






“Saint Dane hit the jackpot. He found the perfect moment in time that he could manipulate and send three territories into oblivion.”







The images disappeared. Good thing. I couldn’t take it anymore. The three of us sat there in silence. We had just seen doomsday. It’s hard to know what to say after that.

“Could there be a mistake?” Gunny asked.

“Specific details may change,” Patrick answered. “But the basic situation would be the same. If Max Rose continues to operate his spy network, the Germans will develop the atom bomb first, and they will drop it on England and the United States.”

I had heard enough. Any doubts I had about what I wanted to do were gone.

I stood up. “We’re on the wrong territory.”

Gunny smiled. Next stop, First Earth.

Patrick didn’t seem as confident as Gunny. He then turned to me and said, “Pendragon, your uncle told me that if I ever doubted myself, or our mission, that I should put my faith in you. Should I put my faith in you?”

Whoa. Uncle Press said that about me? Patrick was looking for some kind of guarantee that everything was going to be okay. I wished I could give it to him.

“I’m not sure why he’d say that,” I answered truthfully. “But I do know one thing. You might as well put your faith in us, because there’s nobody else.”









This is for my dad.
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JOURNAL #9

FIRST EARTH




That’s where I am. First Earth. Veelox was a misdirection. Spader and I flumed to Veelox, but found the action wasn’t there. It was here on First Earth.

Where is First Earth? The better question is, when is First Earth? I’m in New York City and it’s 1937. March of 1937 to be exact. To be really exact, it’s March 11 of 1937. I’m writing this on my birthday. Here’s a weird thought: If I’m in 1937 and it’s my birthday, did I still turn fifteen? Kind of freaky, no?

I’ll begin this new journal by telling you I stumbled into the most bizarro, confusing, dangerous situation yet. But then again, haven’t I said that before? Let me give you a little taste of what happened in only the first few minutes since I got here….

Spader and I were nearly killed. Three times. We were also robbed and witnessed a gruesome murder. Happy birthday to me! The way things are going, I know what I want for my fifteenth birthday…the chance to have a sixteenth.

When Spader and I flumed in from Veelox, I had no idea of what “First Earth” meant. Since I’m from Second Earth, I could only guess that First Earth was sometime in the Earth’s past. But how far past? For all I knew we were fluming back to a time when quigs were dinosaurs and we’d be on the run from hungry, yellow-eyed raptors.

I was totally relieved to find that when we landed at the gate, it was the exact same rocky room that I had been through many times before. Yes, we had arrived at the gate off the subway tunnel in the Bronx, New York. Phew. At least there were no T-rexes or Neanderthals waiting for us. That was the good news.

Bad news was that we weren’t alone. As soon as the flume dropped us off, I saw two guys standing there, facing us. They wore old-fashioned gray suits, like Clark Kent wears in the old Superman show on TV Land. Actually, a better analogy is that these guys were dressed like the bad guys from that old show, because that’s what they were. Bad guys. Very bad guys. They wore wide-brimmed hats that were pulled down low and had white handkerchiefs around their noses and mouths like banditos. There’s only one word to describe these dudes.

Gangsters.

Their eyes looked wide and scared. No big surprise. They had just seen Spader and me drop out of nowhere in an explosion of light and music. They seemed totally stunned, which was good because there was one other detail I haven’t mentioned….

They were both holding machine guns that were aimed at the flume—and at us.

“Down!” I yelled at Spader.

The two of us jumped to opposite sides of the flume just as the gangsters started shooting. I crouched in a ball, totally unprotected as the deadly clatter from their rapid-fire guns echoed off the rocky walls. I thought for sure I’d get hit, but after a few seconds the shooting stopped, and I was still intact. I was afraid to move and even more afraid to look over and see if Spader was okay. The sharp explosions fell off to a distant echo that bounced around the cavelike room. My ears were ringing and the chemical smell of gunpowder burned my nose. I figured this was what it must be like to be in a war.

“Get up!” one of the gangsters ordered. “Hands in the air!”

I cautiously looked over to Spader and saw that he was okay. We stood slowly and raised our hands. The gangsters held their guns on us. I didn’t know why. It wasn’t like we had weapons of our own. The second gangster kept glancing nervously between the two of us. He looked almost as scared as we were. Almost.

“Th-They from Mars?” he asked his buddy nervously.

Under less terrifying circumstances, I would have laughed. It must have looked like we had just landed from outer space. Not only did we flash in through a storm of light, we were still dressed in our bright blue swimskins from Cloral. For a second I thought about pulling a huge bluff and chanting: “Drop your weapons or we will vaporize you with our mind-heat,” or something equally sci-fi, but I didn’t get the chance.

“Don’t matter,” barked the other gangster. He was definitely the one in charge, but I could tell from his voice that he was a little shaky too.

“We done our job,” he added.

“S-So what about th-them?” the nervous gangster asked.

The guy in charge looked us over. I could almost hear the wheels turning in his brain. He didn’t exactly seem like a rocket scientist, so they must have been very small wheels. I wondered if they hurt when they turned.

“You!” the guy barked at me. “Gimme that ring!”

I couldn’t believe it. He wanted my Traveler ring! This was serious. You guys know how badly I need that ring. It shows me where the flumes are, and it’s the only way I can get my journals to you. Without this ring, I’m lost.

“It’s not worth anything,” I said in a feeble attempt to talk him out of it.

“Don’t matter,” the gangster snapped back at me. “All I want is proof to show you two are real.”

“Then take us with you, mates!” said Spader, trying to be friendly. “We’re all the proof you need, in the flesh!”

“Those ain’t my orders,” he snarled.

“Really? What are your orders?” I asked.

“Just hand over the ring,” the boss commanded. He raised his machine gun to prove he meant business. What could I do? I took off my ring and tossed it to him. He caught it and jammed it into his pocket.

“Let’s step outside, nice and easy,” the guy said.

