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For my brother, TG



PREFACE


Hello everyone.

It’s that time again. Time to find a gate, leap into the flume, and travel through the next chapter in the saga of Bobby Pendragon. For those of you who have been following the adventure, you know that Saint Dane’s plan for the ultimate conquest of Halla is beginning to take shape. For those of you who are new, well, umm, Saint Dane’s plan for the ultimate conquest of Halla is beginning to take shape. Duh. Of course since you’re new, you have no idea what that means so I’d strongly recommend that you get with the program and start reading from the beginning! C’mon! I’ll wait. (Taps toes, whistles, plays solitaire)

Sorry, can’t wait. Gotta go.

As always, before we jump into the flume I want to take a little time to thank some of the many people who help me bring Bobby’s story to you. For many years now, the great folks at Simon & Schuster have been incredible supporters of the Pendragon books. Julia Richardson’s guidance has once again proved invaluable. Rick Richter, Rubin Pfeffer, Ellen Krieger, Elizabeth Law, Paul Crichton, the folks in design and promotion and marketing and sales and and and . . . the list would add another chapter to this book. I’d like them all to know how grateful I am for their support, talent, and wisdom.

I’d also like to thank the many editors and publishers of all the foreign language editions who have helped turn Pendragon into an international presence. The number of non-English publishers is ever growing. I’m thrilled and grateful for that.

Heidi Hellmich has once again done a masterful job of copyediting. I’m beginning to think she knows more about Bobby than I do. Strange. Thanks, Heidi.

My personal team of acolytes always has my undying gratitude. Without Richard Curtis, Danny Baror and Peter Nelson I might still be writing these words, but I’m not sure how many people would be reading them. Thanks guys.

Though there are many Pendragon readers around the world, I sometimes feel as if I’m writing for an audience of one. My wife, Evangeline. She is always the first to learn of each new danger and dilemma facing the Travelers. Her opinion means the world to me. As long as she’s happy, I’m happy. And I’m thinking you will be too. It’s worked so far!

I look forward to the day when my daughter, Keaton, will be able to read my stories. I think. I often wonder how she’ll react when she figures out that the guy who gives her a bath, gets her dressed, plays hide and seek and reads books to her is actually some nutjob who is able to concoct stories about the potential destruction of all that exists. Until that day, I’ll just have to thank her for not running into my office too often to disturb my plotting of inter-dimensional strife.

While traveling (the nonflume kind) to talk about the books, I’ve had the good fortune to meet many terrific booksellers, teachers and librarians from all over who have played a huge role in bringing Bobby’s story to you. Parents fall into that category, too. I owe them all a great debt of gratitude.

Finally, without readers like you, there would be no Pendragon. As many of you know, I love getting letters and e-mails hearing of your experiences and thoughts while reading my books. It’s a wonderful feeling to know that my words can mean so much to you. I’m honored. Thank you.

I think that covers most everybody. Now let’s get to the good stuff. The last time we were all together, Bobby returned home to discover that Second Earth had changed. New and impossible technology had suddenly appeared, not the least of which was a talking, mechanical cat that was manufactured by the Dimond Alpha Digital Corporation. Yeah, Dimond. That Dimond. Mark was gone. He no longer wanted to be an acolyte and jumped into the flume. But to go where? He left Courtney with the responsibility of the ring and the mystery of what he was planning to do. Bobby’s task was clear. He had to find Mark and figure out what he might do that would put Halla square into the sights of Saint Dane.

If you haven’t been reading these books, aren’t you a little bit interested in what the heck I’m talking about? C’mon, admit it. Go on back. Pick up The Merchant of Death. Get up to speed and then come here to find out how Bobby and the Travelers are about to go to the wall in a desperate attempt to stop the destruction of all that ever was, or will be.

For everybody else . . . hobey ho, let’s go.

D. J. MacHale



JOURNAL #28


FIRST EARTH

The future isn’t what it used to be.

I know that makes no sense. What else is new? There isn’t a whole lot that has made sense since I left home three years ago to try and stop a shape-shifting demon who is bent on destroying all humanity. At least I think it was three years ago. It’s hard to tell when you’re out of your mind. And space. And time. My name is Bobby Pendragon. I’m a Traveler. The lead Traveler, in fact. The Travelers’ job is to stop this guy named Saint Dane from changing the natural destiny of the ten territories of Halla and plunging them into chaos.

Do I have your attention yet? Stick around. It gets worse.

