

under snow, and it took them all day.  But as they rolled into the little valley, the dark sky half full of 

snow and half full of moonbeams, which turned every flake into a diamond, and saw the castle 

brimming with warm torchlight and hung with Christmas greens, they knew it had been worth the 

trip. 

  

 “It’s Skellan,” called a young wall guard.  “Skellan and Boxter!  Lower the drawbridge!”  

Everyone came out to greet them as they coasted into the courtyard.  “Welcome home, Sir Skellan!  

Merry Christmas!” they called.  Penton, the castle mechanic strode out of the garage, wiping his 

hands on a rag.  “Hey Box!  Is this old knight taking good care of you?”  He clapped Skellan on the 

shoulder. 

 “You know it, Pen!  You taught him well.”  

 “I’ll bet you could use an oil change anyway, right?” 

 “I certainly wouldn’t turn you down, dude!”  

 Little Mae, just ten and the youngest child at Cathedra, brought Skellan a steaming mug of 

cocoa.  “It’s good to see you, Skellan.” 

“Thanks, Mae!  You too!  Where’s Princess Amrie?” 

“I saw her in the chapel.”  Skellan dropped off his bags in his little room off the garage and 

headed inside. 
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Skellan never came home without visiting the chapel.  It was his favorite room in the whole 

castle.  It smelled of incense and glowed with color, though the lights were dim.  And it was somehow 

so quiet, a rare quality in a castle packed with children.  It was his favorite place to talk to Everyone’s 

Dad, especially on the night of the birth of His Son.   

Amrie stood when she saw Skellan come in.  Her smile was warm but tired, and Skellan 

wondered what it was like to wonder if you were having your last Christmas Eve.  “You know, you 

could hang around this time,” she said, a hand on her hip. 

“Look what I found,” he said, showing her the handle of the pizza cutter.  “It’s the biggest 

piece yet.”   

She glanced at it, but looked back up.  “We could really use you here.” 

“Yeah, I know.  I just have to take care of something first,” he said, meaning his quest for 

Odeon. 

She rolled her eyes and sighed.  “Well, you’re just in time for the feast.  But afterwards, I need 

to talk to you about the wall guards.  The are too few and they don’t really know what they’re doing.” 

“Okay, I’ll talk to them.”  Skellan put the handle back in his pocket, more than a little 

disappointed. 

 

The feast in the Great Hall was far better than Trudy’s tenderloin, and the conversation was 

like a warm hug.  Skellan and Boxter told and retold stories of all their adventures since they had 

left, such as (but certainly not limited to) the Dragon of Unglin, the Highland Automaton, and now 

the Quick Troll of Morga Torum.   

They were still at it hours later when the castle dogs had secured all the bones and the pie 

pans were all empty.  They had just begun a carol when the doors flew open, admitting a fierce draft 

and one of the wall guards, a twelve-year-old called Mark.   

“A bear’s broken into the larder!” he gasped.  “It’s all torn up!”   

Several of the younger kids let out whimpers, but Amrie threw off their fear like a blanket.  

“All right, now.  Settle down.  If there’s a bear in the castle, we’ll simply chase him back out.  Skellan, 

Penton, come with me.  Mark, go back and gather the guards.  Meet us at the crime scene.  Fourteens 

and up, come along, too.  Everyone get a torch.  Bears are scared of fire.” 

They found the larder, now a mangled mess of splintered crates and barrels, and several sets 

of claw marks, but after a thorough search of the castle, (and much to the relief of the searchers) no 

bear was found.  More puzzling, though, was how it got in at all.  Salus Cathedra’s walls were tall and 

sheer, and the drawbridge had been shut right after Skellan and Boxter’s return.   



8 
 

But everyone was tired and cold and ready for bed (and even more ready to exchange 

presents in the morning), so they gave up the hunt and went to their rooms.  Skellan took one last 

look at the ruined larder and walked Boxter around to look for tracks, but they saw nothing.  Instead 

the snow was muddled with the footprints of dozens of searching kids. 

So they plodded back to the other end of the castle and Skellan’s shed.  He’d chosen this spot 

because it was right off the garage and he could bunk with Boxter.   

“Blech!” said Skellan as he walked Boxter through the door.  “This place is kinda rank.  Must 

be a dead mouse somewhere.”  But he was too tired to look for it. 

Beneath the rug on the floor lay a loose flagstone, and beneath this a cube of empty space.  

Skellan now reached into this pool of shadow and brought up a dented and weathered cookie tin.   