This was good. It meant they weren’t going to gun us down right that moment. Maybe there was a way out of this after all. The nervous gangster threw the wooden door open, then both stepped aside and motioned with their weapons for us to go through. I looked at Spader. Spader shrugged. We had to play along. With our hands up, we both stepped out of the gate and into the dark subway tunnel.

Everything was familiar, so I made a sharp right, knowing it was the way to the abandoned subway station.

But the gangster had other things in mind. “No, you don’t,” he ordered. “Keep walking.”

We had to walk straight ahead, away from the door. Three steps later we stepped over the rail of the subway track. This was beginning to look bad again.

“Stop! Turn around.”

Oh yeah, this was bad. We were both now standing on the train tracks.


“You move, you die,” said the first gangster.

Yeah, right. We move, we die. If a train comes along, we don’t move, we die. Not a lot of wiggle room here.

“Where are we, Pendragon?” whispered Spader.

His answer came in the form of a far off whistle. We both looked to our right and saw the headlight of a subway train rounding the bend, headed our way, on our track.

“What is that thing?” asked Spader nervously. Being from a territory that was covered entirely with water, he had never seen anything like a train before.

“That,” I said, trying not to let my voice show the fear that was tearing at my gut, “is a pretty big tum-tigger.”

“Hobey,” said Spader in awe. “We just got here and we’ve already lost.”

We had been on First Earth for all of two minutes, and we were staring death right in the eye.

Welcome home, Bobby Pendragon.

 

That’s a taste of how our adventure on First Earth began. I don’t want to get too far ahead because there was a whole lot that happened between the time I finished my last journal, and when we landed here. But I wanted to explain to you how I lost my ring. This is serious because as I write this journal to you, Mark and Courtney, I’m not really sure if you’re ever going to read it. If I don’t get that ring back, I’ll never be able to send this to you. The only thing I can do is keep writing, hang on to the journals, and hope that I get the ring back soon.

Now, let me rewind to where I finished my last journal and get you guys back up to speed.

I spent my last few days on the territory of Cloral in a haze. We’d defeated Saint Dane, but I didn’t feel much like celebrating. That’s because Uncle Press was gone, and I kept replaying his last moments over and over in my head. Saint Dane had escaped through a flume and Spader tried to chase him. But a storm of bullets came back at him. Uncle Press realized what was happening, knocked Spader out of the way…and took the bullets himself.

He died in my arms. It was the absolute worst moment of my life. The only thing that kept me from totally losing it was that just before he died, he promised me we’d be together again. I know this sounds pretty loopy, but I believe him. If being a Traveler has taught me anything, it’s that nothing is impossible. My eyes have been opened to so many new worlds and levels of existence that the idea of hooking up with Uncle Press again doesn’t seem all that far-fetched.

Of course, I have no clue how it might happen. That’s because I’ve only scratched the surface of knowing all there is to know about being a Traveler. I wish there were an instruction manual I could buy through Amazon.com that would spell out all the rules and regulations. Unfortunately, it’s not that easy. I’ve got to learn things as I go along. And now I’ve got to do it without Uncle Press.

Welcome to my life as a Traveler, phase two.

In those last days on Cloral, I knew what my next move had to be, but I was putting it off because, well, I was scared. Things were different now. I was alone. It was a whole new ballgame and I wasn’t sure if I was good enough to play in it.

When Saint Dane flumed out of Cloral, he was headed for a territory called Veelox. I knew I had to follow him, but the idea of going after him alone was about as appealing as setting my hair on fire. All things being equal, I think I’d rather have set my hair on fire. So I made a decision that I hope I don’t regret.

I asked Vo Spader to go with me.


Don’t get me wrong, Spader is a great guy. He’s the Traveler from Cloral, after all. He saved my life more than once; he’s an incredible athlete; he’s about as brave as can be; and most importantly, he’s my friend. So why should I be worried about asking him to come with me?

It’s because his total, blind hatred of Saint Dane is dangerous. Saint Dane caused the death of his father and for that, Spader wants revenge. Big time. Hey, I don’t blame him. But there were a few times on Cloral where Spader got so completely wrapped up in Saint Dane–hating that he nearly got us all killed. Truth be told, Spader’s anger toward Saint Dane is one of the reasons Uncle Press is dead.

Since then, Spader promised me he would control himself, and his anger. I can only hope that when we come face-to-face with the demon again, and I guarantee we will, Spader won’t do anything stupid. These were some of the conflicted thoughts that were banging around inside my head as I finished my last journal.

“Hobey-ho, Pendragon,” Spader said as he strode into my apartment the morning of our departure.

Spader had almond-shaped eyes that looked sort of Asian. They turned up slightly and made him look as if he were always smiling. The truth was, most of the time he was smiling…when he wasn’t obsessing over Saint Dane, that is. His long black hair was still wet, which meant he had been in the water. Spader spent a lot of time in the water, playing traffic cop with the boats and barges that came and went from Grallion. He loved his job, and his life there. At least he loved it before he found out he was a Traveler. Things had changed a little since then.

“It’s time,” I said.

“For what?” was his quick response.


“Cloral is safe. Uncle Press is gone. And I’m as ready as I’ll ever be to go after Saint Dane.”

Spader gave me a devilish smile. “Now you’re talking, mate! I’ve been waiting to hear those words for weeks! What if the trail’s gone cold?”

“I don’t think that’s possible,” I answered. “Uncle Press always said that time between territories isn’t relative.”

Spader frowned. “You lost me.”

I had to laugh. This didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me either, but I had to trust Uncle Press.

“Look at it this way,” I explained. “Saint Dane flumed to Veelox a few weeks ago, but since then he may have spent five years there. Or a minute.”

“Now I’m totally lost,” Spader said in frustration.

“Bottom line is, we’re not too late,” I said. “It doesn’t matter when we go after him, because the flume will put us where we need to be, when we need to be there.”