The Travelers’ mission is to protect Halla. Halla is everything. The normal and the exceptional, the common and the impossible. Halla is all that ever was and all that will be. I know, sounds like a bad sci-fi movie. I’d think so too if I weren’t living it. Every day. When I left home I was an ordinary fourteen-year-old guy whose biggest worry was whether or not Courtney Chetwynde liked me . . . and if she’d notice the zit that erupted in the middle of my forehead like some third freakin’ eye. Now I’m seventeen and the leader of a group that must protect the well-being of eternity. The future is in my hands. The past is in my hands. There’s nobody else who can stop Saint Dane.

Kind of makes the whole zit-on-the-forehead thing seem kind of lame, doesn’t it?

Why Saint Dane calls himself “Saint” is a mystery to me. He is anything but. He isn’t even human. At first I thought he was pure evil, just for evil’s sake. But the more I learn about him, the more I realize there’s something else that drives him. It’s hard to explain because I don’t understand it myself, but I’ve come to think that for some twisted reason, Saint Dane believes what he’s doing is right. I know, how can a guy who is pushing societies toward cataclysmic disaster possibly believe what he’s doing could be justified? When I find that answer, I’ll unravel the entire mystery of what has happened to me. Why was I chosen to be a Traveler? What happened to my family? Where did Saint Dane come from? Why does he have these incredible shape-shifting powers? What did he mean when he said all the Travelers were illusions? (I’ve lost sleep over that one.) What is this all leading to?

Saint Dane talks about something called the “Convergence.” I have no idea what it is, and I’m not entirely sure I want to. But I have to. Is it something Saint Dane is creating or was it destined to happen anyway? No clue. The only thing I know is that it’s up to the Travelers to make sure whatever the Convergence is, it won’t come out the way Saint Dane wants it to. It’s the only way to be sure that Halla will continue to exist the way we know it. The way it was supposed to be.

I write these journals for two reasons. One is to document what has happened to me for the ages. You know, history and all that. A thousand—no, a million years from now I believe it will be important for people to know what happened. The other reason is to let my best friends from back home know what’s going on with me. Mark Dimond and Courtney Chetwynde are the only people from Second Earth who know the truth.

But things have changed. Mark is missing. Worse, I’m afraid he started a chain reaction that caused serious damage throughout Halla. The cultures of the territories are not supposed to be mixed. I’ve learned that the hard way more than once. Okay, a lot more than once. Territories have their own distinct destinies that must be played out. Mixing the territories creates havoc. Saint Dane likes havoc. He’s mixed the territories at every opportunity, and I believe he has gotten Mark to unwittingly help him do it again. At least I hope it’s been unwitting. The alternative is unthinkable. I wish I had never gotten my friend involved in all this by sending him my journals.

As for Courtney Chetwynde, she’s with me now. Together we’ve got to find Mark and try to undo the damage. Courtney and I have come a long way since we were childhood rivals. She is my acolyte and she is one of my best friends. Same as with Mark, I wish she weren’t involved in any of this. She’s been through hell. But we can’t look back. We’ve got to keep moving ahead, which in some ways means looking back. Don’t worry, that will make sense as you keep reading. I think.

With Mark missing and Courtney with me, I have no one to send these journals to. But I have to keep writing. For history’s sake, as well as my own. Yes, there’s a third reason why I write them. They help keep me sane. They allow me to look back and try to make sense of it all. The whole “making sense” part hasn’t worked so well, but the keeping me sane part is a good thing.

I don’t know who you are, reader, or how my journal ended up in your hands. I hope that you’ve already seen my earlier journals, because I’m not going to repeat everything that has happened. Those early journals, starting with #1 (duh), contain the whole story. If you haven’t seen them, go to the National Bank of Stony Brook in Stony Brook, Connecticut. Second Earth. My hometown. There’s a safe-deposit box there registered to Bobby Pendragon. That’s where my journals are kept. Find a way to get them and guard them with your life. They contain a story that, when complete, will tell of the events leading up to the destruction or the salvation of all that exists. Of Halla. It’s a real page-turner, if I do say so myself.

As I write this, Courtney and I have traveled to Third Earth. Our home world in the year 5010. That’s three thousand years in the future from the time when we were born. This is where we hope to find answers. This is where we hope to find Mark. After being here for only a short time, we’ve quickly discovered a scary fact.

The future isn’t what it used to be.

This is where the next chapter in my adventure begins.

And so we go.


JOURNAL #28

(CONTINUED)

FIRST EARTH

I hope I haven’t made a huge mistake by leaving Second Earth with Courtney Chetwynde.

