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“Kindness and a generous spirit go a long way. And, a sense of humor is like medicine – very healing.” 

- King of Omega
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Chapter One

The Return of Consciousness
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As the wind sliced through the clouds, the two adventurers tried to see what was below. Clouds pooled around the high mountains, slightly changing from pearl white to a calm yellow, warmly glowing in the summer sunshine.

The red and white striped hot air balloon appeared to scarcely move, even though it was slowly sinking down in the direction of the ocean of white clouds which hung between it and the mountain range below it was leaving on the eastern coast of the United States.

The two passengers riding in the basket were insensible. Both of their faces were suntanned from the direct rays over many days of sunshine. Both of them were not much older than twenty-five or twenty-six. Norman Clark was an American Bible salesman with blonde hair and blue eyes, strikingly handsome. He was also a graduate student studying Archeology under Professor William Knight in College Station, Texas. 

One can’t take away the striking good looks of the other Canadian gentleman, Dolph Slaton who also had blonde hair and a mustache, blue eyes, and an intellectual face. The two became friends in graduate school. 

Both were better than six feet tall with an athletic build, not an inch of fat on either one.

*****
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CLARK WAS THE FIRST one who came to consciousness as the balloon continued to sink into a less private atmosphere. He stretched his eyes wide open and shook his head back and forth. He was propped up to the inside wall of the basket and looked down at his friend curiously and saw his pale face in his lap.

Clark began to shake his friend. “Dolph! Dolph!” Although Norman was calling his name, he couldn’t hear any sound come forth from his mouth. He reached over to a canteen and opened the top and sprinkled water on his friend’s face.

“What! Where am -?” Dolph opened his eyes, obviously disoriented. “Norm, where are we?” He got his words out in a soft-like whisper.

“I don’t know for sure. But, one thing is for sure. Our balloon has dropped from the high altitudes and is nearer to the earth. We can breathe now, just in the nick of time.”

Dolph said, “I can’t remember much.” He stared blankly with his mouth open.

“Me either,” he paused and look all around inside the basket. “The last thing I remember is Professor Knight falling out of the basket!”

“Jesus Christ, you’re right! I remember.” He gasped, realizing a shiver of panic. “I remember! My God, the old man! He’s gone.” He sat up and leaned against the inside of the basket and continued his conversation with Norm. “God, I will never forget the terror on his face. He clung to the end of the rope hanging down forever. Damn!”

“I’m getting my senses back. I remember! We were pulling on the rope to get him up. You and I almost followed him over the side. I wish I didn’t see his face when he could no longer hold on to the rope. It was awful.” His mind tried to refuse the significance of his own words.

“Now I know what happened, Norm. When he let go of the rope, there was nothing to hold us down. We shot way up above the clouds where the air became thinner and thinner.” He fought to control his swirling emotions.

“Dolph, he shouted something when he let go, but I couldn’t understand him.”

“That’s because his beard blew up over his mouth when the rope slipped out of his fingers.” His mind reeled with confusion.

“Do you have any idea what you think he was trying to say?”

“Maybe it was something to do with the navigation of the balloon.”

“I doubt it very seriously. The professor either was saying goodbye or for us to tell his wife and children he loved them. Poor man! It is just awful we were not able to save him. What are we going to do now?”

“How long Norm have we been unconscious?” He pulled himself up and gazed over the side of the basket.

“I don’t have any clue. I was out just like you and only came to a short moment ago, as well. It could be days and nights since Professor Knight fell. I don’t know.” His thoughts tore at his insides.

“All I remember is that we were approaching a giant dark cloud and then we were being jerked all around. I thought we were going to die. My God, man... it was just awful, and then all went black as condensed midnight.”

“I also came to for just a moment and thought I was awakened by some sort of nightmare. I saw flames all around me and thought I was in hell. Out of molten lava walked a man who wanted me to join him. It was the Devil. He looked like Professor Knight!” Panic like he’d never know before welled in his throat.