“O-kay,” said Spader tentatively. “I’ll trust you on that.”

I’d already said good-bye to our friends on Grallion, and I’d sent my last journal to you. I had explained the importance of journals to Spader and he had already started his own. The person he chose to send them to on Cloral for safekeeping was Wu Yenza. She was the chief aquaneer and Spader’s boss. He couldn’t have picked a better person.

I took a last look around my apartment. Then we went down to the docks, loaded our air globes and water sleds onto a skimmer boat, and left Grallion for the flume. Spader was the expert, so he drove. As we shot across the water I looked back at the giant, floating farm habitat of Grallion, wondering if I’d ever see it again. I liked Cloral. There were times when I actually had fun on that territory. It gave me hope that being a Traveler didn’t mean I always had to live in a state of fear and confusion.

Now the question was, what lay ahead of us? Pretty much a state of fear and confusion. Great. Here we go again.

The trip to the flume was cake. We anchored the skimmer near the reef, popped on the air globes that allowed us to breathe underwater, triggered the water sleds, and quickly sank below the surface. We didn’t run into any shark quigs either. I think that once Saint Dane is finished with a territory, the quigs no longer patrol the gates. Still, I wasn’t taking any chances. As we sped through the water being pulled by the sleds, I kept glancing back to make sure nothing nasty was sneaking up on us to try and get a nibble.

I didn’t relax until we shot under the shelf of rock that led to the gate. Following the glow from my ring, we quickly found the wide circle of light that led up and into the cavern that held the flume. Moments later we were standing together in the cavern, staring up at the dark flume tunnel that was cut into the rock wall high over our heads.

This was it. The last few seconds of calm.

Spader looked at me and smiled. “My heart’s thumpin’.”

So was mine. We were standing at the starting line and the gun was about to go off. Spader loved adventure. Me? I’d just as soon be home watching toons. Knowing Spader was nervous made me feel like I wasn’t such a weenie after all.

He added, “We’re in for another natty-do, aren’t we, mate?”

“Yeah,” I answered. “Pretty much.”

“No use in wasting time here then,” he said, sounding a lot braver than I felt.

“Yeah,” I said. “We’re on the wrong territory.”


I stood straight, looked up to the dark hole of the flume, and shouted, “Veelox!”

The tunnel sprang to life. Shafts of bright light shot from deep inside. The familiar jumble of musical notes could be heard faintly at first, but quickly grew louder. They were coming to get us.

Spader turned to me and smiled. “Hobey-ho, Pendragon.”

“Hobey-ho, Spader,” I answered. “Let’s go get him.”

A second later we were swept up by the light and sound and pulled into the flume.

Next stop…Veelox.









SECOND EARTH




Mark Dimond and Courtney Chetwynde huddled together in the vault of the National Bank of Stony Brook, reading Bobby’s journal from First Earth. It was a journal unlike any of the others Bobby had sent.

First off, the pages weren’t loose. They were bound nicely into a book with a deep red cover. And the pages weren’t handwritten. They were typed…on an old-fashioned typewriter. They knew it was a typewriter because the letters weren’t all perfectly lined up and there were a ton of mistakes. Besides, they didn’t have computers or printers back in 1937. This new journal was definitely a far cry from the pieces of rolled up parchment paper Bobby had written his first journals on.

The other difference was that Bobby usually sent only one journal at a time. When he finished writing one he’d send it, through his Traveler ring, to Mark’s ring. But this time, sitting in front of Mark and Courtney were four journals. After reading what happened with the gangsters on First Earth, Mark and Courtney knew why.

Bobby’s ring had been stolen.


The mysterious manner in which the journals arrived was further proof of that. Earlier that day, Mark had gotten a strange phone call from a lady at the National Bank of Stony Brook. She asked for Mark and Courtney to meet her at the bank to discuss something about a Mr. Robert Pendragon. That was all Mark needed to hear. He and Courtney were at that bank in half an hour.

When they arrived, they discovered that Bobby had rented a safe-deposit box at the bank in 1937. Bobby had left explicit instructions that the bank should contact Mark Dimond on this very date—August 21, Mark’s fifteenth birthday.

When Mark and Courtney opened up the safe-deposit box, they found the four journals. They had been lying in that box for over sixty years.

This whole episode was another bizarre twist in an already incredible situation. Bobby Pendragon had mysteriously left their hometown of Stony Brook, Connecticut, with his Uncle Press almost nine months before. Since then his family had disappeared, and the journals began showing up. The only people who knew the truth were his best friends, Mark and Courtney. Bobby trusted them to take care of his journals in case he might need them again someday.

But more important, it seemed to both Mark and Courtney that writing these journals helped keep Bobby sane. He was now smack in the middle of an incredible adventure that had nothing less than the future of everything at stake. Writing the journals seemed like a perfect way for Bobby to help keep his head on straight, while everything around him was so twisted. Both knew that one day Bobby’s adventure would take him home. But until then, the only thing they could do to help him on his quest was to read his journals, try to understand what he was going through, and keep them safe.


“We’re closing,” snapped Ms. Jane Jansen, the bank manager, making Mark and Courtney jump.

Ms. Jane Jansen had only just met the two, but she didn’t seem to like them. She didn’t seem to like much of anything. Her face was in a permanent state of pucker, like she had a lemon in her pocket that she was constantly sucking on.

“Oh, sorry,” said Mark, as if he had been caught doing something wrong. “We were reading. Can we come back tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow’s Sunday,” snapped Ms. Jane Jansen. “And this isn’t a library. You children have spent far too much time here already.”

Courtney didn’t like Ms. Jane Jansen’s attitude. And she definitely didn’t like being called a child, especially by such a prune.

“So if we can’t read here, what are we supposed to do?” asked Courtney politely, trying not to let her distaste for the woman show through.