She isn’t a Traveler. Only Travelers are supposed to use the flumes—the highways between territories. I learned that lesson when Mark and Courtney traveled to Eelong on their own. The flume there collapsed, trapping the Travelers Spader and Gunny and killing the Traveler Kasha. Since then I learned that as long as someone uses the flume with a Traveler, nothing bad will happen. At least, nothing bad to the flume. What happens to the future of a territory once a non-Traveler gets there is a whole nother issue. Like I wrote, territories are not supposed to be mixed.

Which is exactly why Saint Dane has been doing it.

He’s deliberately brought people and technology and even animals from one territory to another. I don’t know if that has been his plan all along, but he’s definitely going for it now, and things are getting whacked. When he won Quillan, I’m afraid he tipped the balance of the war for Halla. He’s winning. I feel it. It’s not that I’m getting desperate, but it’s time to level the playing field. Maybe I’ve waited too long already. Why do the good guys always have to play by the rules while the bad guy does whatever he wants? Where is that written? It’s not like I want to start messing with the territories randomly. No way. But if I can gain an advantage over Saint Dane by bringing an element from one territory to another, I’m going to do it.

Right now, that element is Courtney Chetwynde.

Things have gone strange on Second Earth. History has changed. Technology has changed. Whatever caused it has something to do with Saint Dane’s plan for our home territory. Courtney is the one person who can help unravel the mystery of what happened. Together we’re going to learn the truth and try to make things right. The future of Halla is at stake. The future of Second Earth is at stake.

The future of Mark Dimond is at stake.

Am I making a mistake by bringing her? I don’t know. Uncle Press always warned me about mixing the territories, but he isn’t here anymore. Is it the right choice? I won’t know until the ultimate battle is over and the Travelers have won.

Or lost.

During the journey, Courtney and I floated next to each other on the magical cushion of air that sped us through the flume. We both wore jeans, low hikers, and T-shirts. You know, your basic Second Earth uniform. I had to admit, Courtney never looked better. She’d grown up since I saw her last. I guess we all have. Her incredibly long brown hair was tied back in a practical braid. Her big gray eyes sparkled, reflecting the light from the stars beyond the crystal walls of the flume. I remembered the very first time I saw her. It was at recess the first day of kindergarten. I decided to pick up the dodgeball she had been playing with. She decided to punch me in the head.

“Don’t touch my stuff,” she scolded, and grabbed the ball back.

I should have been ticked, but something about her playful smile told me she wasn’t your typical playground bully. I held back my tears, smiled, and said, “Don’t start a fight you can’t win.” I grabbed the ball and ran away. She took off after me and chased me through the busy playground for the next ten minutes. By the time we stopped, exhausted, we were laughing. That began a love-hate relationship that has lasted to this day. We were always friendly rivals, trying to outdo each other in sports. Sometimes she’d win, other times it would be me. Neither of us really felt superior, but that didn’t stop us from trying. The strange thing was that over those years our rivalry turned into serious affection. The night I left home with Uncle Press to become a Traveler, Courtney and I kissed for the first time.

So much had happened since that night. We were different people. As we floated through the flume, I saw it in her eyes—she was older. But “older” didn’t really cover it. We’d both seen things that no kid should have to. No adult, either. The fourteen-year-old kids who kissed that night were long gone. We were the keepers of Halla now.

Courtney explained to me what happened when she followed Mark’s instructions and went to the flume in the basement of the Sherwood house. Mark had left his Traveler ring for her. When she saw it, she realized the frightening truth. Mark had jumped into the flume. But where had he gone? And why? Mark no longer wanted to be an acolyte, that much was clear, because he left his ring. The flume wasn’t damaged, which meant he’d left with a Traveler. But who? Could it have been Saint Dane? Not knowing what else to do, Courtney put on the ring. The flume sprang to life. Seconds later Saint Dane himself blasted out of the tunnel between territories and added yet another twist to the mystery by revealing a disturbing truth.

He had been with us on Second Earth our entire lives.

“It’s so strange,” Courtney said as we flew along. “Can you believe Saint Dane was Andy Mitchell from the beginning?”

“Yes,” I replied flatly.

“Well, it surprised the hell out of me. He’s been watching us our whole lives, Bobby. How creepy is that? He’s been setting us up.”

“No,” I corrected. “He’s been setting Mark up.”

The cruel truth of what Saint Dane had been doing on Second Earth was finally revealed. Sort of. He became a person named Andy Mitchell, a low-life bully who harassed Mark for years. After I left home to become a Traveler, Andy Mitchell showed Mark another side of his personality. He turned out to be smart. Incredibly smart. He joined Mark’s science club, which at first freaked Mark out. Courtney told me how it seemed impossible that a nimrod like Andy could suddenly become brilliant. But Mark believed. Soon the victim was drawn to the tormentor.