If you guessed that this tin held the other treasured shards of his magic pizza cutter, you 

would have very recently been correct, but now the tin stood empty.  “Boxter!  All the Compass nibs 

are gone!  What the slush?” 

“Heh.  Good one, buddy,” said the motorcycle, but he noticed very quickly that Skellan wasn’t 

joking at all, that the shards were indeed gone, and that Skellan wore an expression he seldom put 

on - anger.   

“I need to go talk to Amrie,” he said, quiet as a dead leaf skipping across the courtyard.   

“What?  You think she took ‘em?” 

“She’s the only one we’ve told about the Compass thingy.  And she doesn’t want us going 

after it anyway.  She just told me so this afternoon.” 

“Really?  Why not?” 

“Why else?  Because she doesn’t think we can take down Odeon.  She doesn’t want us to track 

that punk.”  Skellan threw open the door only to find Amrie standing before him.  “Well, well.  Look 

who it is!” 

“Skellan, Boxter, I need your help,” she said. 

“Really,” said Skellan. 

She looked confused.  “Er...yes.  The bear has been spotted to the north.  I need you to track it 

down and give it a decent thrashing so it won’t come back.” 

“Oh, so now you want us to leave?” Skellan shot back, angry.   

Now the princess looked just as angry.  “Skellan, our earlier arguments are beside the point.  

The castle is in danger.” 

“I know!  That’s why we’re trying to find the wizard.  So people don’t get offed just for 

growing up!” 

“We can discuss that later!” she pleaded. 
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“Fine!  We’ll go make that bear apologize.  But in return, you’re going to give me my pizza 

cutter shards back!” 

“What are you talking about?” 

“All our hard work, Amrie!  That pizza cutter can help us end the curse.” 

“Well, I didn’t take your garbage!” 

“And I don’t believe you!” 

“Nor must you!  But I order you to go after that bear!” 

“Fine!  Open the gates!” he shouted to the wall guard, and, sitting astride Boxter, roared past 

Amrie and out of the castle.   

The huge, loping tracks were easy enough to spot, though for all Boxter’s steadiness, they 

had to ride slowly through the drifting snow.  “Dude, I’m not sure the princess took the shards,” said 

Boxter.  “I mean, it’s not her style.  She always said we should be allowed to keep our own stuff.” 

“I don’t want to believe it, either, man.  But all the evidence is there.” 

The pair of heroes strode on through the Christmas Eve snow, mostly now in silence.  Soon 

the snow dispersed among the rocks, taking the tracks with it.  But just ahead stood the Conversation 

Tree, which only really conversed by moving its branches around, and when questioned, it nodded 

its great trunk and pointed north, toward an arm of the mountain that cut off their view.  Onward 

they rode.   

Skellan wondered why they hadn’t caught up by now.  After all, motorcycles are generally 

faster than bears.  But when they crested the rise, they finally caught a glimpse of the beast, a great 

muscled mass of brown fur.  Unfortunately, it seemed to catch a glimpse of them in the same instant, 

and scrambled up a steep slope of mountain with alarming speed. 

Skellan and Boxter gave chase, gaining on him now.  “That stinkin’ bear’s almost faster than 

me!” growled Boxter, who hated to be outpaced by anyone.  “Come on, buddy!”  Snow and loose 

stone sprayed behind them as they rocketed up the slope.  But the bear was still a hundred yards 

ahead when he reached the top of the slope and leapt over. 

“That’s a sheer cliff on the other side!” said Skellan, slowing down.  They edged up to the top 

of the slope and looked down into the shadowed ravine below.  If the bear had been hurt in the fall, it 

didn’t show it, and was already scrambling south along the rocky floor of the ravine.  “Something 

isn’t right,” said Skellan.  “No bear’s going to survive that noise.  That’s two hundred feet at least!” 

“Yeah,” said Boxter.  “And he’s moving fast, too.”   

“That ravine comes out right by the castle!”  Roaring back down the slope, they took their 

own tracks through the snow faster than either of them thought safe.  Adventuring like Skellan and 

Boxter will introduce you to many new things, but mostly to the idea that there are still many more 



10 
 

things to see.  Neither of them had seen an invincible, arrow-fast bear before, and if they had spoken 

their minds, they’d have learned that they were equally frightened. 

 Ahead and to the left the castle stood, torches blazing.  They had nearly passed it when a 

brown blur shot out from behind it, heading for the western slope.  “There!” said Skellan.   

 “Got him!” confirmed Boxter, and together they churned through the deep snow after the 

creature.  Once again, the beast was faster than either of them, but soon they turned onto a blackvine 

road, to which no snow could ever stick, and this gave them an advantage as they switched back and 

forth across the mountain face.   