“The content of that box belongs to you,” Ms. Jane Jansen said. “Do whatever you want with it.”

“You mean, we can take it all home?” asked Mark.

“I said, whatever you want,” said Ms. Jane Jansen impatiently.

“Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” asked Courtney. “Or do you always provide such lousy service?”

Mark winced. He hated it when Courtney clicked into wiseass mode.

Ms. Jane Jansen’s eyes popped open wide. “Miss Chetwynde, I have been an employee of the National Bank of Stony Brook for over twenty years and I have always provided thorough and professional service.”

“I’ll be sure to include that in our report to your president,” Courtney said. “That’s what this is all about, you know. To test how bank employees deal with unusual situations. So far, you haven’t exactly rolled with the punches, now have you, Ms. Jane Jansen?”

Ms. Jane Jansen’s eyes grew wide. She suddenly turned all friendly and polite. “Well, uh, if you have any complaints I’d be more than happy to personally ensure your complete satisfaction.”

“There is something,” Courtney said. “If you’d be so kind, would you return the empty drawer to our safe-deposit box? We’ll be taking the contents with us.”

Ms. Jane Jansen clenched her teeth. It wasn’t her job to clean up after people. But she sucked it up.

“Of course,” she said with a big, phony smile. “I’d be happy to.”

Mark quickly scooped up the four journals and stashed them in his backpack. He wanted to get out of there before Courtney got them into trouble.

“Th-Thanks,” he said with sincere courtesy. “We’ll get out of your hair now.” He went for the door, pulling Courtney along with him.

“Thanks for all your help, ma’am,” said Courtney sweetly. “You really put the ass in ass-istance.”

Mark yanked Courtney out of the vault, leaving Ms. Jane Jansen with a twisted smile that actually looked painful. A minute later they rushed out of the gray bank building onto Stony Brook Avenue. Courtney was all smiles. Mark was angry.

“Are you crazy?” he yelled. “What if she threw us out of there? We could have lost the journals!”

“No way,” assured Courtney. “You heard her. They belong to us. Besides, she deserved it. She treated us like a couple of turds.”

“Yeah, well, some things are more important than your bruised ego,” Mark muttered.

“You’re right, Mark,” Courtney said sincerely. “I’m sorry.”

Mark nodded, then looked at Courtney and smiled. “She did deserve it.”


The two burst out laughing. Now that their bank adventure was behind them, their thoughts turned to the important issue. After waiting for months, they had another journal from Bobby! Better, they had four journals. In Mark’s pack was an entire new adventure. They wouldn’t have to wait impatiently for new journals to show up. They had a full story in their hands.

“I don’t know about you,” said Mark, “but once I start reading again, I’m not going to want to stop.”

“Agreed,” said Courtney.

“Here’s what I’m thinking. It’s getting late. How about if we wait till tomorrow?”

“You’re kidding!” protested Courtney.

“I’m serious. Tomorrow’s Sunday. I’ll come over to your house real early, like eight A.M. We’ll go down to your father’s workshop and won’t come out until we’re finished.”

Courtney gave this some thought. “You promise not to read anything tonight?” she asked.

“Promise,” Mark said, crossing his heart.

“Okay, cool,” she said. “I’ll make some sandwiches. You bring chips. We’ll make it a marathon.”

“Excellent. I’ll bring the Dew, too,” Mark said with excitement.

“Whatever.” Courtney didn’t do the Dew.

“This is gonna be great!” Mark shouted.

 

The next day at 8 A.M. sharp, Courtney’s doorbell rang. Courtney’s dad opened the door to see Mark standing there with a loaded grocery bag.

“Morning, Mark,” he said through sleepy eyes. “Going on a picnic?”

“Uh…no,” answered Mark. “Courtney and I are working on a school project in your basement. It’s gonna take all day so we need provisions.”


“Really?” said Mr. Chetwynde. “It’s August.”

“Right,” said Mark, thinking fast. “Summer school.”

“Courtney doesn’t go to summer school.”

“I know,” Mark said, mentally kicking himself for being such a lousy, uncreative liar. “I do.”

Mr. Chetwynde looked at Mark. Mark smiled innocently.

Mr. Chetwynde shrugged and yawned. “Whatever, c’mon in.” He stepped aside and Mark rushed in.

Mark knew exactly where to go. He and Courtney had used Mr. Chetwynde’s basement workshop as a private place to read Bobby’s journals many times before. Mr. Chetwynde had set up an entire workshop down there and never used it. He was a lousy do-it-yourself type guy. Mark and Courtney could be there all day, even on a Sunday, and never worry about anybody coming down.

Mark settled into the big, dusty couch as Courtney ran down the stairs. “Sandwiches are in the fridge,” she announced. “Ready when we need ’em.”

She sat next to Mark on the couch as he pulled the four red-leather journals from his backpack. He put them down reverently on the low table in front of them. The two sat there, staring at the precious stack. Neither made a move to pick one up.

“This is kind of weird,” Mark finally said.

“Really,” agreed Courtney. “I’m excited and afraid at the same time. I’m dying to know what happened to Bobby, but what if it’s bad?”

The two fell silent, staring at the books.

“There’s something else,” added Mark thoughtfully. “This whole First Earth thing makes me nervous.”

“Why?” Courtney asked.

“It’s like Saint Dane is coming closer. To us.”

“You don’t know that,” Courtney said quickly.


“No, but Second Earth is a territory like all the others. One day Saint Dane is going to come here, too. And when he does, we’re going to be doing more than just reading about it.”

“Unless Bobby and the Travelers stop him first, right?” Courtney asked hopefully.

Mark didn’t answer. He looked at the journals thoughtfully, then reached for the top one. “Let’s just read, okay?”

Courtney took a breath to calm down, then said, “Let’s try something different this time. We’ll read out loud to each other.”

Mark was secretly relieved. He was a faster reader than Courtney and always had to wait for her to catch up. This was the perfect solution.

