

[image: Cover]




[image: f000i-01]


THE SOLDEIERS OF HALLA




[image: f00ii-01]


AN ADVENTURE THROUGH TIME AND SPACE


Book One: The Merchant of Death


Book Two: The Lost City of Faar


Book Three: The Never War


Book Four: The Reality Bug


Book Five: Black Water


Book Six: The Rivers of Zadaa


Book Seven: The Quillan Games


Book Eight: The Pilgrims of Rayne


Book Nine: Raven Rise


Book Ten: The Soldiers of Halla




[image: f0iii-01]


THE SOLDEIERS OF HALLA


D. J. MACHALE


[image: pub]




SIMON AND SCHUSTER


First published in Great Britain in 2009 by Simon & Schuster UK Ltd.
1st Floor, 222 Gray’s Inn Road, London WC1X 8HB
A CBS COMPANY


Originally published in the USA in 2009 by Aladdin, an imprint of
Simon & Schuster Children’s Division, New York.


Copyright © D.J. MacHale, 2009


This Book is copyright under the Berne Convention.
No reproduction without permission. All rights reserved.


The right of D.J. MacHale to be identified as author of this work
has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78
of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library


ISBN 978-1-84738-421-8


eBook ISBN: 9781847388650


This Book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places
and incidents are either a product of the author’s imagination or
are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people living
or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


Printed by CPI Cox & Wyman, Reading, Berkshire RG1 8EX




For Rob, Julie, Peter, Michael, Richard, Lisa, Ellen, Rick,
and everyone else who first said “yes”




PREFACE


This is it.


It’s been about eight years since I first came up with the idea of Halla and the story of a guy who was destined to protect all that is, was, and ever will be. I know that to many of you that seems like a lifetime ago. To me it feels like last week. It wasn’t. Eight years is a long time in anybody’s life. In those years I experienced the birth of my daughter and the death of my father. Evangeline and I were married. I saw nieces and nephews grow into adults, produced a TV series, and saw the world change in dramatic ways. Some of those changes were great; others weren’t. But no matter what happened over that time, whether it was good, bad, or in between, I always had one constant . . . Bobby Pendragon. As real-world events swirled, I always knew that I could close my eyes, step into the flume, and have a blast while imagining new challenges for Bobby and the Travelers.


Not anymore.


It’s a fact of life. You always know when you’re doing something for the first time, but you rarely know when you’re doing something for the last time. (Unless you’re jumping off a bridge, I guess.) That’s a good thing. Life is full of possibilities, and it’s exciting to know that all avenues are open; it’s a bit sad when you realize that a door is about to close. It doesn’t happen often, but when it does, it’s tough. I know. It was difficult typing the two words that only a few short years ago seemed light-years away. “The End.” But type them I did. Bobby Pendragon’s story has come to an end.


As with Bobby, before looking forward I’d like to take a short look back to once again thank some of the many people who help bring the Pendragon saga to life.


Liesa Abrams is the third and final editor of the Pendragon books. She came on board at the exact right time. Not only has she worked incredibly hard on the Pendragon novels, she has also been editing the Before the War prequel books and the Pendragon graphic novels, and she has been overseeing all things Pendragon at Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing. Thank you, Liesa, for taking care of Bobby and helping me make his story the best it can be.


All my friends at S&S deserve special thanks. Carolyn Reidy, Rick Richter, Rubin Pfeffer, Bethany Buck, Mara Anastas, Ellen Krieger, Justin Chanda, Lucille Rettino, Paul Crichton . . . the list goes on. And on. These are only a few of the people behind the publishing of Pendragon. Without their support and confidence in the series, you would not be holding this book. I owe a debt of gratitude to them all.


Heidi Hellmich, Ace Copyeditor is the only person in the world besides me who has pored over and analyzed every single word of every single Pendragon novel. Thank you, Heidi, for sticking with it and getting Bobby to the finish line.


I still remember the first conversation I had with Richard Curtis, the man who was to become my agent and good friend. I had written a proposal for a book series. I’d never written a book series before. It was new territory, so to speak. The proposal included an overview, sixty pages of the first book, and outlines for nine more. Richard read the proposal and, in his calm, measured way, said, “You should write the entire first book before we look for a publisher.” Good advice. The right advice. I didn’t take it. I had what I thought was a good story and wrote it down for fun. To be honest, I didn’t think anybody would want to publish it. So I told him, “Nah. If I write the whole Book, I’ll be taking it way too seriously and be really disappointed if it doesn’t get published.” I thought he’d tell me to get lost and find another agent. Instead, in that same calm, reassuring voice, he said, “All right, let’s see what I can do.” Well, Richard, you did good. There’s nothing more to say but thank you.


As always, Peter Nelson and Mark Wetzstein are due big thanks for keeping the business of Pendragon running smoothly. You guys are the best.


Danny Baror has continued to spread Bobby’s story throughout the world. The list of languages the Books have been translated into is always growing longer, thanks to Danny.


As always, I have to thank my wife, Evangeline, for being the first sounding board for Bobby’s adventure. From the very beginning I’ve relied on her good taste and story sense to keep the story on track . . . and my head in the game. Thanks, Evander.


My daughter, Keaton, is still a bit too young for Pendragon. I showed her a fairly innocent Are You Afraid of the Dark? episode recently, and it freaked her out for days. Oops. It will be a few years before she can start fluming. The gratitude I owe her is for being the nutty girl she is and making sure I continue to think like a kid. It’s a valuable skill . . . for both of us.


I’ve had the good fortune to travel quite a bit and meet many Booksellers who have recommended Pendragon to their readers. I’m grateful and honored. I’ve also met many teachers and librarians who have encouraged their students not only to read Pendragon, but to read in general. They know, as we all do, that reading makes you smarter. Simple as that. We all owe them a debt of gratitude.


Between appearances and e-mails I’ve spoken to thousands of readers’ parents. It’s a great feeling to know there are so many engaged parents who are encouraging their kids to read. To all you parents, especially the ones who bring their kids to see me and then have to sit through a talk about quigs and territories and Travelers, you are all heroes.


A great big thanks goes to all you readers who have been faithfully visiting the website and posting on the forums. Some of you have been there since the beginning, while new acolytes are showing up every day. It’s been a blast having you be part of the Pendragon adventure. I hope you continue stopping by for a long time to come.


The final piece in the puzzle is . . . you. I guess it’s kind of obvious to say, but without you guys there wouldn’t be a Pendragon adventure. For those of you who have been there from the start, as well as those who have recently discovered Halla, I thank you for joining me on this journey. It’s been the ride of a lifetime. Thank you.


What lies beyond Pendragon? Lots. You’re not getting rid of me that easily. Since this preface is about this Book, I won’t make a list. All I’ll say is that when we meet again, it won’t be in a flume, but on a mysterious highway known as the Morpheus Road.


Have I covered everything?


Oh yeah. Almost forgot. The Book. Right. That.


Over the years I’ve been asked the same questions thousands of times. They took many forms, but all boiled down to this: “What’s going to happen to Bobby and the Travelers?” I think the number one question was “Will we ever see Uncle Press again?” Of course I knew the truth from day one, but I had to keep answering the same way: “Sorry, no spoilers.” “You’ll see.” “Keep reading.” You know, duck, dodge, weave. After avoiding the question for so long, I really enjoyed writing the last chapter of Raven Rise, because I was finally able to stop dodging and give the real answer.


At the end of Book Nine, Bobby hit bottom. He failed. Halla was lost. Saint Dane had won. Game over. Right?


Well . . . no. For those of you who have been paying attention, you know that Saint Dane winning wasn’t necessarily the worst thing that could happen. I always knew that when things got as bad as they could possibly get, Bobby would feel a tap on his shoulder and hear the words “Havin’ a rough day?”


Yeah. Uncle Press finally came back. Along with the nine other Travelers. How was that possible? Where had they gone? Where were they now? How could so many have died, only to return? Where was the previous generation of Travelers? Were Mark and Courtney dead? What’s going to happen to the territories? To Halla? To Bobby? Ahhhh!


Well, kids, the wait is over. No more questions. No more cliff-hangers. No more “To be continued . . .” It’s all here. The conclusion of an adventure through time and space. It’s no longer about individual Books and separate stories. With this Book, the Pendragon saga takes full shape. It’s all one story now, and this is the finale.


For me, the Pendragon saga is complete. For the rest of you, there’s one more chapter to go. One more trip through the flume. One more adventure.


Bobby Pendragon is not finished yet.


Neither are you.


Not by a long shot.


I ask your indulgence in allowing me to say for one last time:


Hobey ho, let’s go!


—D. J. MacHale
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THE END


Yeah. The end. Or pretty close to it, anyway. The battle for Halla is over. For sure this time. No more surprises. No more twists. No more false hope. It’s done. I promise. I guess it’s not a big surprise to say that I’m still around. Not that my survival was a lock or anything, it’s just that if my existence had ended, I wouldn’t be writing this, would I?


Still, a very big question remains. What’s next? What will become of me now that my job as a Traveler is complete? Things aren’t the same. The battle with Saint Dane has altered Halla, and I’m no longer sure what my place is. The future I’m looking at now scares me more than anything I’ve encountered over the past few years. That’s really saying something.


So I guess I lied. It’s not really the end. The final chapter of the existence of Bobby Pendragon has yet to be written. I know that I will have to deal with that at some point, but not just yet. Before I can face the future, I must first deal with the past.