Dolph stood up in the basket and gently leaned his head out over the side. A thick layer of clouds was below them. There was no way for him to tell where in the world they were located.

“Norm, where can we possibly be?”

Clark stood up and looked north, south, east, and west, and there was nothing but clouds in every direction he scrutinized. “I don’t know. I can’t tell. There may be earth or ocean below us. Obviously, because the storm and the strong winds must have whisked us away, and we have lost consciousness. There is no way we can tell our location unless we drift below the clouds or if there is a break in the clouds.”

Dolph peered straight down. “I think we are still over the Atlantic, Norm.” He replied in a small frightened voice.

Norm again looked and then said, “I can’t see how you can tell if we are over the ocean. What is it that gives you an idea there is water below us?”

“Because the water reflects the sunlight. Land doesn’t reflect light like the water does.”

“So.”

Their conversation came to an end while each continued to look in every direction. The balloon continued to drop and soon became eerily silent with its passage through the clouds.

“We are dropping fast,” Clark said.

“Yes, that we are,” said Slaton, “and we might be in serious trouble. The gas canisters were lost in the storm. We do not have a way to create the heat needed for the balloon.”

Clark didn’t add any narrative to the conversation. He only waited and waited in fear, not knowing if his friend and he would soon smash in the side of a mountain or crash in the middle of the ocean somewhere.

Almost fifteen minutes went by with nothing said. Then, Dolph interjected, “If only Professor Knight would have left the compass in the basket. If he did, we would be able to get our bearings.”

“Yes, and if a frog had wings, he wouldn’t bump his ass each time he jumped.” Norm was returning to his old self. His gift of humor in times of trouble was remarkable.

“Norm! Look, we are dropping below the clouds now.”

“Yes, Dolph, we are. You are right, looks like water to me!” Anxiety spurted through him.

The sun broke through many of the clouds and was reflecting off the bosom of the Atlantic Ocean. The adventurers were dropping lower and lower and were soon able to see the white caps off the tops of the waves.

“Look,” said Norm, “I see something way over there,” he pointed, “that looks like land.”

“I think you’re right. It’s an island, not very big, but at least it’s land.”

Both men looked in the direction the balloon was drifting, and it was directly for the island, some distance ahead. The only problem was that the hot-air inflatable might be descending faster than they wanted and would never reach the island.

“Slaton, throw out the last bag of sand. We definitely need to stay afloat a bit longer.”

“What if I throw it out and we go back up and sail right over the top of the island?”

“That won’t happen as fast as we are going down. Throw over the side of the sand now!”

Dolph didn’t waste any time. However, instead of taking time to untie the bag of sand, he grabbed a knife and cut a big slash in the side. The sand filtered through the air and down into the ocean.

The descent slowed, and the balloon kept its decline at a minimum in the direction of the island. As they got closer, they were able to see the small island and guessed it was not more than a mile across. Still, the balloon was on course.

Norm anxiously looked up at the balloon and down at the water and continued to notice their descent. “It looks to be not more than another mile or so. We got a good chance of making it, Dolph.”

“I sure hope so.” Answered the Canadian laconically. “We got a good chance of making it!” He paused while squinting his eyes. “Wait, maybe that’s not good.”

Norm wasted no time in saying, “You’re right. It looks like a big fucking rock sticking out of the ocean. I only see a handful of coconut trees.” He looked straight down and then again at the island less than a mile away. “Okay, Dolph, we got one mile to shore and at least two hundred feet to the water below us.”

Conversations came fast and furious between the two young men. “Don’t tell me what we have, I see that. What are we going to do?” He took a deep breath punctuated with several even gasps.

“At this rate of speed, we will surely crash into the rocks, and we won’t be waking up from that like we did the storm way up high in the air.”

“Do we jump?” Confused, he walked quickly back and forth across the basket.

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I do. Get on the side and hang on. We will let go at the same time. If we go down with the balloon, we will probably get tangled up in the ropes and drown.”