 Then the road ran out, and the bear darted hundreds of yards ahead of them, up onto a vast 

snowpack.  “Oy!  Bear!” shouted Skellan.  “We’re not gonna stop!”  But then the bear did something 

very strange.  It stood up on its hind legs.  And they saw in the chromed moonlight that it wasn’t a 

bear at all. 

 “That’s our troll!” Skellan and Boxter said at once. 

“He must have taken our nibs!”  The troll seemed to hear them, and drawing in a great, deep 

breath, it howled.  This was not a howl like a dog’s, or even a wolf’s.  It was a howl like four hundred 

freight trains, all rumbling down their tracks and blowing their horns in unison.  A howl like that 

could break windows, frighten children, and cause an avalanche.  And in that valley that night it did 

all three.   

 The giant snowpack on which the troll had been standing suddenly shifted, and like a 

tablecloth being pulled out from under the dishes, it made everything fall over.  Skellan and Boxter 

saw a wall of white heading straight for them and though they turned and rode downhill, they 

weren’t fast enough in the deep snow.  The last thing they saw before all went dark and frozen was 

the mighty troll leaping clear of the avalanche.   

 

 As I said, however, the avalanche was only one of the things caused by the troll’s roar.  It also 

frightened all the children of the castle, who stood on the walls.  And because all eyes were on 

Boxter’s single headlight, they saw exactly where he and Skellen had been when the avalanche 

enveloped them.   

 Amrie gave herself four seconds to be shocked, standing petrified with her hand over her 

mouth, before she snapped into action.  “Penton!” she shouted, though he was standing right next to 

her.  “We need torches.  A torch for everyone in the castle.” 

 “I’m on it, highness.”  He ran for the fuel supply.   

 “Mae!” shouted the princess. 

 “I’m here, Princess Amrie,” said the little voice.   
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 “We need all the cocoa and all the thermoses you can find.” 

 “Yes ma’am,” said Mae, grabbing two of her friends and scurrying off to the kitchens.   

 “And someone find me Mark the wall guard!” 

 

 “Bud...dy.  Buddy.  Hey buddy.” 

 Skellan napped on a bed of deep, dense grass beneath a summer sun.  There was no curse.  

There were no deadlines.  Just a lovely afternoon.  Amrie and the others romped around the valley, 

doing cartwheels and singing snatches of silly songs.   

 “Yeah?” Skellan answered. 

 “You need to get up, buddy,” said Boxter.   

 “Why?”   

 “I got a bunch of slush in my intakes.  I can’t even start.” 

 “Where did you find slush?” wondered Skellan. 

 “Heh.  Good one.” 

 Skellan sighed, wanting to go back to sleep.  “Yeah.”  A full barge of juicy white cloud sailed 

overhead.   

 “But seriously, Skel.  It’s time to get up.” 

 Skellan opened his eyes.  Waking from a nightmare into the real world is a comforting 

experience.  Waking from a pleasant dream into a nightmare is exactly the opposite.  Skellan could 

see almost nothing.  A faint glow appeared from near his head, but it didn’t show him much, other 

than Boxter’s engine, which was right next to his face.  It was still warm and ticking. 

 “Snap, dude,” said Skellan, gathering his wits.  “The avalanche.”   

 “Yeah, man.”  It buried us.  “Sorry it took me so long to wake you up.  My voice circuit 

shorted and I had to try it for a while before it dried out.   

 “It’s cool.  I’ll dig us out.”  But Skellan soon discovered that he could neither feel nor move 

his limbs.  Boxter had sheltered his head and chest from the wave of snow, and the heat from the 

engine had created a cavity, but his arms and legs were pinned beneath the weight of the snow.  He 

wiggled and writhed, but when the cavity started to collapse, he stopped.   

 Soon he found it very difficult to stay awake.  He heard Amrie and the others singing again, 

as he had in his dream.  No.  He wouldn’t fall asleep again.  He had to figure a way out of here.  Amrie 

sang on, waving to Skellan. 

 

 O come thou Dayspring, come and cheer, 

 Our spirits by Thine advent here. 
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 Disperse the gloomy clouds of night. 

 And death’s dark shadow put to flight. 

 

 “Come on, Amrie.  That’s a Christmas song.  It’s summertime.”  But no.  He was dreaming.  

And even though all Skellan wanted to do was run to his friends and join in their song, he had to stay 

awake.  If he fell asleep again, he’d fail them all. 

 “Skel,” said Boxter.  “Can you hear that?” 

 “Hear what?” 

 “That singing.” 