“That’s how he works,” I reminded Courtney. “He pretends to be a friend and lures you into doing things you think are right, but lead to disaster. He takes pride in that. He says that whatever happens isn’t his doing. He believes the people of the territories make their own decisions.”

“That’s so bogus,” Courtney snapped. “How can people make their own decisions when he’s pushing them the wrong way?”

“Exactly. On Second Earth, he pushed Mark.”

Andy Mitchell and Mark worked on a science project they named “Forge.” It was a small, plastic ball with a computer-driven skeleton that would change shapes when given verbal commands. They were about to fly to Florida to enter a national science contest when Andy asked Mark to stay behind to help him clean out his uncle’s florist shop that had been wrecked in a flood. Mark’s parents flew to Florida without them.

Mr. and Mrs. Dimond never made it. Their plane disappeared over the Atlantic. Everyone on board was lost. Saint Dane had a hand in that tragedy. No doubt. He killed Mark’s parents.

Courtney continued, “Saving First Earth didn’t change things, Bobby. Saint Dane is coming after Second Earth. And Third Earth.”

“I figured that.”

“Whatever he’s planning has to do with Mark,” Courtney added. “He said their relationship had entered a whole new phase. What was that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly. “But I think there’s a pretty good clue in what happened next.”

Second Earth changed. That’s the simple way of putting it. It changed. Saint Dane jumped into the flume and Courtney got pulled in after him. Rather than being swept to another territory, Courtney was dumped right back in the cellar of the Sherwood house, where she’d started. But it wasn’t the same place she had left only moments before. Second Earth had changed. Courtney quickly recognized strange differences, mostly to do with technology. She returned home to find a computer that was way more elaborate than anything she’d ever seen, and a robotic talking cat that nearly sent her off the deep end. Kinda freaked me out when I saw it too. We discovered it was manufactured by a company called the Dimond Alpha Digital Organization. DADO. It may have been a coincidence, but the robots on Quillan were called dados. That, along with the fact that the company that made the mechanical cat shared the same name as Mark, meant the coincidences were piling up a little too high to be coincidences anymore.

“I think when you did a boomerang through the flume, the history of Second Earth was changed,” I concluded. “And since you were in the flume, you weren’t changed along with it. You still remembered what the old Second Earth was like.”

“Probably because Saint Dane wanted me to remember.”

“Probably,” I agreed. “I think Saint Dane used Mark to help create a new technology that is somehow going to lead to the turning point of Second Earth. Killing the Dimonds made Mark emotionally vulnerable. Who knows what Saint Dane told him to get him to leave Second Earth?”

“Still,” Courtney countered. “I can’t believe Mark would leave Second Earth with that monster, no matter how badly he felt about his parents.”

“I know,” I said softly.

“We’ve got to find him,” Courtney concluded soberly.

The jumble of sweet musical notes that always accompanied a trip through the flume grew louder and more frequent. We were nearing our destination—Third Earth. It was where we would start our investigation. Patrick, the Traveler there, would be able to research the incredible computer databases of Earth in the year 5010 to trace how the Dimond Alpha Digital Organization came to be, and what may have happened to Mark. We were about to step into the future to try and piece together the past. But when we hit Third Earth . . .

Third Earth hit back.

No sooner had my feet touched ground when I got slammed and knocked backward. The next few seconds tumbled together wildly. At first I had no idea what was happening. That is until I felt the hot breath on my face and a searing pain tear through my left forearm. I was being attacked. It only took a few seconds to realize why. It was a quig-dog. The yellow-eyed beastie was on my chest. Its razor teeth gnashed to get at my neck, while its slobber dripped into my eyes.

“Kick it! Kick it!” I shouted, hoping that Courtney wasn’t dealing with her own quig.

The beast was strong and had the benefit of surprise. I saw from the corner of my eye that it had slashed open my arm. I wasn’t strong enough to stop it. In seconds its teeth would tear into my neck.

Fummm! I heard a familiar, sharp sound. The quig yelped and lurched away. I quickly jumped to my feet, braced for another attack. It didn’t come. The vicious devil lay unconscious at the mouth of the flume. I quickly looked around to see Courtney holding a small silver cylinder about the size of a roll of quarters. She held it up like a weapon because, well, it was a weapon. When she had gone to the Sherwood house to meet Mark, she’d brought two canisters of pepper spray with her in case she ran into any quigs. After her roundtrip through the flume, they had transformed into silver canisters that shot out an energy burst like the weapons of Quillan. It was another example of how Second Earth technology had been changed.