Without hesitation, Dolph said, “Done!”

The water was much closer. It was no more than twenty feet below the basket. The rocks along the shore of the island were in clear sight and most definitely pointed and jagged.

The two adventurers jumped over the side, and each was hanging onto a rope facing each other directly underneath the basket.

Sweat ran down each of the adventurer’s faces. Norm shouted. “Don’t let go yet. We are still too far. Let’s get as close as we can so that we don’t have so far to swim.” The two men continued to swing back and forth.

One last word from Dolph, “I am not sure I can swim that far!”

“Hang on! As soon as our feet begin to drag in the water, we will let go!”

No sooner did he say that their feet hit the water. Norm shouted, “Now! Let go!”

No sooner did the men release the ropes and make a splash in the water, the balloon began to shoot up high in the sky. The two men watched the basket and the dangling lines hanging off the side swinging wildly from side to side.

Both men exhaustively began treading water. “Hey, Dolph, we’re not far. Come on, let’s swim to the closest flat rock. Follow me.”

Slaton was saving his breath. He was exhausted. He did, however, accommodate his stroke to that of Clark, breasting the gently rolling waves to the nearest flat rock.

The two men sat on the rock, gathering their thoughts. They looked at where they landed and watched their balloon still continuing to rise and go out of sight.

“Come on, Dolph, let’s go look around.” He said after they got their senses back after the ordeal of crash landing without their balloon, of course.

“There’s not just a lot to look at except for a big, big stone mountain. There aren’t any trees or bushes. I’m afraid we are in an awful situation, Norm. No food. No water.”

The men reached the rocky shore and continued to a point they could climb the tall mountain of stone until they reached the top. They could see for miles in every direction.

There was nothing but water in every direction as far as the eye could see. They each looked high up in the clouds and could barely see their balloon still continuing to rise and go out of sight to the south in the fluffy white clouds.

*****
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NORM AND DOLPHUS SAT silently atop the stone mountain. They could each feel the fear mounting in their chest waiting to take complete control.

It continued to get stronger, weighing each of the adventurers down like an angry ball propelling them towards more anxiety of which they didn’t need at this time.

The air was sweet-smelling, the weather was calm, and there were birds in the sky. The roar of the waves to the shore could barely be heard at a long distance below.

Dolph wiped the sweat off his forehead and looked over at Norm who was staring out over the ocean. “We might as well be dead. Maybe we should have just gone down with the balloon,” grumbled Slaton. “There is no way that ships are going to get close to this island.”

“You’re right, Dolph. Besides, even if they did get close, how could we give them a distress signal?”

“What are we going to do?” He stifled his outcry while biting his lip.

Norm thought for a moment. “Okay, let’s try to keep calm. The first thing is to survive. Look down there on the shore. There’s dried seaweed and a bunch of driftwood. With my reading glass,” he pulled out a one-piece spectacle, “I can get some seaweed burning and add some dry timber to it.”

“That’s fine, but what about food? What about water?”

“First things first.”

The two men went down on the shore and brought up plenty of seaweed and some driftwood. A flame was made and timber added to make the fire warm and to give off plenty of smoke. Getting a ship’s attention was the first priority. Then, food and water next.

Dolph pulled several giant clams from his pockets. “Norm, are you hungry. There are tons of these rascals on the beach.”

“I know. I saw them but didn’t think about picking any up. Your timing couldn’t have been more perfect, Dolph. I’m starving.”

“Me, too. Hey, did you see that small spring coming out the side of the rock on the way up with the driftwood?”

“Yes, I did. But I didn’t get a chance to taste the water to find out if it was salty or fresh.”

“That’s okay. I did. It is sweet and wonderful. We have clams and freshwater. So, we won’t die from hunger, nor will we die from thirst.”

They baked the clams and ate them to where neither one wanted another. The water in the spring was deliciously refreshing and invigorating.