I’m writing this journal in a small, sparse room that has become my temporary home. I have no idea how long I’ll be here. My guess is that I’ll be allowed to stay for as long as it takes to finish this journal. I’m not sure if I should pick up the pace and get it done, or string this out for as long as possible to avoid dealing with the next phase of life. As always, there’s a certain comfort that comes from writing these journals. I think that’s because when I write, I already know what happened. Writing is safe. There are no surprises. Though reliving these events is reassuring, it can also be painful. I’d just as soon forget about much of what has happened to me and my friends. But that’s not the point. Writing isn’t just about Bobby therapy. It’s about documenting what has happened on my adventure through time and space. This is what I do. It’s what I’ve always done. Why stop now? The last chapter needs to be written.


Whoever you are, reader, if you’re up to speed and have seen my previous journals, you’ll know that I didn’t have many opportunities to sit and write. Things were happening too fast. It wasn’t until I found myself in this room that I could take a breath, collect my thoughts, and get it all down. I wrote several of my previous entries here as well. I deliberately concluded my Journal #36 where I did because it seemed like a natural place to finish one major chapter before beginning another. When I spin my memory back to that moment, it’s with mixed emotions.


I was at the lowest point imaginable. Second Earth was lost. Scores of people had been sucked into a monstrous flume created by Alexander Naymeer. Mark and Courtney were gone. Patrick Mac was killed. Alder was killed. Saint Dane’s Convergence was complete.


And I had become a murderer. I killed Alexander Naymeer. I acted out of anger. Out of weakness. It was exactly what Saint Dane wanted me to do. That one heinous act gave him his final victory. Halla was his. He no longer needed the flumes and they were destroyed. I was flung through space and found myself in a desolate wasteland. Beaten. Lost. Alone. I couldn’t have been in a lower place. I had failed. Miserably.


So why exactly are those emotions “mixed” for me? Though I had reached bottom, I soon discovered that I wasn’t alone. Uncle Press kept his promise. He came back. So did all the other Travelers. My friends. I had seen many of them die, including Uncle Press, but somehow we were all brought together again. How was that possible? Were we all dead? It didn’t matter to me at that moment, because it seemed like a dream. But it wasn’t. We were truly together.


It was then that Uncle Press gave us our final challenge. He once told me that Saint Dane could not be beaten until he felt as if he had won. There was no question in my mind. Saint Dane had won. Going by Uncle Press’s reasoning, that was good news. How twisted is that? As we all stood in that mysterious, empty place, Uncle Press asked me a question that was simple, but carried a load of weight: “Will it end here?”


I looked to the other Travelers. Gunny Van Dyke. Vo Spader. Elli Winter. Siry Remudi. Patrick Mac. Aja Killian. Kasha. Alder and Loor. Their looks back to me were unmistakable. They weren’t ready to give up. It was their conviction that gave me the strength to decide that, as grim as things had gotten, as many mistakes as I’d made, as badly as we’d been beaten, there was still some fight left in the Travelers.


It gave me the confidence to say to Uncle Press, “We are so not done yet.”


That’s where I ended my previous journal and where I will begin my next. Journal #37. The final journal of Bobby Pendragon’s adventure through time and space.


Before I can look forward, I must look back.


One last time.
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The missile hit without warning.


We didn’t know we were under attack until, well, we were under attack. It was fast. It was violent. I had no idea what it was all about, other than the fact that I had only been on this strange territory for a few minutes, and I already wanted to leave.


Uncle Press was walking maybe forty yards ahead of the Travelers. The small missile screamed in and thumped down in the space between us. If it had landed twenty yards farther ahead, Uncle Press would have been liquefied. Twenty yards back and every last Traveler of Halla would have been obliterated. Our final stand against Saint Dane would have been over before it had the chance to get started. We were lucky.


Lucky? That’s a relative term. After the first boom, good luck seemed to be in short supply.


“Down!” Uncle Press screamed as he ran back through the burning debris that hung in the air.


Too late. I was already down. The force of the blast had knocked me off my feet. My eyes stung from the cloud of dirt that hit me. My ears rang. Since I had been leading the group, I hoped that I had taken the worst of it. I rubbed my eyes with the sleeve of my Second Earth sweater, desperate to clear my vision and get back some control before another missile arrived.


Again, too late. Two more explosions erupted, though not as close as the first. I was halfway to my feet and got knocked down again. I heard a scream of fear. Not of pain, of fear. That was good. Fear was better than pain. It sounded to me like Elli. She was an older, frail woman. She hadn’t experienced anything like this before. If any of us needed help, it would be her.


“You okay?” Uncle Press yelled at me.


“Yeah, where’s Elli?”


“I got her,” he said, then screamed out to the others, “Scatter! Find cover in the ruins!”


Ruins? What ruins? All I had seen of this wasteland was a bunch of dust in the air. At one point I caught a glimpse of a tall, tilted building through the haze, but it was too far away to reach while trying to dodge a storm of incoming missiles. I wiped my tearing eyes to scan for something closer.


I heard a loud whoosh and sensed, more than felt, a dark shape swooping by overhead. Looking up, I caught the fleeting image of a low-flying aircraft. It could have been a small helicopter, but it seemed more squat than that. I didn’t hear the typical sound of a chopper engine, either. Whatever was powering this thing, it was pretty quiet. Was this the beastie shooting at us? It flew by at treetop level. That is, if there had been any trees in this barren place. As I watched in wonder, I was hit with the beam of a powerful light. Turning quickly I looked up to see two more of these flying craft headed toward us. Each had a single headlight that swept the ground. Searching.


“We must find shelter,” came a calm voice at my shoulder. It was Loor. She was still in one piece, I’m happy to say. Looking around I saw that none of the Travelers seemed hurt. Uncle Press had an arm around Elli’s shoulder and was hurrying her off to . . . somewhere. Everyone else was following Uncle Press’s instructions and moving in different directions to find shelter.


Kasha, Gunny, and Spader scrambled together in one direction, Alder and Patrick in another. Siry led Aja off, holding her hand like a protective brother. To him she was a living legend from the distant past of his own territory. I knew he would protect her. They all disappeared into the swirling smoke and sand. Only Loor and I still stood in the path of the oncoming aircraft.


Boom! Boom!


Two more missiles tore at the ground. These flying craft weren’t just searching. They were attacking. I grabbed Loor’s arm and ran. I didn’t know where we were going, but we ran. We sprinted blindly through the thick dust that hung suspended in the air. I heard the sounds of more explosions. Some distant. Some closer. The only thing I knew for sure was that nobody was shooting back at them. These craft were hunting, uncontested. I was totally disoriented. The only thing that felt real was the deafening roar and the shaking ground as the missiles exploded around us like a violent fireworks display.


“Structures,” Loor announced, looking ahead.


Through the dust I saw the outline of several small stone buildings. None looked higher than maybe two stories. They were clustered together around a central, open area that could have been a courtyard at one time. I say “at one time” because these buildings were bombed out. Destroyed. Empty. Whatever they were, they were no longer. This war we found ourselves in the middle of wasn’t new. We were surrounded by destruction. The derelict buildings looked to be made of gray stone, much of which was shattered and scarred. As we got closer, I saw that the courtyard area held a large, empty hole in the dead center. It wasn’t a bomb crater; it looked like a man-made pool of some kind. Or a moat, since it was basically a trough surrounding a pile of large boulders. There was no water in it though, only dirt and debris.


“We can take shelter in there,” Loor suggested.


The two of us ran to the edge of the trough and jumped in. The sides were just above head level. I had to stand on tiptoe to peer back out.


“Where are we?” Loor asked. She wasn’t even out of breath. “What is this territory?”


“I was hoping you knew.”


“I do not. Nor do any of the others.”


“The flumes exploded,” I told her. “I saw them. It was like I was floating in space and they just . . . self-destructed.”


“I know,” she said calmly. “I saw it as well. We all did. Wherever we are, Pendragon, we will not be leaving.”


Two of the dark helicopters swooped overhead. We ducked. We didn’t need to. We weren’t the targets. The marauding shadows headed for what seemed to be a long, low building around forty yards from us. They hovered over the dilapidated structure. Their headlight beams cut through the dust, trained on a large, jagged wound in the wall that had probably been a doorway at one time.


An amplified voice blasted from one of the gunships. “Walk out of the building,” came a no-nonsense command.


The dust seemed to be clearing. It gave me a better view of the ships. They were indeed helicopters, but without the familiar tail and rear rotors. Instead, a single overhead rotor controlled the craft. Two pontoonlike skids hung beneath. Affixed to the sides of these pontoons was the bad news. The rocket launchers.


Who were they? Why were they coming after us? Where the heck were we in the first place? My momentary thrill of being reunited with Uncle Press and the rest of the Travelers had turned into a confused nightmare.


“I want to get a closer look,” I said to Loor, and made my way around the boulders in the center of this dry pool. She tried to stop me, but I was already moving quickly toward the far side of the moat, closer to the building that was being targeted. Loor followed. The two of us stood peering up over the lip as the scene unfolded.


“Did any of the Travelers go in there?” Loor asked.


“No idea. Maybe. They ran off in all directions.”


The amplified voice boomed again. “There is no option. You must surrender immediately.”


“Or what?” I whispered to Loor.


I sensed movement to my left. Somebody was creeping up on us. I tensed. Loor did too. I gave her a quick glance, as if to say, “Ready?”


She nodded. She knew.


We quickly dodged in two different directions. If somebody was going to attack, they wouldn’t get us together. I hit the inside wall of the trough, crouching, ready. Loor swept her wooden stave from behind her back and held it out, poised to fend off whoever was dumb enough to attack us. We froze. Neither of us understood what we were seeing. Actually, I understood it better than Loor, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t confused.


What we were both squared off against, ready to battle, was a penguin. I’m serious. A two-foot-tall, black and white penguin. The goofy little bird stood in the center of the trough, staring at us as if to say, “Who are you two clowns?”


“Is it dangerous?” Loor asked, confused.