“Nice shot,” I gasped.

Her eyes were wide. “Was that bad?” she asked with a shaky voice. “Should I have left these stun guns back on Second Earth?”

“Bad?” I exclaimed, gulping air. “If you had, I wouldn’t have a neck right now.”

“Right,” she gasped. “Did I kill it?”

“I wish,” I said, nudging it with my toe. The monster didn’t budge. “This is good news.”

“How’s that?” she asked, incredulous.

“If there are quigs here, it means Saint Dane is here. We’re in the right place. This territory is hot.”

“Should I be happy or scared?”

“Both,” I answered.

Courtney looked at my arm and winced. She gently took my hand to get a closer look at the wound. There was a four-inch gash that ran across the top of my forearm. It wasn’t deep, but it was bleeding. It hurt, too.

“I’ll tie my T-shirt around it until Patrick can get me to a doctor,” I said.

Courtney helped me pull off my T-shirt, which wasn’t easy since I couldn’t use my left arm. She ripped off a strip and tied it around my wound. Satisfied that the bleeding was stopped, she looked at me with a sly smile. “Dude, working out much?”

I was suddenly embarrassed that I didn’t have a shirt on.

“Hey,” I said, trying to sound flip. “You go through training like Loor put me through and you’d look like this too.”

“Uhh, not exactly,” Courtney said with a playful wink.

I was feeling all sorts of awkward so I ducked the subject. “Let’s get changed.”

The first task when arriving on a territory was to change into the proper clothing. There was a pile of clothes at the side of the flume, waiting for us. One of the great things about Third Earth was that the clothes weren’t much different from Second Earth. Except for the shoes. I picked out a pair of straight, dark green pants and a white, long-sleeved T-shirt that could have come right from Old Navy. Courtney chose a white pair of pants and a navy blue shirt. We turned our backs for modesty and got changed.

I kept on my boxers, as usual.

My clothes fit perfectly. Courtney’s didn’t. The shirt was a size too big and the pants were too short. I have no idea why the clothes at the flumes always fit me. Maybe because I am a Traveler. I’m not sure what difference that should make, but I can’t think of any other explanation.

“I look like a dweeb,” Courtney announced with a frown.

She did, but I wasn’t going to agree with her. No way. “You look great!” I meant it too. It didn’t matter that her clothes looked like they belonged to somebody else, Courtney was stunning. A stunning dweeb.

The shoes looked like big doughnuts. I picked out a black pair and stuck them on my feet. Instantly they formed themselves around each foot into a perfect, comfortable, sneakerlike fit. Courtney did the same with a white pair.

“Okay, freaky,” she said, though she wasn’t complaining, because unlike her clothes, her shoes fit.

I went back to the pile of clothes, dug through and quickly found what I was looking for. It was a small, silver panel about the size of a baseball card.

“It’s a communicator,” I explained to Courtney. “It’s how Gunny alerted Patrick the first time I came here.”

The one Gunny used had a button on it. This didn’t. It looked much sleeker, with a silver touch pad. I wondered if it was another example of how things had changed on the Earth territories. Either way, I hoped it did what it was supposed to. I touched the button. It gave off a quick hum.

“Is that it?” Courtney asked.

“I don’t know,” I answered truthfully. “I hope so. Let’s get out of here.”

The route was familiar to me. I led Courtney to the far wall and a wooden door that might have been three thousand years old. I knew this ancient piece of woodwork gave no hint to the modern wonders that lay beyond. I pulled the door open and bright light filled the cavern. With a quick “after you” gesture to Courtney, we stepped outside into the gleaming white subway tunnel of Third Earth. The door closed behind us with a soft click. The only sign that it was there was the star symbol that marked it as a gate to the flume. The subway tunnel was exactly as I remembered it. It was incredibly clean, with shiny white tile walls and two silver monorail tracks about ten feet apart. So far, nothing was different about Third Earth except for the slight change in the communicator. And the quig that nearly ate my Adam’s apple.

“This way, before a train comes,” I said, and jogged toward the subway station. “This is the exact same station that was abandoned on Second Earth. But with a few changes.”

“I remember what you wrote,” Courtney assured me.