“Yeah, that sounds good,” he said, and handed her the journal. “You first.”

Courtney took the journal and cracked open the cover. “We left off where Bobby and Spader flumed to Veelox, right?” she asked.

“Right,” answered Mark. He sank back into the couch, put a hand behind his head, got comfortable and said, “Go for it.”

Courtney turned to the page where they had left off the day before, and began to read out loud.

“A second later we were swept up by the light and sound and pulled into the flume. Next stop…Veelox.”









JOURNAL #9

FIRST EARTH




Flying through an interstellar tunnel across time and space was never a normal experience, but making the trip with somebody along for the ride kicked it a couple of notches higher on the strange meter.

“I could get used to this!” declared Spader as he did somersaults and flips, looking like an astronaut pulling zero g’s.

I had to hand it to the guy—he knew how to have fun. Me? I was more interested in kicking back and looking out at the stars beyond the crystal walls. Whatever. To each his own.

We had only been sailing for a few minutes when the flume dumped us off again. Spader had been flying headfirst and barely had time to spin around and land on his feet. Once the light from the flume was sucked back into the tunnel and the musical notes left us, we found ourselves standing in…

Nothing. Seriously. It was pitch-black. I couldn’t see an inch in front of my face.

“Whoa, Veelox is dark,” Spader declared.

“Yeah, no kidding. Let’s wait a second for our eyes to adjust.”

They didn’t. We stood there for two minutes, but the place stayed just as inky black as when we landed.

“Get behind me,” Spader ordered protectively. “I’ll walk with my hand out until I hit—”

“Stop right there!” a voice boomed at us.

Uh-oh. We weren’t alone. This had never happened before. Was it Saint Dane? Could the quigs on Veelox talk? Was unseen danger hurtling toward us at this very second?

“Back up,” I said softly to Spader.

I took hold of his arm and was about to pull him back into the flume and get the hell out of there, when a light suddenly appeared, hovering in the air over our heads.

“You seeing this, mate?” Spader asked, his voice sounding shaky.

“Yeah,” I answered, just as shaky.

The light grew larger. It was all soft and watery at first, but then suddenly snapped into sharp focus to reveal…

A girl. Actually, not a full girl. A girl’s head. No kidding. Just a head. It was big, too. It floated over us like a huge Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade balloon.

“Who are you?” the head demanded.

Her voice was loud, as though amplified. The girl-head looked normal enough. She had long blond hair tied back in a ponytail. Her eyes were blue, and she wore small, wire-rimmed glasses with yellow-tinted lenses. I’d even say she was cute, for a monster head, that is. She didn’t look dangerous, but then again, a giant floating head didn’t exactly look normal, either.

“I’m Bobby Pendragon,” I said to the head, trying to sound head-friendly.

“And my name’s Vo Spader,” Spader added. “Who are you?”

“I’ll ask the questions!” boomed the head.

I felt like I was standing before the great and powerful Wizard of Oz. With any luck, there’d be some befuddled old man hiding behind a curtain pulling on levers to control the big thing.

“Where do you come from?” demanded the head.

“I’m from Cloral,” answered Spader. “My mate here is from Second Earth. Do you have a body to go with that head?”

The head suddenly dipped down toward us. We both hit the floor. For a second I thought she was going to take a bite.

“I said I’ll ask the questions!” she roared.

“Sorry, mate,” yelled Spader. “No worries. I’m with you now.”

The head floated back higher without taking a chomp. Spader and I exchanged worried looks.

“Why did you come here?” asked the giant blonde girl-head thing.

“Spader and I are Travelers,” I said. “We followed someone here. His name is—”

“Saint Dane isn’t here now,” the head announced.

Whoa. The head was a couple of steps ahead of us…no pun intended.

“Uhh, sorry to disagree,” Spader said. “But he definitely came here from Cloral.”

The big head rolled her eyes like we were annoying her, and said, “I didn’t say he was never here. I said he’s not here now. Weren’t you listening?”

Spader and I shot each other looks. This was getting even stranger. We were talking to a big, floating, obnoxious head.

“Watch,” the head said impatiently, as if she were talking to a couple of naughty children. “This happened a few minutes ago.”

The head then disappeared. Just like that. It faded out like a movie. I began to wonder if it had really been there or if it were some kind of projection. We were in the dark again, in more ways than one. But not for long.

Another light began to grow. At first I thought the head was coming back, but what appeared right in front of us was another image entirely. It looked like the mouth of the flume! It was like a 3-D movie projected in space. Very cool. That started to explain the giant head. My guess was these guys on Veelox had some hot technology going on.

Spader backed off. “What is this, Pendragon?” he asked nervously.

“It’s okay,” I assured him. “I think it’s like a movie.”

“Oh,” Spader said. “What’s a movie?”

The image of the flume then came to life. Bright light shone from the mouth and the musical notes told us that somebody was about to arrive. And then this strange movie took an interesting turn.

Saint Dane stepped out of the flume.

“Hobey!” shouted Spader in surprise.

“It’s okay,” I assured him. “It’s just pictures.”

Saint Dane stood in the mouth of the projected flume. This may have been a hologram movie, but it sure looked real. His long gray hair cascaded over the shoulders of his dark suit, and his piercing blue eyes cut through me as if he were actually standing there. Saint Dane even gave us a wave, as if he knew we were watching him.

Even though I’m still trying to understand where we fit into this whole Traveler picture, there are a few things I know all too well. Mostly they have to do with our mission and with the guy who was standing before us in a hologram—Saint Dane.

Halla is in danger because of him. Halla is everything—every territory, every person, every thing, and every time that ever existed. I know, it doesn’t make total sense to me, either, but that’s what I’ve been told. Saint Dane is a Traveler who wants to control Halla. In a word, he is evil. But simply calling him evil is like saying Tiger Woods is a good golfer. Saint Dane is the Tiger Woods of bad. He enjoys causing pain and suffering. I’ve seen what he’s capable of. It isn’t pretty. If he gets his way and somehow takes control of Halla, well, I don’t even want to think about that.