It was actually funny seeing Loor coiled up, ready to battle a little penguin. I guess it’s more funny now as I think back on it. At the time I didn’t feel like laughing.


The amplified voice boomed one more time. “You have been warned.”


What followed can be best described as obliteration. Both flying vehicles unloaded their weapons on the building. One drifted slowly to the right, the other to the left, as they launched a series of missiles at the already damaged structure. Sharp pieces of stone flew everywhere. That broke the penguin’s cool, and it waddled off quickly. Fire erupted inside the building, licking out of the glassless windows. Thick black smoke billowed from every crack, new and old, like blood pouring from open wounds. If any of the Travelers were in there, they were going to get hurt. Badly. I made a move to jump up onto the lip of the trough to see if anybody needed help, but Loor held me back.


“What would you do?” she said calmly.


She was right. There was nothing to do but watch and hope.


“Look!” she declared.


On the far left end of the building, people were crawling out of a window, escaping. People we didn’t recognize. They wore raggy, nondescript clothes. I guess back home in Connecticut I’d say they looked like homeless people. They didn’t quite look Flighter nasty, but they were definitely people who were having a rough time. A few of the men actually wore what looked like ragged business suits. Some women wore blue jeans and sweaters. There were a couple of kids, too.


A powerful-looking guy with long black hair that touched his shoulders stood outside the window, helping the others out. He wore jeans and a faded, torn sweatshirt. It looked as if he were in charge. At the very least he was taking control of the situation. He seemed more worried about getting the others to safety than about his own getaway.


The gunships hadn’t seen them. Yet. They continued their methodical move toward each end of the building, firing away.


The guy with the black hair was doing all he could to get those still inside to hurry. He was too far away for me to see exactly what he looked like. He wasn’t big, but he was strong. His chin was covered with thick beard stubble. He pulled the others out of the building, mostly helping the smaller children to safety. He waved for them to pick up the pace. No sooner did he help one person down than he reached back to get the next.


“Brave man,” Loor said under her breath.


From Loor that was high praise.


“He’d better get out of there,” I said.


The missiles were drawing closer to the escapees. The brave guy kept glancing at the approaching helicopter, calculating how much time he had, trying to get as many people to safety as possible before jamming out of there himself.


The barrage stopped. For a second I thought it was over. It wasn’t. I quickly realized what was happening. Whoever was piloting the craft had finally spotted the runners. The second gunship stopped firing and flew quickly to join the first. They must have been in communication. They hovered, side by side, their rocket launchers rotating slowly toward the window where the frightened people were making their escape.


The brave guy didn’t stop pulling people out. As each new person dropped out of the window, they jumped up and ran off, leaving him to his work.


“There is no longer a need to fire,” Loor announced. “They have found their quarry.”


“I wonder if he’s going to surrender,” I said.


The attackers didn’t make another announcement. They didn’t ask the people to stop running and come forward. They didn’t land and take prisoners.


They opened fire.


Both gunships unloaded on the building. The people in the window jumped back inside, but there was no way they could survive the barrage. The brave guy who helped so many escape dove around the corner of the building. I didn’t know if he lived or died. One thing was for sure, whoever these people were, they did not want to be taken alive, though from the looks of things, the attackers weren’t there for prisoners.


“It’s a slaughter,” I declared.


Another sound broke through the torrent of rocket fire and exploding stone. A sound that made no sense. It was hollow and haunted, like the bellow of a forlorn animal. It was loud, and it was coming from behind us. I turned quickly to see that we were no longer alone in that deep, concrete trough. Standing a few yards away was a very large, very angry polar bear.


Loor and I froze.


Its eyes were wild and scared. It seemed to be just as terrified of the bombing as the victims were. Maybe more so. There was nowhere for us to go. The trough was only five yards wide. Its walls were too high for us to scale quickly. At least, quickly enough to escape if the bear decided it didn’t like us. We could always turn and run, but judging from the size of the bear, it would be on us with a single leap. We both realized that we had only one choice. If the bear were to attack, we would have to fight.


“Maybe it’s tame,” I whispered, without taking my eyes off the behemoth.


As if in answer, the bear reared up on its hind legs, towering over us. It held up two mighty paws with dangerously long claws, howled . . . and attacked.


It wasn’t tame.
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We had no time to react. Loor brought her stave forward. I turned sideways, poised to deflect a mighty swipe from the bear’s huge paw. Or to duck under it. The monster’s front paws hit the ground, and it bounded through the trough, charging us.


It never made it.


With a snarl and a flash, a large jungle cat leaped from the boulders encircled by the dry moat, landing on the bear’s back. The surprised animal reared again, but the cat didn’t back off. It dug its own claws into the bear’s neck, locking its teeth onto the animal’s shoulder. This was no ordinary cat.


It was Kasha, the Traveler from Eelong.


She clung to the polar bear tenaciously as the angry animal swung its head to try to fling her off. It was a disturbing sight in more ways than one. These were two wild animals, locked in battle. There were no rules. No restrictions. For all I knew it would be a battle to the death. It was gruesome. Making it all the more surreal was the fact that one of the animals was Kasha. I had seen her die a few years before, when she was crushed by falling rocks as the flume on Eelong crumbled. Yet there she was, about as alive as you can get, locked in a vicious blood battle with an enraged bear.


Loor tried to get in a shot with her stave to help Kasha, but the fight was too violent. The huge bear thrashed wildly. There was nothing she could do. One stray swipe of the bear’s claws and she could have lost an arm. I pulled Loor back and shoved her toward the outer wall of the trough. We both jumped up, grabbed the edge, and hoisted ourselves up and out. The fight was left to Kasha. She would either triumph or die. Again.


She clung tenaciously to the back of the bear. The bear knew it was losing. It did all it could to shake her. Finally the behemoth hurled itself against the inner wall. Kasha wasn’t ready for that. She was jolted and flung off the bear’s back. She landed in the bottom of the dry moat, stunned but not out. She quickly sprang back to her feet, or paws, ready to attack again.


Blood streamed from the bear’s wounds, glowing crimson against its dirty white fur. A tense moment followed. Would it attack or retreat? I think the bear was debating the same question, and finally came to the right conclusion. It had had enough. It didn’t want any part of Kasha. With one last tortured bellow, it reared up, spun, and bounded away, headed for the far side of the trough. In a surprisingly graceful leap for an animal so immense, the white bear launched itself off its hind legs and clawed its way out of the cement moat. Once out, it lumbered off quickly to lick its wounds somewhere else.


“Hobey, Pendragon. What kind of natty place is this?” came a voice from the rocks that were surrounded by the dry moat.


Looking up, I saw Spader sitting there, wide eyed. Next to him stood the penguin, looking equally wide eyed. Or as wide eyed as a penguin can get. A penguin. A freakin’ penguin. And a polar bear. Why were these cold-weather animals hanging around here? It wasn’t cold at all. In fact, it was kind of hot. I spun the other way to look at the building that was being targeted by the gunships. The attack was over. Both helicopters had stopped firing. They rose straight up and soon disappeared into the clouds. A few seconds later I no longer heard their engines. Whatever their mission had been, it was complete. In their wake they left the remains of an obliterated building. I didn’t want to know how many people lay dead or wounded inside.


“Are you okay?” I called to Kasha.


The klee rose up on her back paws, standing like a human. “Of course,” she answered with confidence. “That beast was nowhere near as vicious as a tang.” She wiped a smear of blood from her mouth.


Yeah. Disgusting.


I looked at Loor. Loor shrugged and raised an eyebrow. She was impressed. Kasha was Loor’s kind of girl. Or klee. Or whatever. “We must find the others,” she declared.


“I’ll find them,” Kasha answered. Before I had the chance to thank her for saving us, she dropped back down onto all fours, sprang out of the trough, and ran off in search of the other Travelers.


Spader, Loor, and I remained. I couldn’t speak for them, but I was shaken. The events that had occurred over the last few hours were nothing short of impossible.


We had lost the battle for Second Earth. Naymeer and his Ravinian cult had lured seventy thousand people into Yankee Stadium, then created a monstrous flume to swallow them up. I had killed Naymeer by dropping him from a hovering helicopter into the mouth of the giant flume. It was the act that gave Saint Dane his final victory. The helicopter was then sucked into the massive flume, along with Saint Dane, Nevva Winter, and me. Instead of crashing, I found myself floating, alone, in space, where I witnessed the destruction of the flumes.


Soon after, I found myself on this barren territory, where Uncle Press and the other Travelers showed up. Dead friends were suddenly, well, not dead, and together we chose to make a final, desperate stand against Saint Dane.


That’s when the gunships attacked, though we weren’t the target. Those odd helicopters were after the people who were hiding in that building. We got caught in the cross fire.


Oh yeah, and Loor and I were nearly mauled by a polar bear.


And Spader was hanging out with a penguin.


So I guess it’s understandable when I say that I was a little shaken.


“Pendragon, are we dead?” Loor asked, breaking the silence.


Good question. It was definitely on my top ten list of explanations for what was happening. In fact, it was in the top two. The other was that it was all a dream. But dreams never lasted this long. Or made me cough. I really wanted a third good explanation, but I couldn’t come up with one.


Spader had left his penguin pal and crossed through the dry moat to join us.


“None of this makes sense,” he declared. “One minute Gunny and me were patching up a wonky boat on the river in Black Water, the next thing I know we’re wandering around here in . . . Where might we be, mates?”


I glanced around at the squat, derelict buildings. I had absolutely no idea.


“Better question,” I said. “Where is Uncle Press taking us?”


“He’s taking you home,” came the answer from a soft voice behind us that I instantly recognized. I hadn’t heard that voice in years, but I knew it for sure. I looked at Loor. She gasped. Her eyes went wide. Loor never registered surprise, but at that moment, she was definitely surprised. She stared at me. It was as if she didn’t want to look and learn that it was a mistake.