We quickly found ourselves at the modern subway station of Third Earth. Courtney climbed up to the platform first and then helped me because of my injured arm. It was all pretty much the same as I remembered it. The station was busy with people, but not crowded. We were able to sneak onto the platform without drawing attention. Courtney immediately ran across the platform. I knew exactly what she wanted to see.

On the far side, opposite the tracks, was a railing. Below that railing was a vast, multitiered underground mall that stretched fifty stories beneath us. Some levels were full of shops and offices. Other levels had apartments. All were busy with people, either hurrying about or riding two-wheeled vehicles that sped them silently on their way. Far down below was an indoor lake where people paddled boats and swam. It was a city built entirely underground. This is what Earth had become. Overcrowding and overpopulation had forced cities to expand underground. It was actually a good thing. The surface of the planet was allowed to heal. Pollution was a thing of the past. People learned to respect our natural resources, while utilizing the planet as best they could.

Courtney looked down at this impossible city of the future. I watched her silently as she saw the words in my journal come to life.

“It’s just awesome,” she gasped.

I scanned the station, trying to collect my thoughts. It looked as if everything had progressed the way it was supposed to. Things didn’t look any different from when I had been there before. It was a total relief. . . .

Until something odd caught my eye. It wasn’t obvious at first, but after taking it all in for a few minutes, I noticed something that at first seemed impossible. I looked more closely, thinking I had to be wrong. What I saw made no sense. Besides the various passengers in the station, there were dozens of people who worked there. A guy sold newspapers. Another guy sold snacks. There was a subway conductor waiting for the next train and a transit cop walking his beat. A quick look down to the first few levels of the mall below showed me people working in stores, cleaning floors, and polishing shiny railings. There were mail carriers, ticket takers, window cleaners, and a hundred other people doing the various jobs it took to run a subway station and all the retail stores of the elaborate complex.

“What’s the matter?” Courtney asked, sensing my tension.

“Look at the workers.”

Courtney scanned the subway platform. At first it didn’t click for her. Then I saw her react. She gave me a quick, nervous glance, and frowned.

“Am I crazy?” I asked.

“If you are, I am too,” she answered. “Everybody looks exactly alike. I mean exactly! Was it like that when you were here before?”

“No, which means I know how it can be. You do too.”

Courtney nodded and said the word I didn’t want to say myself. “Dados.”

“Yeah,” I replied. “Third Earth has dados now. Lots’ of ’em.”

“Which means the future isn’t what it used to be,” Courtney said softly.

“Let’s find Patrick.” I gently took Courtney’s arm and led her to the up escalator. We needed to see the rest of Third Earth.

The new Third Earth.
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(CONTINUED)

FIRST EARTH

The last time I was on Third Earth I was a few years younger and way more naive. I still remember the excitement I felt while riding the escalator up and out of that subway city to get my first glimpse of the future. I was pretty excited this time too. Or maybe excited isn’t the right word. It was more like a burning knot of fear was twisting in my gut. Yeah, that’s a better description. The future had been changed. The robot dados in the subway were proof of that. Question was, would the new future be better, or worse? My aching stomach feared the worst.

Courtney was just plain excited. She had read my journals describing Third Earth, but reading about something and seeing it for yourself are two different animals. The last thing she said to me before the flume took us from Second Earth was, “I want to see the future.” She was about to.

When we arrived at the top and stepped out from under the green kiosk that marked the entrance to the subway, Courtney did a slow three-sixty, her eyes wide with wonder.

“Don’t forget to breathe,” I cautioned.

“Unbelievable,” she gasped.

I’m relieved to say that Third Earth looked pretty much the same as I remembered. Gone was the crowded city of cement that was the Bronx of Second Earth. In its place was a vast parklike meadow. The air smelled sweet, with the faint hint of pine. I saw several green kiosks scattered about, marking other entrances to the underground city. Not too far away were the low, boxy buildings where some people still lived aboveground. The winding roads were there, with quiet electric cars gently moving along their way. People still rode bicycles.

Courtney took a few steps away from me to soak it all in. I followed, in awe of what Earth had become, yet nervous about how the dados might have changed the equation.

“People finally got it right,” she exclaimed. “No pollution. Respect for the environment. No overcrowding. No wars—”

“And a bunch of robots to do the grunt work,” I added.

“Yeah, that.”

In the distance I could make out the few remaining buildings of Manhattan, including the Empire State Building, which now had a shiny steel coat of silver. It seemed like nothing was different about Third Earth.

Except for the dados.