The only thing standing between Saint Dane and his wicked plans are the other Travelers. That’s us. Every territory is reaching a critical turning point. Saint Dane is doing his worst to influence these important events so that each territory will fall into chaos. If he succeeds, then all of Halla will fall to him.

We’ve got to make sure he doesn’t succeed.

So far we are 2 and 0. Denduron and Cloral were wins. But it’s going to be a long war.

As we stood staring at the hologram of Saint Dane, every fear I had about the guy came screaming back. He was one bad dude. I watched as his recorded image turned back toward the flume.

“First Earth,” he commanded.

An instant later the light and music swept him up and carried him into the tunnel. The image then faded out and the flume projection was gone. We were back in the dark.

“Now do you understand?” the girl-head’s voice boomed out of the darkness. “He was here. He left. End of story. Now go away.”

“Who are you?” I called out to the girl-head. “Why should we believe that?”

Another hologram appeared before us. It was the same view of the flume as before. Again, the tunnel activated with light and music. Who was going to arrive this time? A second later Spader and I watched as…

Spader and I stepped out of the flume in the hologram!

“I’ve gone totally off my nut,” Spader said in awe.

“Whoa, Veelox is dark,” the projection of Spader declared.

“Yeah, no kidding,” the projection of me said. “Let’s wait a second for our eyes to adjust.”

It was exactly what had happened a minute before.

“My name is Aja Killian,” boomed the head voice as our holograms disappeared.

Spader and I spun around to see the big head had returned. It hovered over us like a blond cloud.

“I’m the Traveler from Veelox,” she said. “I’ve got the flume monitored and I record everything that happens. That’s why I know Saint Dane isn’t here anymore. Any more questions?”

“Yes,” I said. “Would you please stop with this giant-head thing and show yourself? If you’re a Traveler, then we’re all friends here.”

I was feeling a little more bold now, and getting tired of staring up at this girl.

“I would,” Aja answered. “But I’m nowhere near you.”

Spader said, “So you’re telling us that Saint Dane flumed in here for a second, then flumed right back out again?”

“I’m not telling you,” she said curtly. “I just showed you. Don’t you believe what you see?”

Spader looked at me and asked softly, “Why did he leave so fast?”

“Because he’s wasting his time here,” Aja answered quickly. “Veelox is totally under control.”

I laughed and said, “Yeah, that’s what I thought about Cloral, until people started turning up dead.”


“Look,” the Aja-head scolded. “Nobody comes or goes through the flume without my knowing. He’s not here. So go chase him to First Earth where you can be more useful.”

Spader and I shared looks. “I guess she told you!” he said with a raised eyebrow.

I looked back up at the Aja-head and said, “If you think he’s dumb enough to be controlled by your little home movies, then you’re not as smart as you think you are.”

That seemed to strike a chord. The big head floated down closer to us and stared me right in the eye. It took all I could do not to back off.

“And what makes you the expert on all things Saint Dane?” she asked with disdain.

“I’m not,” I answered. “But I’ve battled him twice and both times been lucky enough to win. How about you?”

Aja-head blinked. I don’t think she liked being challenged. She floated back up higher.

“If you take him on alone, you’ll lose,” added Spader. “He won’t get spooked by a big floating head…like us.”

“I’ll try to remember that,” she said sarcastically.

Aja Killian was the Traveler from Veelox, and she thought she was smarter than Saint Dane. That was dangerous. I knew we’d be back on Veelox sooner or later. I just hoped that when that time came, we wouldn’t have to fight both Saint Dane and Aja Killian.

“Go to First Earth,” Aja-head scolded. “Have fun, play your little games. Don’t worry about Veelox.”

With that, the giant head disappeared. Spader and I were once again alone.

“Fun?” Spader said. “I can think of a lot of things to call the tum-tigger we’re headed into. Fun isn’t one of them.”

“Should we believe her?” I asked.


“I’m not sure we have a whole lot of choice,” Spader answered. “Looks like Saint Dane came here to throw us off, and the big-head girl caught him.”

“Then we’re on the wrong territory, again.” I said.

“He went to First Earth,” Spader said. “That anything like Second Earth?”

“I think we’re about to find out.”

The two of us then stepped into the mouth of the flume.

First Earth.

Being from Second Earth I couldn’t help but think I would be going home. At least that was what I hoped. I didn’t know that we were about to flume into the laps of two murderous gangsters who were waiting for us with machine guns.

Yes, the real fun was about to begin.
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“You’re lucky,” Mr. Nasty Gangster chuckled. “It’ll be quick. You won’t feel a thing.”

“How would you know?” asked Spader nervously.

The two gangsters held their machine guns on us, keeping us from moving off the subway track. To our right, a subway train was barreling along, headed our way.

This was not a happy homecoming.

“Trust me,” the gangster answered. “There won’t be enough of you left to feel nothin’.”

How’s that for a grim thought?

“We were just supposed to scare ’em,” the nervous gangster said. “Not splatter ’em.” The guy looked like he was having second thoughts. I liked this guy. At least I liked him better than the guy who wanted us dead.

“They’ll be scared all right,” the nasty gangster chuckled. “Just before they catch the train.”

Or the train catches us.

“But—” the nervous guy protested.

“Hey, we’re on our own now,” Nasty shot back. “I’m calling the plays.”


The track beneath our feet was now shaking from the imminent arrival of the death train. The headlight was shining on us. The horn shrieked. The trainman must have seen us, but it was too late to stop. The express was coming through whether we were on the track or not.

Believe it or not, in spite of what Mr. Nasty thought, I wasn’t scared. That’s because I knew how we were going to escape. It was going to be pretty simple. The tricky part would be timing.