It wasn’t.


“Hello, Daughter.”


We all looked to see Osa, Loor’s mother, walking slowly toward us. The Batu warrior was as beautiful as the day I had last seen her—the day she died while protecting me from Bedoowan knights. She no longer seemed as tall, but that was because I had grown. Her dark skin was impossibly clean looking, in spite of the dirt and dust that swirled around us. She wore a long, red wrap that draped off one shoulder and stretched to the ground. She looked every bit as strong and graceful as I remembered her.


“Mother?” was the only word Loor could get out. I’d never heard her so tentative.


“I have missed you, my sweet girl.”


Loor did something that was aggressively un-Loor like . . . and absolutely perfect. She dropped her wooden stave and ran to her mother. The two joined in an embrace that melted away years of sorrow. For that brief instant Loor became a little girl. Tears rolled down her cheeks.


“I am so proud of you,” Osa whispered to her daughter. She looked up to us and added, “I am proud of you all.”


I didn’t know what to say. I really didn’t know what to say. I didn’t feel like I deserved her praise, but more than that, my head was still trying to wrap itself around what was happening. Osa had died in a fury of arrows. I was there. There was no mistake. Yet there she was, as alive as we were. Assuming we were alive, that is.


Loor pulled away from her mother, but still clung to her. “Help me understand,” she said through her tears.


Osa gave her daughter a warm smile, which she then shared with Spader and me.


“You are all going home,” she said. “That is where you will learn.”


“Home?” Spader said, surprised. “Hobey, I don’t even know where home is anymore.”


“Then it’s time I showed ya, spinney fish,” came a gravelly man’s voice I didn’t recognize.


Spader did. He spun on his heel to see a man wearing an aquaneer uniform striding toward us.


Spader stared at the guy and gasped, “It’s me dad!”


“Who else would it be, now?” the man declared. He looked like Spader, only an older version with streaks of gray in his hair. He even had the same Aussie-sounding accent that Spader had. But Spader’s dad had been killed by the poisoned food supply on Cloral. Of course we all knew who was ultimately responsible for his death. Saint Dane. His father’s murder had sent Spader off the deep end. He became driven by the need for revenge. More than once he lost control of his own emotions and put us all in trouble as his anger outweighed his good sense. But that was in the past. Now his father was back. Somehow.


“Let me have a look at ya!” the gregarious man bellowed, and wrapped his arm around Spader’s neck in a friendly bear hug. “You got bigger, you did, but still not big enough to take me on.”


Spader clutched at his dad. He was overcome with emotion.


“How?” was all he could get out.


“How indeed, spinney fish. Let’s be off now,” he said, while leading Spader away.


Spader pulled away from his father and looked back toward us.


“But, Dad . . .” He let the word trail as he gestured to us.


“No worries, mate,” Spader’s dad assured him. “You’ll see ’em again, you will. Trust me on that.”


Spader looked at me with confusion. As much as he wanted to be with his dad, he didn’t want to leave us.


“It is all right,” Osa assured him. “You will all be together again.”


Spader nodded, dazed. Just as quickly, the smile returned to his face, and he threw his arm around his father. The two strode away, arms around each other like old chums, laughing. They walked into the swirling dust and seemed to disappear. I mean that literally. I wasn’t sure if the dust swallowed them up, or they actually disappeared.


“The same is happening with all the Travelers, Pendragon,” Osa said.


I caught a glimpse of two men walking together on the far side of the moat. It was Gunny, along with another black guy who looked even older than he was. The man had a hand on Gunny’s shoulder in a fatherly way. I couldn’t hear what he was saying, but Gunny was listening and nodding. A moment later they disappeared into the swirling dust.


“Where are they going?” I asked.


“I told you, they are going home,” Osa answered. “They all are.”


“To their home territories?” I asked.


“No,” she answered. “They are going home. You will be too.”


With that, she led Loor off.


“We cannot leave Pendragon,” Loor protested. “Our destiny is to be together.”


“Indeed it is, and you shall be,” Osa assured her. “First you must learn.”


Loor looked to me, waiting for my opinion.


“Go,” I said. “I’ll be okay. I think.”


“He will be,” Osa said. “You all will be.”


Loor relaxed. She trusted her mother. After all, she was the Traveler from Zadaa before Loor. As Spader’s dad was the Traveler from Cloral before Spader. As Uncle Press was the Traveler from Second Earth before I was. If we couldn’t trust them, who could we trust? The weight of the world, no, the weight of Halla had been on our shoulders for a very long time. It was nice to know there was now someplace we could look for guidance. And help. And maybe even relief.


Loor nodded in understanding and followed her mom. The two warriors walked away from me, looking more like each other than ever before. A moment later they were gone. Had they simply walked farther away? Or had they disappeared too? I didn’t know. I hoped that answer would come soon. I glanced around, wanting to see one of the other Travelers. There was no movement. No sound other than the hollow wind. I glanced over at the destroyed building. As much as I wanted to know what that was all about, I couldn’t bring myself to investigate. I figured I’d find out soon enough. I didn’t want to run into that angry polar bear again either.


“Uncle Press?” I called out.


No answer. Where was everyone? I feared that some of the others might have been hurt in the attack.


“Elli? Kasha?”


Still no answer.


The penguin hadn’t moved from where he’d been standing next to Spader. What the heck was that about? Where was I?


As if in answer to my thoughts, the wind picked up slightly, rustling my hair. Slowly the floating dust in the air began to clear. I could make out more shapes around me. I stood near the moat in the center of the circle of low, battered stone buildings. What was this place? Some kind of lonely outpost in the middle of nowhere? As the dust cleared, I was able to see beyond the buildings. There didn’t seem to be much out there other than open, arid land. It made me feel as if I were standing in an oasis. I remembered the tall building I’d caught brief glimpses of earlier, and hoped that the dust would clear enough for me to get a better view of it.


I turned slowly, doing a one-eighty, looking off in the distance to see if I could spot the tilted building. Now that the air was clearing, I began to see that I wasn’t surrounded by open land after all. Far from it. I sensed massive shapes that stood between me and that mysterious, tilted building. There were other structures, larger than the ones near me, though they looked just as battered. It soon became clear that I was in a ruined city. It all felt vaguely familiar, yet not. Had I been here before? Was I on Earth? Rubic City? The city of Rune? None of the above?


The dust cleared further. I expected to see a Lifelight pyramid, or perhaps the castle where Veego and LaBerge ran their violent games. I squinted, racking my brain, trying to understand why it all seemed so familiar.


I’m not sure what made it all come together. Maybe it was something subliminal that I couldn’t consciously place. Maybe it was a smell, or the shadows made by the sunlight that tried to peek through the gray clouds. It could have been any of those things, but I’m thinking it was the penguin and the polar bear. The two oddest clues helped me realize the truth.


I was indeed standing in an oasis. At least that’s what many people considered it to be. It was a magical place that existed in an amazing city. I had been here before. Many times.


“We first brought you here the day before Shannon was born,” the familiar voice of a woman said. “Remember?”


I froze. Was it possible? It was the last thing I expected. I’m not sure why. Maybe it was because it felt like too much to ask for. Maybe I had given up hope. Maybe I didn’t want to open myself up to the possibility, only to be disappointed and crushed. I felt something nudge the backs of my legs. I didn’t jump in surprise. I knew exactly what it was. I had felt it hundreds of times before, in another life. Memories like that become part of your being. Poking his head between my legs from behind, looking for attention, was my dog, Marley. His big, brown golden retriever nose pushed its way forward, followed by those big brown eyes. I could feel his whole body rock, as his tail wagged happily. I reached down and held his head with both my hands.


“Hi, Marley-Mar,” I said through my tears. “Where’ve you been?”


That’s when I knew where I was. The buildings. The polar bear. The penguin. I was standing next to the sea lion pool in the zoo that was on the edge of New York’s Central Park. At least, what was left of it. The huge, tilted building in the distance was now all too familiar. It was the Empire State Building. I was on Earth. What I still didn’t know was when I was. At that moment, I really didn’t care.


“Did you have to grow up so fast?” the woman said.


I had to hold myself back from breaking out in tears. Or bursting with joy. It’s a fine line. I turned around to see them. My family. Mom. Dad. My little sister, Shannon. Though she wasn’t so little anymore. How old was she now? Thirteen? She was now a young lady in jeans and a pink sweater. She looked perfect. They all did.


We stood facing one another, nobody really sure of what to do. I was suddenly hit with a fearful thought. I had been down this road once before, and it didn’t have a happy ending.


“Is this a Lifelight jump?” I asked.


“A what?” Shannon asked with a wiseass look that can only come from a thirteen-year-old girl who has been working long and hard to perfect it.


“No, Bobby,” my dad answered. “It’s us. For real.”


I couldn’t move. It was too much for me to comprehend. I hadn’t seen my family since the day they’d left me at home to go to the basketball game at Stony Brook Junior High. They had disappeared. My life had disappeared. Finding them was one of the driving forces behind everything I had done as a Traveler. Maybe the only driving force. And now, they were standing in front of me.


“So who won the game?” was the first question that came to mind.


Shannon rolled her eyes. “You’re such a dork.” But she gave me a sly smile. I loved Shannon.


“Stony Brook lost,” Dad said. “Bad. They needed you.”


“And I needed you,” I replied.


“I know,” Mom said, barely holding back her own tears. “That’s why we’re here.”


That did it. I ran to them and threw my arms around my family. The moment I had longed for all those years had finally arrived. We were back together. The Pendragons were a family again. I don’t know how long we stayed hugging that way. It could have been a week for all I cared. I wasn’t going anywhere. I didn’t want to let go, for fear they’d disappear again.