They were everywhere. Some repaired a section of roadway. Others were mowing the acres of beautifully kept grass. I saw a team of dados putting a fresh coat of blue paint on a footbridge that spanned one of the winding streams. A silent delivery truck cruised by with a dado at the wheel. One of the squat apartment buildings had several dados clambering on the outside walls, washing windows. None of the activity was strange, except that all the workers looked the exact same. Most wore deep red coveralls, but some had uniforms that designated a particular job, like the crossing guard who stood in the road to halt traffic, allowing a group of giggling kids to run across. That guy wore a white sash, like the safety-patrol kids in my grammar school. The dado driving the delivery truck also wore a uniform that looked like the UPS guys wear. After all those years, the UPS guys still wore brown uniforms.

All the dados seemed to be men, though with a robot there’s no such thing as sex. At least I don’t think there is. Let’s not go there. They all had the exact same perfect haircut: short and dark, parted in the middle. They were exactly the same size, too. I’m guessing about six feet tall with medium builds. The odd part was they all had the same face. I mean, exactly the same face. It wasn’t the same face as the dados on Quillan, but they were definitely all the same.

“Why would they make them all look alike?” Courtney asked.

“I’m thinking if they didn’t, you’d never be able to tell them apart from real humans.”

Courtney did a quick look around at the dados and nodded. “Really. Put a mustache on one of those dudes and he’d disappear into a crowd. How creepy is that?”

“Creepy” was the word. I didn’t get it right away, but there was something about these dados that gave me the heebies. I mean, beyond the fact that they were even there. There was something about them that felt a little off. I kept staring, trying to focus on what it might be. It was right there, but I couldn’t grab on to it. They looked way more like real people than the robots of Quillan. When you watched those robots closely, you could tell their movements were stiff and almost too perfect. That was the difference. The dados of Quillan moved too perfectly. Real people don’t move perfectly. The dados of Third Earth didn’t move perfectly either. They seemed every bit as human as Courtney and I. If I had seen only one, I never would have guessed it was a dado. But seeing hundreds of exact replicas, well, that pretty much screamed robot to me. Was that it? Was I bugged because these dados looked so much like real people?

Nope.

Courtney realized it first. “Look at them, they’re all the same,” she gasped.

“Yeah, I get that.”

“No!” She swallowed hard and looked at me, pained. “Look closer.” Her voice cracked as she said, “They all look like . . . Mark.”

I snapped a look to the nearest dado. They were taller, their hair was short, and there wasn’t a zit in sight, but there was no mistake—these robots looked exactly like Mark Dimond. Every last one of them. We were seeing hundreds of clones of my best friend.

“I want to cry,” Courtney whimpered.

“It’s okay,” I assured her, though I didn’t feel even close to okay. “It just means we’re on the right track.”

“Mark really did have something to do with this,” Courtney said, shaking her head.

We were interrupted by a quick beep from a car horn. We both jumped and turned to see a small, silver car speed up and stop next to us. It was easy to see the driver since there was no roof.

“Pendragon!” Patrick yelled.

Patrick was the Traveler from Third Earth. I’m guessing he was in his twenties. He was about my size with longish brown hair. He wore the same type of clothes as the last time I’d been there, jeans and a short-sleeved shirt. He looked more like a preppy from Second Earth than a teacher and librarian from the year 5010. Then again, I’m not really sure what a teacher and librarian from the year 5010 should look like. The thing I remembered most about Patrick was that he had a calm, confident way about him.

Not anymore. That was another thing that had changed about Third Earth.

Patrick drove up and slammed on the brakes, looking anything but calm. Frantic, scared, nervous . . . those were all better words to describe him. I’d only met him once, but he seemed to be a guy who was in perfect control. He was an intellectual. A guy who lived to study and teach. Now he looked like a crazed guy who lived to rant and drool. He leaped out of the car without opening the door, ran to me, and grabbed both my arms. His eyes were wild. His hair was tangled. He hadn’t shaved. He was a mess.

“What happened?” he demanded. “What’s going on?”

I looked to Courtney. She shrugged.

“Uh, not following you, Patrick,” I said.

Patrick looked as if his head was about to explode. He looked at Courtney. “Who’s that?” He ran to her and grabbed her arms. “What territory are you the Traveler from? Do you know what happened?”

Courtney froze. “N-No. I’m not a Traveler—I—”

“Not a Traveler!” Patrick screamed, backing away from her, stepping closer to the edge of panic. “Pendragon, you can’t bring a non-Traveler here! What are you thinking? Things are all wrong!”

I gently put my hand on his arm to try and calm him.

“Relax, okay?” I said. “We’re here to help figure things out.”