 “That’s just a dream, Box,” said Skellan, trying to force his eyes open. 

 “Motorcycles don’t dream, dude.  You know that.  It sounds like Amrie.  Ol’ girl’s singing 

Christmas carols.  They must be out looking for us.” 

 Now Skellan was awake.  “I can hear it!”  Skellan tried shouting, but his voice was so weak 

with cold he could barely whisper. 

 “You gotta honk my horn, dude,” said Boxter. 

 Skellan pulled on his arm.  Even if the cavity collapsed, this was their only chance to survive.  

He finally got his arm free and reached up to thrust it into the snow near Boxter’s handlebars.  But 

he couldn’t feel a thing, so numb were his fingers.  “Brakes,” said Boxter.  “Lights.  Go left.”  Finally 

Skellan heard a muffled beeping and pushed the button more.  “Got it!” said Boxter.   

 “I think I heard something over here,” someone shouted from the other end of a vast 

expanse.  Then the butt of a spear pushed through the snow above Skellan’s head, and Mark the wall 

guard peered down at him. 

  

 Skellan had always suspected that Mae had some magic about her with her cocoa.  No matter 

how cold Skellan got, that hot chocolate always warmed him right up.  You may be familiar with this 

if you’ve ever come in from a snowy day to a nice mug of the stuff.   

 In no time at all, the children of Castle Cathedra had dug up Skellan and Boxter.  Penton now 

cleared the snow and slush out of Boxter’s intakes, and Skellan let the cocoa revive him.   

 “Hey Amrie,” he said, walking over to the princess.  “Sorry about what I said back there.  

That troll came back and took our stuff.  I shouldn’t have blamed you.” 

 She grimaced at him.  “Forgiven.  But I meant what I said about staying home.” 

 “I just can’t, Princess,” he said.  “Not when I have a chance to save everybody.” 

 “It’s been tried, Skellan.  What if you don’t have a chance?” 
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 “I think your life is worth finding that out.”  He turned toward Boxter.  “You ready to rock 

my socks, Box?” 

 “All cleared out, buddy!” shouted the Motorcycle.   

 “Leave the lamps lit for us, princess!” shouted Skellan, climbing over Boxter, who fired right 

up.  And before any more arguments could be made, the pair shot up the mountainside, looking for 

tracks.   

 Though trolls can be quite fast, they’ve never been called lightfooted, and the trail was easy 

to find.  And after twenty minutes of hard riding, that trail led Skellan and Boxter toward a ruined 

watchtower on a distant peak.  Firelight bounced from inside.  “Trolls can light fires?” Skellan 

wondered.   

 “Well, this one snuck into your secret hiding space and took your stuff without making it 

obvious, so maybe he’s a little different.”  Skellan unsheathed the crystal sword, since he’d learned 

long before that there was no sneaking up on someone while riding a motorcycle. 

 As they approached, the troll leapt out of the tower and darted off toward another snowpack.  

“I got an idea,” said Skellan, giving the sword a few very specific licks.  He hurled it into their path, 

where it stuck in the snow and grew into its full length, but instead of a sword, it was now a ski.  

Skellan pulled back on the handlebars rode on Boxter’s rear wheel, then caught the crystal ski just as 

it formed around the front wheel.   

 “Nice one!” said Boxter.  “Tons more traction.” 

 But just ahead, the troll let out another howl, causing, quite predictably, another avalanche.  

“Let’s take, it, Box!”  Carving their way around the white wave, they sped forward and up, cutting off 

the troll’s escape.  The beast turned and ran back toward the watchtower.   

 “Not gonna beat me this time, stinky!” shouted the motorcycle.  With his extra grip, Boxter 

could release his full power, and soon they were gaining on the troll.   

Skellan pointed them at a mogul and they shot into the sky, just as they had in the dungeon.  

“Tail whip!” he yodeled, letting the ski slice at the troll’s arm before landing and stopping in its path.  

But the monster ran toward another cliff. 

 “Oh for the love of spaghetti!” gasped Skellan.  “Listen up, Troll!  We won those compass 

shards fair and square!  And we seriously need them.” 

 “Well, I need them, too, sugar plum!” said the troll. 

 Skellan’s eyes widened.  “Woah.  Wait.  What?” 

 Boxter said, “Is that..?” 

 “Trudy?”  Now that he was so close, Skellan could tell that this troll was not yellow, like the 

one they’d fought at Morga Torum, but rather purple and black. 
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 “Listen, honey bun,” said the troll.  “I’m sorry I buried you two sweet peas in that avalanche.  