Dad put his hand behind my head and held my neck. His eyes were as red as mine were. “I’m proud of you, Son.”


I nodded in thanks and burst out in tears. I couldn’t help myself. The floodgates of emotion and relief were open. Things were going to be okay. When I finally got my act together, I straightened up, wiped my eyes, and said, “So what the hell is up with Uncle Press? You gonna tell me what that guy’s about or what?”


“We are,” Mom said with a chuckle. “You’re going to learn everything. But first we have to go home.”


“To Stony Brook?” I asked hopefully.


“No,” Mom answered. “We’re going to the place where you were born.”


I let that sink in, then added, “Something tells me we’re not going to Second Earth.”


“We’re not” was Mom’s simple, direct answer.


It was the right answer. The only answer. Though it scared me to death. I was finally going to learn the truth. About me. About the Travelers. And maybe most important, about Saint Dane.


“Then let’s go,” I said.


Dad led the way. Mom kept her arm around my shoulders, Shannon’s arm was around my waist. Marley ran in front of us, his big bushy tail wagging.


We took maybe two steps when I realized . . .


We weren’t on Earth anymore.
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We had stepped out of one strange situation, directly into another.


There were no flumes involved. No journey that I could tell of. I didn’t get the sense that we had traveled any distance at all. Except that one moment we were walking through the windswept ruins of the zoo in Central Park, and a second later we were in an environment I can best describe as being alien. Though I guess “alien” can mean a lot of things. I stood in wonder, looking around at the most barren, forlorn chunk of real estate I had ever seen.


The air was clear. That’s the best thing I could say about the place. It was night, though there was plenty of light to see by. The sky was full of stars. More than I could imagine. I didn’t recognize a single constellation. The night sky was alive with thin, wispy clouds of all shapes and sizes that moved quickly overhead. At least, I thought they were clouds. They weren’t like any clouds I’d ever seen. Some glowed with color. Reds, greens, oranges, and yellows. Others were dark shadows. None were so thick that they blocked out the stars, yet they definitely had substance. I could see right through these translucent bodies that shot across the heavens impossibly fast. Many blazed with light, as if they were somehow charged with energy. It was a tightly choreographed fireworks display in the vast night sky.


On ground level I felt as if I could see for miles, yet there was nothing to see. The landscape was made up of nothing but jagged gray rock. I saw peaks in the distance, chasms beneath them, miles of flat land in between. I thought of the lava field we once visited in Hawaii where the molten lava had spread and hardened, leaving a jagged world of gray. That’s pretty much what this was, multiplied by about a million. There were no buildings. No trees. No sign of civilization. We stood at the bottom of a mountain of rock that jutted up higher than I could see. There seemed to be levels everywhere. Were there caves built into this dark matter? Could people live on this rock?


Dark matter. That’s what the flumes were supposed to have been made of. The oldest known substance in the universe. The gray rock that made up this strange world looked exactly like the rock from the flumes. Was there a connection?


As much as this desolate world seemed dead, it wasn’t empty. This is hard to describe, but I’ll try. I sensed life. It’s not like I saw people crawling around on the various levels of rock. I didn’t. But I felt the presence of life. What I saw were shadows and light that moved quickly past on the edge of my vision. When I tried to look at them, they’d be gone. A few times I thought I actually saw the image of a person, but by the time I turned to focus . . . nothing. These maddening images danced beyond my ability to actually grasp them and understand what they were. Who they were. It seemed as if I were surrounded by ghosts.


Oddly, I wasn’t scared. Confused maybe, but not scared.


The only thing normal about this place was my family. Though seeing them standing in that desolate place was about as abnormal as I could imagine. Dad had on his usual dark green khakis and his favorite faded Villanova sweatshirt. Mom wore a jean skirt and a black turtleneck under a white sweater. I already said that Shannon had on jeans and a pink sweater. Marley wore his blue collar that was embroidered with fish shapes. They looked about as normal as I remembered them. They were a typical-looking family from Connecticut . . . standing together on Mars.


They let me take in the surroundings without a word. I guess they were waiting for me to get used to the place. Yeah, right. Fat chance that would happen. After seeing all I thought there was to see, which wasn’t much, one question jumped out ahead of all the others.


“So, uh, this is where I was born? Not exactly homey.”


“It wasn’t always like this,” Dad replied. “This is what it has become.”


“What territory is it?” I asked.


“It isn’t a territory,” Mom answered.


“Then what is it?” I asked, growing anxious.


“We call it Solara,” Dad said. “Though others use different names. It’s the essence of Halla.”


I guess I should have followed that up with a surprised, “What the heck is that supposed to mean?” I didn’t. Though I had no idea what he meant, I felt as if it were right. It made sense, like I already knew the truth. But I didn’t. Or did I? At least, I was confident that it would eventually make sense. I didn’t panic. I needed to learn. I kicked at a gray stone, sending it skittering across the rocky surface. I had a million questions. The trick was to figure out which I needed answered first.


“Do you know what happened to me?” I asked. “I mean, about what happened after I left home?”


I was surprised that Shannon was the one to answer. “We know it all, Bobby. Everything. More than you, in fact.”


I didn’t like the idea that my little sister was so well informed, but what the heck. If that was the worst of my problems, I figured I was doing okay.


“What happened to you guys?” I finally asked. “Where did you go?”


All three exchanged looks. It was time. I was going to find out why my family had disappeared.


“Let’s sit down, Bobby,” Mom said softly. “We have so much to tell you.”


That made me nervous. It was as if she were getting ready to break some bad news and wanted me to be prepared.


“I’m good,” I said. “I’ll stand.”


Shannon sat down on a hunk of rock, hugging Marley, keeping him happy, which wasn’t too hard to do. Marley was a good dog.


Mom began, “Before we go any further, we want you to understand something. No matter what you hear, what you learn, you must remember that we love you. We have always loved you. Nothing will change that.”


Yikes.


“You’re starting to worry me, Mom,” I said. “And after what I’ve been through, that’s really saying something.”


“But you must know that,” she repeated. “It’s important to us.”


“I know, Mom,” I assured her. “And I love you too. Tell me what happened.”


Dad began. “Once you learned that you were a Traveler, we were no longer needed. In fact, it was important for us to leave. If we hadn’t, you might never have accepted your destiny.”


“So, you knew all about this from the get-go? Like, my whole life? You always knew I’d be chosen as a Traveler?”


“You weren’t chosen to be a Traveler,” Shannon said. “You were created to be a Traveler.”


I changed my mind. I sat down.


“You weren’t alone,” Mom added. “It was the same for all the Travelers. They were each put on their territory to grow up there, learn about its culture, become part of the world. It was all in preparation to try and stop Saint Dane.”


Dad said, “On each territory it was the job of the previous Travelers to mentor the new Travelers. To guide them and to give them a moral compass, based on their particular world, that would guide them during their difficult mission.”


I saw something on the edge of my vision. This time when I looked, I thought I caught a fleeting image, far in the distance. It looked like Kasha walking upright with another klee. It was Seegen. Her father. The Traveler from Eelong before her. Was she getting the same talk I was? Were all the other Travelers here in this barren, forsaken place learning of their true history?


“So the Travelers before my generation didn’t battle Saint Dane?” I asked.


“No,” Dad said with certainty. “They were preparing you and the others for the battle.”


I nodded, letting this sink in.


“But you guys aren’t Travelers. Or are you?”


“Not exactly,” Dad answered. “But we are the same as you. It was planned for you to have a Traveler mentor, but circumstances changed. Saint Dane saw to that. He was already at work before you became a physical part of Second Earth. Things had to change. We became your family, and Press was given the task of mentoring you.”


“So who bailed? Who was supposed to be my mentor if it wasn’t you guys or Uncle Press?”


“Alexander Naymeer,” Dad said flatly.


It was a good thing I was sitting down.


Naymeer was definitely a Traveler. But like Nevva Winter, he was corrupted by Saint Dane.


“Do you know what happened to him?” I asked tentatively. I hoped they didn’t, since what happened to him was that I had killed him. That was the kind of nasty tidbit you wanted to keep from your family.


“I told you,” Shannon said with a hint of thirteen-year-old impatience. “We know it all.”


So much for keeping things from my family. I jumped up and paced nervously. Though I had wanted to know the truth for so long, hearing it wasn’t easy. It was a lot to get my head around, and we were just getting started.


“Saint Dane told me we were illusions,” I said. “I don’t know, maybe I’m in denial, but it’s kind of hard to accept that none of us are actually real.”


“Because we are real!” Mom said with passion. She quickly stepped forward and took both my hands. “I told you before, sweetheart, the love we have for you, and that I know you have for us, isn’t a fantasy. Or a mirage. All that happened before you left Second Earth was reality. Everything we did. Everything we shared. It was real. We were given a gift. We spent more than fourteen years living on Earth, experiencing all that world had to offer. That can never be taken away from us. We were as human as anyone else.”


“But not anymore?” I asked.


She didn’t answer. At least not with words. Her sad eyes said enough.


It was an odd feeling to know that my family had known the truth all along and had been keeping it from me. I guess that was all part of the deal, but still. They were my family! Mom and Dad taught me not to lie. As it turned out, they were lying to me every day.


“You couldn’t know,” Mom said, as if reading my mind. “I’m sorry that we kept this all from you, but you needed to be a part of Second Earth. It was all about your being a normal person with the perspective and experiences of your territory. You were fighting for the people of Second Earth. In order to do that, you needed to believe you were one of them.”


I looked up at the starry sky, watching the colorful, charged clouds flying by. It was beautiful. Though as spectacular as that sight was, the ground around us was a total contrast. It was dark. Bleak. Desolate.