“I think we should move, mate,” Spader whispered to me. “This could be a messy-do.”

“Wait,” I said.

“Bye-bye, boys!” shouted the gangster over the screaming horn.

The train was nearly on us.

“Uh, Pendragon?” Spader whined.

“Now!” I shouted.

I grabbed Spader’s arm and we both jumped back, off the track. Instantly the train flashed by in front of us. What did those two idiot gangsters think? We were going to stand there and get slammed?

“Run!” I yelled.

The speeding train was now between us and the gangsters. We had a short window of protection. Using the train as a shield, Spader followed me toward the abandoned subway station. With any luck, the train would have enough cars to give us time to get there. It was about forty yards from the gate to the old platform. Not a long run, but it was tricky because we had to do it on another track that ran parallel to the one the train was on. One misstep and we’d go down with twisted ankles.

I shot a quick glance back over my shoulder to see how long the train was. Luckily there was still a bunch of cars to come. Our luck was holding. I figured we’d hit the station right about the time the train passed us. Then we could jump up on the platform and book out of there. I took another glance back and saw that the last car was almost on us.

“Stay with me!” I shouted back to Spader.

A second later the train whipped by us. I put on the brakes, ready to leap across the track and climb up onto the platform of the abandoned station. But what I saw in the next instant jolted me to a standstill. The two of us stood across from the abandoned station platform to see…

It wasn’t abandoned anymore!

I couldn’t believe it. Everything up until now was exactly as I remembered it: the flume, the gate, the tracks, even the location of the platform. Everything was the same, except for the station. The place was lit up and busy with people. The token booth was open and selling fares to passengers flooding down the stairs; the grimy, broken tiles on the walls looked new and clean; and there was a busy newsstand selling papers to eager customers. How could this be?

“Now’s not the time to stop, mate,” warned Spader.

He was right. We leaped over the track and hoisted ourselves up onto the platform. People stared at us in shock. I guess they weren’t used to seeing people scramble across active tracks, especially not when a train had just blasted through. Spader stood up, winked at an older woman who was watching us, and said with a charming smile, “No worries, mum. Routine inspection. Everything checks out spiff.” The woman stared back in total confusion.

An idea hit me and I pushed my way through the passengers toward the newsstand. There was a stack of newspapers right in front. If I was right, the paper would tell me everything I needed to know. I picked it up, stared at the front page, and my whole body went numb.

“What’s the trouble?” Spader asked as he came up behind me.

“It’s 1937,” I said, barely believing my own words. “First Earth is in 1937.”

“Right,” he said, trying to understand. “What does that mean?”

“It means this is my home territory, but in a time more than half a century before I was born.”

The date on the newspaper was March 10, 1937. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing, but there it was in good old black and white.

“You gonna buy that paper, mac?” growled the news vendor. “This ain’t a lendin’ library.”

The guy was a pudgy, gruff-looking munchkin who hadn’t shaved in a few days. He wore a wool cap with a visor and chewed on a stubby cigar that looked like a rotten stick. It didn’t smell much better than it looked. I slowly put the paper down and took a look around the station. Now it made sense. The station was open because it wasn’t abandoned yet.

I now registered what the people were wearing. It looked like an old-time movie with men wearing suits and hats and women all wearing dresses. I didn’t see a pair of jeans or sneakers in the place.

We really were in the past.

“Howdy, Buck Rogers!” came a voice from behind us. “Bring any spare change from outer space?”

We both turned to see a tall, gray-haired African American man in a long, woolen coat walking toward us. Buck Rogers? Oh, right. Spader and I were still wearing the swim clothes from Cloral. We must have stuck out like orange on black.


“Sorry,” I answered the man. “I’ll catch you next time.”

“That’s all right,” he said with a chuckle. “Give my regards to Ming the Merciless.”

Suddenly the sound of machine-gun fire shattered the station.

There were screams of panic as everybody ducked down. I couldn’t believe it. Were the gangsters shooting up the place? Spader and I ducked down and looked to the far side of the platform where the shooting came from. Standing there were the two gunmen, still wearing white handkerchiefs over their faces. The nasty guy in charge had fired his machine gun into the ceiling. The weapon was still smoking.

“Everybody freeze!” he shouted. “We’re lookin’ for a couple of wise guys dressed like spacemen.”

That was us. There was no way we could blend into this crowd. I looked around, hoping a cop was on duty. If there was, he was just as scared of these nimrods as everybody else, because he wasn’t stepping forward. We were on our own.

The gangsters started walking slowly through the station, scanning the crowd. People were crouched down all around us, afraid to move. I caught the eye of a woman who looked at us with fear. She knew we were the guys they were looking for. But she didn’t say anything. Maybe she was afraid of getting caught in the crossfire. Spader and I glanced around, desperate to find an escape route.

“Here! Over here!” somebody yelled. It was the news vendor guy. I looked up and was shocked to see he was leaning out of his newsstand, pointing us out to the gangsters. Nice guy.

Spader and I had no choice but to stand up. Everybody else stayed on the ground. If the gangsters wanted to open fire, they’d have a clear shot at us. I think the term was “sitting ducks.” Or maybe it was more like “standing ducks.”

The gangsters turned to us and raised their machine guns.

“What is all the ruckus here?”

It was the African American guy who had called me Buck Rogers. He stepped between Spader and me and put his arms around our shoulders. “You think shootin’ up these spacemen will get rid of ’em?” he declared. “No sir-ee! I seen this in the movin’ pictures! You shoot ’em up and they’ll just start duplicatin’! That what you want? Bunch of little blue spacemen running around?”

“Get outta the way, old man,” snarled the nasty gangster. “Unless you want to blast off with ’em.”

“Now there’s an idea!” said the man.

Just then, another subway train entered the station. But rather than speed through, this one slowed down to a stop.

“I always wanted to see what was goin’ on up there in outer space!” the old guy cackled. “Maybe now’s my big chance!”