And I’m sorry I had to take your pizza cutter.  But a few years ago this nasty old wizard called Odeon 

showed up and turned me into a troll.  I turn back into a lady on Tuesdays and Fridays, but the rest of 

the time I’m stuck like this.  I gotta track down that old crook and make him change me back.” 

 In Skellan’s mind the story started to bolt together like Boxter’s engine.  Trudy had jumped 

over the castle wall between the too-few guards and smashed the store room to divert attention.  

Then she’d snuck into Skellan’s room and had very carefully searched the place until she’d found the 

pizza cutter shards.  “That’s why my room smelled so bad,” said Skellan.   

 “Yeah,” said Boxter.  “And remember last night when the cave smelled like troll?  She was 

following us.” 

 “She must have been watching us the whole time!” 

 “Watching adventurers is how I got my own shards,” said Trudy the troll, holding up a paw-

full of metal.  “That’s why I took the job at the diner.  So I could get close to that dungeon.  I tried 

going myself, but I could never get that key away from Maurey.”  Skellan suddenly felt a bit guilty 

about trapping Maurey the Troll in that dungeon of Morga Torum.  “But you know what?  I hate 

working in that diner!  I used to be a nanny.  Now I have to wander around and sleep in caves and I 

never get to see my family!  And I’m gonna put a stop to it.  I just have to find Odeon.  So you’d better 

give me that pizza cutter handle, or I’m gonna take it.  And I don’t think you want me to.” 

 Skellan stood silent for a moment.  “Trudy, why don’t you come spend Christmas with us at 

the castle?” 

 “Say what now?” 

 “Sure,” Skellan continued.  “It’s a big castle.  And we have heaps of chow.  Heck, I could 

probably even get you a job if you wanted to stay.” 

 “But...wouldn’t they hate me?” 

 “No way, Trudes,” said Boxter.  “These kids have all been cursed by Odeon.  You’re all in the 

same boat.  That’s why we’re out there looking for Odeon ourselves.” 

 “Besides,” said Skellan, “you’re a super-sweet lady.  Even when you’re a troll.  Who would 

hate you?  Come on.  Let’s get some cocoa and warm up.” 

 Trudy twisted her tusked, monstrous face in thought.  “Well, all right then, sugar.” 

 

 You may remember that the Castle of Salus Cathedra was short of wall guards.  But it has 

been scientifically proven that a troll, especially a kind and intelligent troll, is worth exactly thirty-

one twelve-year-olds with spears.  Once Skellan had introduced Trudy and told her story, Princess 

Amrie rushed forward to shake one of her claws and invite her to stay.  And once the rest of the 



15 
 

children saw this, they too came forward to greet the friendly troll.  Mae produced a bucket of cocoa, 

and Trudy’s wound was bandaged.  Amrie offered her the job on the spot, and though it was the small 

hours of Christmas morning, the fires were built up, the leftovers were heated, and the feasting 

began anew.  Then, of course, it abruptly ended again when everyone fell asleep at their plates. 

 But Skellan and Amrie stayed awake still, sitting across from one another in the now quiet 

warmth of the great hall.  Skellan toyed with the pizza cutter shards, sliding them around like puzzle 

pieces, and soon discovered that none were missing.  He pushed them into place, and to both of their 

great surprise, it glowed and fused back together, as if it had never been broken.  The runes covering 

its surface shone blue and yellow, and the cutting disc revolved until one of the big runes pointed 

northwest.   

 “Wow,” said Amrie.   

 Skellan sat in silence for a while.  “I can do this, Amrie.  I really can.  And if I can’t, at least I 

should try.” 

 “I know,” she said.  “And I’m sorry.  It’s not that I don’t believe in you.  I’ve just been afraid.” 

 “Because you don’t have so long.” 

 “I turn eighteen in April.  And I didn’t want you to be gone the whole time.” 

 “Hopefully I won’t.” 

 She looked at her mug, then smiled and nodded.  “Then as my Christmas present to you, I 

give you my blessing.  If anybody can fix this, it’s you and Boxter.” 

 Skellan smiled.  “That’s the best Christmas present I’ve ever gotten.” 

 “So you’re leaving now?” she asked.  “Your compass is all together.” 

 “Nah.  We’ll stay for Christmas.” 

 

 You can probably assume from here that the story is not over, but the rest of Skellan and 

Boxter’s tale is for another night.  They faced many perils before their quest came to an end, but as I 

mentioned before, it is Christmas, and you’ve had quite your fill of peril for one cold evening.  Now 

sleep tight knowing Trudy the Troll guards your gates.   

  