“What is this place?” I continued. “I’m afraid you’re going to tell me we’re really little green aliens from the planet Nimrod or something.”


When I looked down at my mom for her answer, I blinked. She stood in front of me, holding my hands, but I could see through her. Literally. I could see Shannon and Marley right through my mom.


“Mom?” I gasped.


“It’s all right,” she answered soothingly.


It wasn’t all right. Mom was disappearing. Her hands no longer had substance. I quickly glanced to Dad and Shannon. They too were flickering, as if they were lights that were slowly running out of power. Dad walked toward us, wavering between solid and transparent.


“I told you that Solara wasn’t always like this,” he said soberly. Sadly. “This is what Saint Dane has wrought. His only hope of controlling Halla is by destroying all you see around you. Or at least destroying what it should be.”


I heard a quick bark from Marley. When I looked to my dog, he was gone. Disappeared.


“What’s happening?” I asked in a panic.


Dad said, “Our ability to exist as physical beings comes from all that surrounds us here. We are fed by the essence of Halla. It’s that very essence that Saint Dane has been methodically destroying.”


This was all getting a bit too cosmic for me. I needed answers, and it didn’t look as if Mom and Dad were going to be around much longer to give them. Shannon jumped up, ran to me, and kissed me on the cheek. It felt like nothing more than a soft, sweet breeze. She was nearly gone.


“I miss you, Bibs,” she said. “Don’t worry about us. Kick some ass, all right? We’ll be watching.”


She had called me Bibs since she was a baby and couldn’t pronounce Bobby. That had to have been real, right? I reached out for her, but too late. She’d disappeared. My sister was gone. Again. In the sky above me, I heard what sounded like rumbling thunder. I glanced up to see one of the dark clouds suddenly glow bright red.


“Mom?” I gasped in desperation.


My parents stood together. They were nearly gone.


“This is right, Bobby,” Mom said reassuringly. “You don’t need us. We only came to see you again, and let you know that we’re fine. That you’re fine. You don’t have to worry about us any longer.”


“But . . . where are you going?”


“Nowhere,” Dad answered. “And everywhere. Shannon is right. We’ll be watching. Your job isn’t done just yet.”


“You can’t go!” I cried. “I’ve got more questions now than before!”


“We love you, Bobby,” Mom said. “We’re proud of you, and maybe most important, we believe in you.”


“I don’t want to lose you again!” I screamed.


“Then make things right,” Dad said.


A moment later they were gone. I had lost my family. Again. At least, I thought I had. In the dark sky above I saw two more dark clouds crackle with light. One flashed yellow, the other deep blue. What the heck was that about? I found myself standing alone on a shelf of gray rock on a desolate world that was supposedly my birthplace. Not at all how I thought the day would play out. But was I truly alone? As I said before, I felt the presence of life around me. It was more like a feeling of energy, or spirit, than anything physical. I know, that’s weird. It felt weird to me, too. But I wasn’t afraid. Not even when I caught glimpses of figures that could have been people who floated by. I kept turning, hoping to bring one into focus, but that didn’t happen. Could one of them have been Shannon, or my mom or dad? Was that what they meant when they said they weren’t going anywhere? Were they still right beside me, only in some kind of spectral form? Or had they flown up and become colorful clouds in the sky?


Solara. What was this place? Where the heck was this place? Okay, when was this place?


“Guys?” I called out. “You still here?”


I didn’t expect an answer, but I got one.


“Who you talking to?” came a deep voice.


I spun to see Uncle Press standing a few yards from me, with his hands on his hips and a smile on his face.


“Uh, Mom and Dad. I think,” I said, not really sure that that made sense.


“Try not to be upset with them,” Uncle Press said. “For keeping the truth from you, I mean. For that matter, try not to hold it against me, either.”


“I don’t,” I said sincerely. “I really don’t. But I’m a little numb right now.”


“It would be strange if you weren’t,” he said. “After all, your frame of reference is based on your life on Second Earth. That was the whole point. For all intents and purposes, you are from Second Earth. Right now all the Travelers are learning the truth about their real lives, just as you are.”


“So, they all came from here—wherever here is?”


Uncle Press nodded and gazed off into the distance. I saw sadness in his eyes. “I never thought it would come to this,” he said softly.


“Is it my fault?” I asked in a small voice.


Uncle Press shot me a look. “No. We may not have been as successful as I’d hoped, but it was not your fault. Nor was it the fault of any of the Travelers. This was brought on by Saint Dane.”


“Are you going to tell me who he is?” I asked.


“I am.”


“Are you going to tell me what this world of rock is?”


“I am.”


“One more question—”


“Only one?” he asked playfully.


“Okay, lots more questions. But one that matters more than any other.”


“Go for it.”


“Do we really have a shot at stopping him?”


Uncle Press glanced around at this strange world once again. An odd feeling came over me. I sensed that I wasn’t the only one who wanted that answer. Whatever forces were at play here, whatever beings inhabited this lonely rock, they all wanted to know what the future held.


“I’m afraid there’s only one person who can answer that, and it isn’t me,” he finally said.


“Then who?”


“That would be you, Bobby.”
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My heart raced.


This was it. I was going to learn the truth. The whole truth. About my existence. About Halla. About Saint Dane. As I stood with Uncle Press in that stark, dark place called Solara, I realized that I was finally going to learn it all.


“Just tell me right off,” I said. “You’re not going to give some mysterious half answer that’s going to drive me nuts, and say something like: ‘Don’t worry. You’ll learn it all in time,’ and then disappear again, are you? Because that would really piss me off.”


Uncle Press laughed. It seemed odd under the circumstances. Then again it was so perfectly Uncle Press. At least that part felt right. I needed to hang on to anything familiar when it happened by. Those little things were my lifeline to sanity.


“No, it’s time you knew it all,” he answered.


Phew. Great. Except that’s when my heart really started racing. I guess I wasn’t so sure I was ready to know it all. I liked being Bobby Pendragon from Stony Brook, Connecticut. I liked my old life. The hope of getting it back kept me going for years. Now it seemed the biggest illusion of all was that I actually had a shot at returning to normal. Or at least what I thought was normal. I had to hope that the new “normal” was going to be something I could learn to accept. Not that I had a choice.


“Let’s walk,” Uncle Press said, and led me across the surface of the mysterious, dark world. We walked casually, as we had done so many times together at home. Or rather, on Second Earth. Every so often I glanced up at the dazzling, colorful clouds that careened across the sky. It was a constant reminder that this was nothing like home.


“Solara is the essence of Halla,” Uncle Press began, gesturing.


“Yeah, that’s what Dad said,” I replied quickly. “Gotta tell you, not impressed so far. Though the whole cloud-light-show thing is kind of cool.”


Uncle Press smiled and continued, “I guess you could say we are on the outer edges of existence. But not in the physical sense. The fact is, Solara is everywhere. Or at least, everywhere that intelligent life exists. We are as old as humanity, and we will exist for as long as humanity exists.”


I didn’t comment. I figured it would be better to just let him roll it all out.


“Solara was created from the energy that is mankind. All mankind on all the worlds of Halla. Solara is their spirit. It is the sum total of all intelligent life that ever was.”


He fell silent, letting that sink in.


“Oh?” I responded nonchalantly. “Is that it? Wow, I thought it was something more complicated than that. I thought maybe we were aliens or superheroes or something else that was, oh, I don’t know, tricky to understand. Phew.”


Uncle Press gave me a sour look.


“What the hell are you talking about?” I snapped. “Created from energy? What is that supposed to mean? If that’s your whole explanation, I’d just as soon you didn’t bother.”


He smiled. My tirade didn’t throw him. I guess it’s hard to throw anybody who represents the sum total of all intelligent life that ever was. Whatever that means. Sheesh.


“Give me a chance,” he said, cajoling. “I know this is hard to understand.”


“You have no idea.”


He continued, “Each life that exists in Halla is unique. Everyone is different, no matter what world they are from. Everyone chooses their own course. One person could be a criminal, while someone else becomes a judge. One person cares for others, while others only care for themselves. One individual might have the talent to create a painting that stirs emotions, while someone else can’t draw a straight line. But the person who can’t draw a straight line might have an aptitude for mathematics that would make the artist’s head spin. Some of that is inherited. Some of that is learned. There are so many paths to travel. So many choices to make. What drives it all is the spirit inside each individual that makes him or her unique. To understand Solara, Bobby, you have to know that that spirit, the force that makes an individual who they are, is so powerful it cannot die. Even after a person’s physical body gives out, the spirit that made them who they are lives on . . . and becomes part of Solara.”


“You’re telling me this is . . . heaven?”


“No,” Uncle Press said quickly. “This is not a reward. This just . . . is.”


“Good,” I replied with a chuckle. “Because it looks more like hell.” I was trying to be glib. I think it was a defense mechanism, because what I was hearing was kind of freaky. Uncle Press didn’t laugh with me. He was suddenly all business. I gave up on glib.


“We exist because mankind exists,” Uncle Press explained. “The sum of energy that animates and informs mankind is such a powerful force that, once released from its physical shell, it creates its own reality.”


“Solara.”


“Yes. Solara isn’t governed by time or by space. It is pure intellect. It is not just a reflection of life, it is life. All life. The world you see here exists on the outer edges of physical reality. This rock is the foundation of all that is. It is the most elemental form of life. It is the beginning, but not the end, because there is no end. Halla is always expanding, therefore, so is Solara. From here we can observe every time. Every place. Every thing that has ever existed. Like I said, it is the spirit of all there is. Solara is the essence of Halla.”


I stopped walking and stared at my uncle. How else was I supposed to react?