The head gangster smiled and brought his machine gun up higher, ready to fire. The second gangster kept glancing nervously between us and his partner. “Suit yourself, old man,” said the nasty gangster.

“Oh, I don’t think you want to go doin’ that,” said the old man with such certainty that it actually made the nasty gangster hesitate.

“Look around,” he continued. “All these fine people are watching.”

The nervous gangster was already looking at all the people whose eyes were fixed on them. Now the nasty gangster took a quick look too. He was having second thoughts.

The subway train came to a stop, the doors opened, and people flooded out onto the platform. A few saw what was going on and quickly jumped out of the way. Others ducked back inside the subway car. The old guy kept his hands on our shoulders and led us over toward the train. As we walked, he kept talking.

“Every one of these good people are witnesses. This isn’t some lonely back alley. You can’t hide in the shadows. Your dirty work is on display for everybody to see, and remember.”

The old guy definitely had the gangsters thinking. Now even the nasty guy looked unsteady. In the meantime, we were moving closer to the open subway door. All I could do was hope it wouldn’t close before we got there.

“I believe you two are smart gentlemen,” our friend continued. “You understand what I’m telling you.”

I didn’t think the gangsters understood anything. I thought the old gent was confusing them. But that was okay. If it gave us time to escape, I didn’t care what was going through the minds of these bad guys. The old man turned us around so we were still facing the gangsters. Our backs were now to the open subway door. He kept us moving though. He gently pulled us backward and onto the subway train. A few seconds later the three of us stood inside the car. Now I prayed for the doors to shut.

“I am so proud of you gentlemen,” said the old man to the gangsters with a smile. “You are two upstanding individuals.”

Everyone waited for something to happen. The gangsters stood with their mouths open. Every single person in the station was afraid to move. Spader, the old guy, and I stood just inside the open subway door.

Time stood still.

Then a bell rang on the subway train and the doors started to close. That woke the gangsters up. They both jumped for the train. They were a ways behind us, so they leaped onto the train through the set of doors farther back on our car. At that instant, the old man shoved Spader and me forward. We all jumped off the train and back onto the platform at the exact moment the doors closed behind us…with the gangsters trapped on board!

A second later the train began to pull out of the station. The three of us watched as the subway car slid past, along with the two gangsters. The nasty gangster grabbed at the door, angrily trying to pull it open. But it was too late. Next stop for them…someplace else. The old guy smiled and gave him a wave as they disappeared into the tunnel ahead. All around us, people started to move again. They all seemed a little shocked, but none more than Spader and I.

“That was incredible!” Spader shouted. “You had them stupefied.”

“You saved our lives,” I said. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

The friendly smile dropped off the old man’s face. In an instant he went from a warm, charming grandpa to a serious man on a mission.

“Follow me,” he said sternly, and walked off.

Spader and I didn’t move. “Should we?” Spader asked me.

A second later people started to gather around us. They were moving in like we were two escaped animals from the zoo. We had caused a pretty big disturbance, and they wanted to know why. This was not a good place to be.

“Absolutely,” I answered, and ran to follow the old man.

The guy may have been old, but he was quick. He was already halfway up the stairs to the street. Spader and I barreled through the turnstile and ran after him. I was in such a hurry to catch up that I didn’t stop to think about what we would see outside. But when we got to the top of the stairs, reality hit me square in the face.


We had arrived in a different time.

This was the same section of the Bronx where Uncle Press first brought me to begin this adventure…over sixty years from now. But as much as it was sort of familiar, it was also way different. I recognized many of the buildings. Even in my time there were no modern steel-and-glass structures in this neighborhood, so a lot of these same buildings would be around sixty years from now. The only real difference was that in 1937, they looked clean and new.

The big, obvious difference that jumped out at me was the cars. They were all so old. But they weren’t old. Here in 1937 they were the latest models. Very strange. Traffic was just as hectic here as in my time, and the street was jammed with ancient vehicles. There was an odd smell, too. It was kind of like chemicals. It took me a while to realize that this was long before people worried about clean air and car emissions and unleaded gasoline and all those things that are supposed to keep pollution down. These cars were all spewing old-fashioned, full-leaded, full-stink emissions. It reeked.

Another thing that caught my eye was the billboards. They were everywhere, advertising things I never heard of. There was one showing a lady with a big smile who brightened her teeth not with toothpaste, but with tooth powder. Another had a guy looking all sorts of happy because he gassed up his car with “Esso” gasoline. Still another showed a group of quintuplets, all girls, who were advertising a soap made with olive oil. Gross. Wasn’t that like washing with spaghetti sauce? I knew this was Earth, but it sure felt like a different planet.

Spader stood right by my side, looking dazed. This all must have been strange to him, too. But in a very different way.

“You two going to stand there all day?”


We looked to see the old African American guy standing by a yellow cab, holding the back door open for us.

“Look,” I said. “Thanks for bailing us out and all, but we’re not gonna get in that cab with—”

“Vincent Van Dyke is my name,” he said with a smile. “My friends call me Gunny.”

“O-kay, Gunny. Like I was saying, we got things to do so—”

“I know you do,” Gunny said. “I know all about it.”

“Oh, yeah?” Spader asked. “What do you know?”

Gunny chuckled and said, “I know that if you want to start looking for Saint Dane, you might need my help.”

It was like the whole world had stopped again. Did he really say what I thought he said? I turned to Spader. He looked as shocked as I felt.

“Yeah,” Spader said. “I heard it too.”

The old guy didn’t move. He stood with his hand on the open cab door and a smile on his face.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Like I said, my friends call me Gunny. And I’m pretty sure we’re all gonna be good friends, seeing as I’m the Traveler from First Earth.”

He held up his hand to show us that he was wearing the familiar silver ring with the dark gray stone in the middle.

Our visit to First Earth was getting more interesting by the second.
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