The end of the day came as the two men watched the sun sink into the quiet of the ocean. Night crept on. The stars filled the sky, and it was a full moon.

“Tomorrow Dolph, we will walk around the island and search for something that may have drifted ashore from some wrecked vessel.”

The next day, the two men walked around the entire island. They didn’t find much they could use other than more wood from wrecked ships which would help them keep their distress fire lit.

On their way back to the top of the stone mountain, they noticed a small path that had evidently been worn down in the rock by humans.

Norm got down on his knees and looked at the tracks in the road. It was for sure those of humans. The only problem he had with their discovery was deciding whether or not they were footsteps of civilized people or those of savages.

“What is it, Norm?”

“People have come through here.” He paused, looking ahead. Something was glittering along the trail in front of them. “What is that?”

Lying on the ground was a silver drinking cup, mud-splattered and tarnished. It, for sure, did not belong there.

Norm walked up the trail, stooped down and picked up the unusual item. “Got it, Dolph!” He paused a moment and looked up and down the path. “The footsteps are civilized.”

“And you say that because?”

“Because savages don’t drink tea out of silver teacups.”

Slaton reached out and took the cup from Clark. “Are you sure this is silver?” He continued to examine the small item up closely.

“Yes, I am sure it is silver,” the American began to laugh.

“Why are you laughing, Norm. Did I say something funny?”

“Nothing. I was just laughing to try and get a sense of humor about everything. We are lost and have no idea where we are. We could be on the North Pole for all I know.”

“No, my friend, I truly believe we are in the Atlantic somewhere. But, that silver teacup you just found does puzzle me somewhat.”

“Dolph, we are about to have an exciting adventure. I know it!”

“Aren’t we already on an adventure, Norm.”

“Oh, not like this one. We are going to have a most exciting adventure, besides which all others that we have been on will only pale into significance. I know so. I can feel it in my bones!”

The two men continued to walk. In a few minutes, they came to a point in the road where on either side of them was stone walls that went all the way to the top of the stone mountain.

Norm scratched the side of his head and was in deep thought. “Dolph, look how smooth this road has been worn by people walking. It appears to be leading to the middle of the island.”

“I think we need to go back to our firepit and put more driftwood on it. We need to keep the smoke going in case a ship comes this way they will see it. I don’t think this is such a good idea to keep going. I feel like something is not right!”

“What do you mean something’s not right?”

“We might be walking right into an ambush. There’s only the two of us.”

The men continued to walk, slowly and cautiously. On both sides of the road, the walls of the stone mountain towered hundreds of feet high.

Each of the men was speechless. With fast-beating hearts, the road came out on the shores of an inland lake in the middle of the island. The water was clear without a ripple one on the surface. The mountaintop reflected on the face of the water.

The Canadian said, “What in the hell is that?” He pointed down into the deep waters of the lake. “What can it be?”

Norm followed what Dolph was pointing at. “I see what you’re talking about, but I have no idea what it is either.”

“It looks like a reflection of a shooting star crossing the sky on top of the surface.” A voice sounded off inside his head.

Norm looked harder at what he was talking about. “No, it’s a great ball of fire rolling along the bottom of the lake. Look! There’s a long wake of flames in left behind it!”

Dolph said quickly, “Are you thinking what I am thinking, Norm?”

“Yes. Yes, I am. But could it really be?”

“No way!”

​
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Chapter TWO

Musical Notes from a Great Bell
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The two men couldn’t believe what they were witnessing. Here they were stranded on a barren island in the middle of the Atlantic somewhere, and what they were observing couldn’t possibly be what they thought they were experiencing.

Several minutes passed, and they continued to watch the fireball below the surface get brighter and brighter. It then made an ascent to the surface. The adventurers backed up alongside the wall of the canyon, trying to stay out of sight.

Clark’s anxiety below his smile, his actions, and his silly jokes were like over-caffeinated, but without the option not to drink another cup of coffee. There he and Dolph were, all amped up with no possible room for escape.
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