He gave me a sympathetic shrug and said, “I know it’s hard to fathom because you’re looking at things from the perspective of someone from one of those worlds. From Earth. This isn’t exactly something that’s taught in school.”


“Yeah, I must have missed that class,” I replied. “But I’m from Second Earth, right?”


“There is only one Earth, Bobby. The territories existed in different times because of the turning points Saint Dane targeted. But let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”


“No, wouldn’t want to do that,” I shot back. “So you’re telling me that every person’s life force leaves his or her body when they die and becomes part of this greater entity? Solara?”


“That’s exactly it.”


“And when you say ‘mankind,’ you mean everyone in Halla? The klee and the gar from Eelong, too?”


“Absolutely. From all worlds. When I say ‘mankind,’ I’m referring to all intelligent life.”


“So, what are you? A ghost?”


“You feel the energy that surrounds us, don’t you?”


I nodded. “I see things, but not really. But I know something is there.”


“More than something. You’re sensing the life forces that make up Solara. They’re all around us. They don’t have physical form, at least not the way beings exist throughout Halla. But they are just as real.”


“And you?”


“I’m one of them, Bobby. I’m part of Solara.”


Somehow, in spite of all that I had seen, hearing that Uncle Press was a spirit was difficult to accept. That’s not the kind of thing you hear every day. Then again, he was dead. I saw him killed in the flume on Cloral. But here he was, alive and kicking. As was Kasha. And Alder. And Patrick. And Osa. And . . . and . . . and . . . They had all died, but none were gone. It explained a lot. Sort of.


“So you’re not my uncle. You’re a spirit who floats around with all these other spirits at the edge of the universe? Is that what you’re saying? This is all one big haunted hunk of rock?”


Uncle Press chuckled. “That’s one way of putting it. But this isn’t a ghost story. It is very much about life. I’ve been around almost as long as there has been intelligent life in Halla.”


I whistled. “Wow, you look good for somebody who’s, what, a couple million years old? Nice.”


“Thank you, but of course this physical body isn’t that old.”


“No, of course not. How could it be? That wouldn’t make sense. Any idea when I’m going to wake up from this dream?”


Uncle Press gave me a friendly shove.


“You’re doing fine,” he said warmly, sounding every bit like my uncle Press and not some ancient spirit.


“So, if you’re a ghost, why do I see you?” I asked. “Why do you have a physical form and nobody else does?”


“You’re getting ahead of me. Let’s get back to understanding Solara.”


“Okay,” I said. “What’s the point? What are all these spirits doing floating around here, bumping into one another? Does Solara have a purpose?”


“Absolutely. There are seven populated worlds in Halla. Forget the territories. Think worlds. Or planets. Intelligent life has developed on seven of them. Each has its own unique history. But as different as they are, the one thing they have in common is intelligent life. Intelligence does not die. Spirit does not die. Solara holds the collective knowledge and wisdom of the ages. It’s what we are. And as such, we act as the conscience of mankind.”


“Explain that.”


“Solara only exists because mankind exists. We aren’t separate or distinct. Solara evolves right along with mankind because we are mankind. At the same time, we are able to observe the physical life on all seven worlds.”


“Who is ‘we’?” I asked. “Do you mean that every life that was ever created still exists?”


“Yes.”


“Isn’t it getting a little crowded?”


“Physical space is not a factor.”


“And who’s in charge?”


“It’s not that rigid. It just is.”


I frowned. I was trying to understand. I really was.


Uncle Press continued, “Though we exist on an entirely different plane, our existence and that of the physical worlds are not separate. Solara is a direct reflection of the physical life that exists on the seven worlds of Halla.”


I looked around at the bleak surroundings. Believe it or not, I was starting to get it. Sort of. At least I was beginning to understand how Saint Dane’s quest might have affected this place.


“We do not interfere with the physical world. However, since we possess the wisdom and intellect of the ages, we act as guides. That’s our responsibility. I guess some people on Earth would call us guardian angels. We offer balance. Harmony. We don’t interfere or make judgments on what is right or wrong; we simply offer insight.”


“Uhhh, how?”


“Our physical abilities are extremely limited. We’re spirits. When individuals are facing critical junctures and aren’t sure of what choices to make, we visit their dreams to show them all sides of their dilemma. You’ve heard of people who dreamed of being visited by people in their past? They really were. Sometimes just the calming presence of a lost loved one will help someone see clearly and be confident with his or her choices. Most times people don’t consciously remember these dreams. But our guidance was there. We don’t tell them what to do, or even suggest what they should do. We offer clarity. And confidence. We assure them that whatever decision they make will be the right one, and to not be afraid to trust their instincts. Our goal is not to change the course of human existence, but to help ease the way. It has been this way since the dawn of mankind.”


The odd thing was that the more he told me, the more I felt as if I already knew it all. When I looked at what he was saying from the perspective of Bobby Pendragon from Stony Brook, Connecticut, it all seemed like a fantasy. But when I let it just wash over me and not fight it with my usual skepticism, I felt as if I had known it all along.


“I’m afraid I might know where this is going,” I offered.


“Tell me,” Uncle Press said with enthusiasm.


“You’re talking about people facing critical junctures. Making choices that affect their future. Helping them find their own way without actually influencing their decisions. That means the people of Halla are still deciding their own fate—you’re just helping them see the whole picture. It sounds like you really are guardian angels.”


“That’s exactly right.”


“But having that ability can be tempting. If you actually did want to influence the decisions that people made, you could.”


“Yes, we could. But we haven’t.”


“Until now,” I said soberly.


Uncle Press took a deep, tired breath. “Yes, until now.”


“Saint Dane is from Solara, isn’t he?” I asked.


“Yes, he is, Bobby.”


“Which means he’s got more power than I ever realized.”


“Yes, but there’s something else you should know.”


“What’s that?”


“He isn’t the only one with that power.”


Uncle Press stared at me with a knowing smirk. He was waiting for it to sink in. It didn’t take long.


“Are you telling me—”


“Yes,” he said quickly. “The fate of Solara and the future of Halla has been trusted to you, Bobby Pendragon. You have more power than you can imagine.”


I nodded thoughtfully and said, “Tell me about Saint Dane.”
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Uncle Press leaned over and picked up a baseball-size chunk of gray rock. He held it in the palm of his hand, weighing it. For a second I thought he was going to throw it. Instead, he placed it back down reverently. I guess you don’t go around chucking the stuff that is the foundation of all there is.


“Saint Dane is part of Solara,” Uncle Press began. “One of its oldest souls. He helped guide mankind throughout the ages.”


“Guide?” I shot back. “You call what he did guide? I thought you said you weren’t supposed to interfere or decide on what was right or wrong?”


“We aren’t,” Uncle Press said quickly. “And he didn’t. But over time he grew restless. His name isn’t really Saint Dane, by the way. Once things started to change, he took that on. He called it ‘ironic.’ ”


“So what’s his real name?”


“We have no real names. Like I said, we aren’t physical beings.”


“But you’re Press Tilton.”


“Because I needed to be.”


“Okay, never mind the names. What happened with Saint Dane?”


“Like I said, we aren’t about influencing or changing the natural course of events. Since we are reflections of man, our only purpose is to help bring balance to their lives and allow people to reach their full potential, whatever it happens to be. That wasn’t enough for Saint Dane. I don’t know why. Perhaps he had seen too much. Or had too many difficult experiences. But he actually grew angry at mankind. Which is an odd concept because we are mankind. He became obsessed with what he considered the mistakes made by people on all worlds. Instead of rejoicing in man’s various achievements, he dwelled on their errors.”


“Sounds like a ‘glass is half empty’ kind of guy,” I offered.


“The trouble began when he decided that we should start playing a greater role in shaping Halla’s destiny. Instead of allowing people to find their own way, he started to influence their choices.”


“Because he thought he knew better,” I added.


“That is exactly right. He felt Solara had the only true perspective on how mankind should evolve, and that it was our duty to steer the worlds of Halla in the right direction. Or at least, what he thought was the right direction. He thought we were more important and more knowing than mankind. That alone was wrong. We aren’t gods. We don’t know all.”


“Yeah, try telling him that,” I said, scoffing.


“I did. Many did. But he would not be convinced. He was appalled by the state of mankind, or so he said. He thought we were all weak for not taking the responsibility of guiding the very life that created us.”


“Kind of like the Frankenstein monster turning on the guy who made him.”


“Except that Saint Dane considered himself to be superior. What he didn’t accept was that there is no right or wrong. There is just life. With all its flaws and triumphs. To alter that is to change the natural course of evolution, which could lead to the end of it all.”


I had heard a lot in the past few minutes. The past few years. Nothing hit me harder than what Uncle Press had just said.


“Wait, you’re saying that altering the natural course of life could lead to the end of all life?”


Uncle Press stepped away from me and gestured out to the wasteland that was Solara.


“Your dad told you that Solara wasn’t always like this. It wasn’t. Solara was a wondrous place of light and harmony. Since it isn’t a physical existence, its nature is different for each of us. Solara is whatever you want it to be.”


“Like Lifelight?” I asked.


“In a way. In fact, that is one of the influences Saint Dane made. He planted the concept of Lifelight in the head of Dr. Zetlin on Veelox. He wanted to gift mankind with the kind of existence we share here. And you know how that turned out.”


“Yeah. Yikes.”


“Exactly. Saint Dane wasn’t all about power and conquest. At least not at first. He actually thought he was doing the right thing by bestowing his wisdom on the people of the territories. He wouldn’t accept the fact that he might not have all the right answers, and even if he did, he shouldn’t be imposing them on the worlds of Halla.”


“Sounds like his typical arrogant self. So what happened to Solara?”


“Like I’ve been saying, we were created by the spirit of mankind. It not only created us, but it powers us. What they are, we are. We are the spiritual reflection of the state of Halla. We have very little physical power.”


Uncle Press pointed to the roiling, colorful clouds above us. “You’re looking at the base elements of matter. Halla is constantly expanding. This is where it begins. What you see up there is matter that will soon become part of the physical Halla.”


I had new respect for the light show in the sky. They weren’t clouds at all. Those electric images in the sky were the seeds of all that is. Or about to be.


“Uh, wow” was all I could squeak out. Kind of an understatement, I guess.


“Saint Dane injected himself into the natural cycle,” Uncle Press said with a touch of anger. “Like I said, we aren’t gods. We don’t create. But Saint Dane crossed a line that is taboo. He manipulated that material to create matter. Physical matter.”


“He had that kind of power?” I asked, aghast.


“Not at first, and not alone. He brought other spirits together, creating forces greater than any individual life. He didn’t want them for their ideas or wisdom; he needed their energy. He became stronger, far stronger than any single entity in Solara. That power allowed him to manipulate matter on the physical worlds. The first thing he did was create an actual, living being for himself. He became the man you know so well.”


“Too well.”


“But he wasn’t truly human. He could manipulate that physical being, becoming any form he chose. Any person, any creature. He continued gathering power from Solara and created the flumes.”


“Saint Dane made the flumes?” I asked, stunned.


“To connect the worlds. That was a critical part of his plan. To gather together the strength of Halla, he needed to make it one. But to do that, he needed a way for the worlds to physically join. That’s why he needed the flumes. And the quigs to guard them.”


“All that was done using the spiritual power of Solara to manipulate physical matter?”


“Yes. It was not only wrong, there was a stiff price to be paid. With each physical creation, with every manipulation he made to the worlds of Halla, he killed a little bit of Solara.”


“Killed?”


“Solara is dying, Bobby. Saint Dane’s actions have drained its spirit. Each time he manipulates matter, a bit more of Solara dies. From creating that massive flume in Yankee Stadium on Second Earth, to turning himself into a raven. It all drains a bit of life from Solara. You know that he saved Courtney Chetwynde from dying, right?”


“Yeah, I do.”


“That act alone nearly brought Solara down for good.”


I didn’t know how to react to that. Talk about conflicting emotions.


He continued, “I told you that the spirit of mankind is so powerful it cannot die. That isn’t entirely true. Using Solara to physically manipulate Halla is slowly destroying that life force. The reflection works both ways. If Solara dies, Halla dies.”


“Yikes, talk about interfering in the way things are supposed to be.”


“It gets worse.”


“Worse than the total destruction of Halla?”


“Saint Dane doesn’t want to destroy Halla. He wants to control it, and thereby control Solara. His quest has been to change the mindset of mankind. I think you understand, Bobby, that mankind is basically good, with positive goals and the desire for peace and order. Yes, there are wars and strife and every kind of conflict that you can imagine, but taken as a whole, mankind strives for good. Saint Dane has slowly changed that. By finding the turning points on each of the territories and altering their destiny, he has turned Halla into a dark, dangerous place. People live in fear. So many have died, and those who remain fight for survival. Then of course, there are the chosen. Saint Dane has created a superior legion on each territory that live in peace and safety, but even they are consumed with keeping their own power.”


“The Ravinians?” I asked.


“Yes.”


“But doesn’t Saint Dane realize what he’s created? I mean, did he really want to create such chaos?”


“I don’t believe that he cares one way or the other about Halla.”


“Uh, what?” was all I could get out.


“Maybe at one time he did. Maybe he actually did feel that he knew what was best for mankind. But his goals have evolved. I believe he has set his sights on an even greater prize.”


“I thought Halla was everything? What could be greater than that?”


“By crushing the spirit of mankind, he will ultimately control Solara. If that happens, the existing worlds of Halla will mean nothing, because he will have the ability to use the power still held by the spirits of the ages to create his own Halla.”


“What!” I shouted.


“That is Saint Dane’s ultimate goal, Bobby. He won’t have to bother with what has gone before and the molding of existing worlds to his liking, because he will be able to create his own worlds. Multiple worlds. Why stop at seven evolved worlds when he can create ten? Twenty? A hundred? All would be created according to his vision. Simply put, he will be a god, because he will have the power to create. That is what Saint Dane has been after, Bobby. He has turned Halla toward chaos in order to give himself the power to form an entirely new universe. One that he alone controls.”


I looked around at the bleak world with renewed wonder. I had been right from the start. This was a dead place. Or at least a place that was dying. Saint Dane was killing it. All that had happened was done to break down the positive spirit of mankind, which would in turn cripple Solara and allow him to control its power.


I had thought the guy was an arrogant, egotistical tyrant. I had no idea how right I was. The scope of his vision was so far beyond anything that I had expected, it was almost laughable. Almost. Each territory, each battle, each turning point was just another building block in the foundation of the most incredible crime of all time. Saint Dane didn’t want wealth. Or to rule a group of people. Or to control a country, a world, or even multiple worlds. He wanted to create his own personal universe. From all that Uncle Press told me, it looked like he was going to succeed.


“I’ve got a dumb question,” I said.


“Go for it,” Uncle Press shot back.


“It sounds like you’ve known what he’s been up to for a long time.”


“From the beginning. He and I were together for eons. I believe I knew him better than any other in Solara. I suppose in some strange way you could say that we were friends.”


“Okay, odd, but if you knew what was happening, why didn’t you try to stop him?”


Uncle Press smiled. That was an odd reaction, considering that we were on the verge of Armageddon.


“You’re right, that was a dumb question,” he said.


“Why?”


“Because we did do something to stop him. In an act of total desperation that in many ways went against the nature of Solara, we created the one thing we hoped would stop his mad plan.”


“What was it?”


“We created you, Bobby.”
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From the first moment I left home to go with Uncle Press so long ago, there were very few times when I actually felt I was up to the challenges put in front of me.


Sure, there were times when I had plenty of confidence. I had become a decent fighter. I think I did pretty well figuring out Saint Dane’s schemes. At least some of them, anyway. I had faith in my fellow Travelers. We made a good team. But whenever I turned my thoughts to the larger, more cosmic issues, I always felt I was behind. I didn’t know why I had been chosen to be the lead Traveler. I was just a kid. I always felt as if they should have picked somebody better equipped to match up with Saint Dane. Hearing all the incredible things that Uncle Press had to say about Solara did nothing to change my mind. The battle against Saint Dane was no longer about a tribe or a city or a country or a world. It wasn’t even about Halla. It was about trying to stop a guy who had taken on the power of a god and was about to create his own universe. How the heck was I supposed to compete with that?


As we stood together on that mysterious world at the edge of reality, I really hoped that Uncle Press had a good answer.


“I don’t mean to criticize,” I said to my uncle. “After all, you have the combined knowledge and wisdom from all time, and I’m just a basketball jock. But, how do I say this? What the hell were you thinking? You’re trying to stop a demon who has the power to control the power of all that ever was, and you chose me to stop him? Doesn’t seem like the brightest move, if you ask me.”


“It was the only move,” Uncle Press answered.


“Then Saint Dane won before the game even began” was my conclusion.


“Not true. I’ve watched you, Bobby. I’ve seen your every move. We made the exact right move.”


“You saw it all? Everything? You know exactly what happened?”


“Everything. Solara is everywhere, remember?”


“Everywhere. Right. You even saw me when I was, like, going to the bathroom?”


He gave me another sour look.


“Sorry, habit. If I don’t make fun of what’s going on sometimes, I’ll explode.”


“I know that, too.”


“So if you saw everything, you know I was outmatched every step of the way. Even when I thought we’d won, he turned it back on us. It’s been totally futile.”


“But it hasn’t been. Saint Dane knew that you and the Travelers were the only threat to his plan. Stopping you was as important to him as swaying the destiny of the territories. He could have ignored you, but he didn’t.”


“He kept asking me to join him.”


“Of course he did. I think you can see why now.”


“Not exactly.”


“I know you’ve wondered how the battle was supposed to play out. What Saint Dane told you is true. He was trying to prove the rightness of his way of thinking. That was the battle. His philosophy of control and elitism, versus your thinking that people should be free to choose their own destiny.”


“Yeah? Then who the heck were we trying to convince? Is there some kind of grand judge on Solara? A panel? An executive council? The bosses of the ages, who are going to pass judgment on who won and who lost?”


“In a way you were trying to prove yourselves to the most important judges of all. The only judges that counted.”


“Who?”


“The people of Halla.”


“Uh … huh?”


“Saint Dane’s plan was to turn the territories upside down. Mankind is inherently good. Saint Dane wanted to change that. He wanted to create an atmosphere of mistrust. Of constant competition and pervasive desperation and fear. On each territory he appealed to the lowest instincts of man. Greed, arrogance, self-absorption, paranoia. But for his ultimate goal to succeed, it had to happen on a universal scale. On all the worlds of Halla. That’s why he found those turning points in the histories of those worlds. He needed to find the moment in time of each territory that would have the maximum negative impact on that world. By turning a territory away from its natural destiny, which was to follow the positive instincts of man, he forced the territories into chaos. That, of course, brought out their worst. Since Solara is a reflection of mankind, the spirit of Solara changed right along with those worlds. The high thinking and positive energy that created us changed. It’s why you can barely feel the spirits of Solara. They are growing weaker and dying off. The desolate world you see now is a direct result of Saint Dane’s meddling with the nature of man.”

OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg
 PENDRAG® N g





OEBPS/images/f00ii-01.jpg
 PENDRAG® N g





OEBPS/images/f000i-01.jpg
 PENDRAG® N g





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
L PENDRAGO N 2

THE SOLDIERS OF HALLA

D. J. MACHALE

SIMON AND SCHUSTER








OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