I felt him relax. A little. His eyes darted around as if unseen ghosts were closing in on us. He was coming back to Earth. Or Third Earth.

“I’m going out of my mind, Pendragon,” he said, gulping air.

Yeah, no kidding.

“You’re used to jumping around between territories and dealing with this insanity. I’m just a teacher. I never thought something like this could happen here.”

I glanced around to see if there was a place we could talk that was more private. We were still outside the kiosk leading to the subway, and lots of people were passing by. Lots of Mark-looking robots, too. The creepy factor was still very high.

“Let’s drive somewhere, okay?” I suggested.

Patrick focused on my injured arm. “You’re hurt.”

“Quigs,” I answered. “Down at the gate.”

Patrick’s eyes suddenly went wide. “Quigs!” he shouted, ramping up again. So much for calming down. “You know what that means? Saint Dane is here! Here! It’s starting, isn’t it? That’s why you came, right?”

It was Courtney’s turn to try and calm him down. She put her arm around his shoulder and started out softly, saying, “It’s okay. We’re here to help.” Her calm, reassuring voice quickly amped up into a tirade. “But we can’t do anything unless you get a grip! All right! Now calm down!”

Good old Courtney. Patience wasn’t her strength.

“Nice,” I said sarcastically, pulling Patrick away from her. “Let’s take a breath and go someplace quiet.”

“I’ll take you to a doctor,” Patrick said. “You need to get that treated.”

“Fine, whatever. Let’s just go.” My first thought wasn’t about the slash on my arm, but if letting Patrick focus on getting me help would put him back under control, I wasn’t going to stop him. He jumped behind the wheel of the tiny car.

“You sure you can drive?” Courtney asked. She wasn’t thrilled about riding in a car being driven by a maniac. To be honest, neither was I.

“I’m okay,” Patrick said, taking a deep breath. He was definitely calming down.

We all got in, with Courtney in the back and me next to Patrick. I could feel Courtney’s tension radiate from the backseat.

“My doctor is in Manhattan,” Patrick explained. “He’ll take care of you.”

“Good,” I said. “No hurry.”

“Yeah, no hurry,” Courtney echoed. “Safe and boring. That’s the ticket. Let’s get there in one piece.”

Patrick looked at her, then at me. “She’s not a Traveler?” he said, as if I had just brought a martian into his life.

“It’s cool. She’s as much a part of this as we are.”

“But she’s not a Traveler,” Patrick argued.

“That’s the least of our problems,” Courtney said sharply.

I hoped she was right.

Patrick gave me a worried look, then turned over the ignition. The engine made no sound. Moments later we were rolling along the peaceful road, headed toward Manhattan. The trip was exactly as I remembered it, except for the dados. I didn’t say anything to Patrick about them at first. I wanted to make sure he was completely calm. I also wanted to make sure his mind was on his driving. Crashing into a tree wouldn’t have helped matters. I noticed that his eyes were darting everywhere. It seemed like every time we rounded another bend, he’d see something so shocking that the sight actually made him tense up and give out a little gasp—as if he were seeing ghosts or something. The guy was a raw nerve. It finally clicked that it happened whenever he saw another group of dados.

I couldn’t take it anymore and said, “Okay, tell me why you’re so freaked.”

Patrick answered, “I was hoping you could tell me.”

“Uhh,” I answered dumbly. “We just got here. You’re the one acting all mental.”

Patrick thought a second. “You’d be a little crazy too if you woke up to find your territory wasn’t the same as when you’d gone to sleep.”

I shot a look back to Courtney. She raised an interested eyebrow.

“Explain that,” I demanded.

Patrick took a shaky breath. “When I went to bed last night, everything was normal. Do you know how I woke up this morning?”

“No,” I said patiently.

“A stranger was shaking me, saying it was time to get up to go to work.”

“Who was it?” Courtney asked.

Patrick laughed, but it wasn’t because he thought it was funny.

“Not ‘who,’ what!” he shouted. “It was a mechanical man! I jumped up screaming and demanded to know who he was, but he just gave me this confused look and said he’d been my domestic da . . . da . . .”

“Dado?” I asked.

“Yes, dado! He said he’d been working for me for five years and didn’t understand what game I was playing. I thought somebody was playing a practical joke. I ran out of the house to get away, but there were mechanical men everywhere! Pendragon, they weren’t here when I went to sleep. Now there are more robots than people and nobody seems surprised but me! Am I crazy?”

“Unfortunately, no,” I answered.

Patrick continued, “I drove around in a daze, not believing what I was seeing. That’s when my communicator activated, saying you were at the gate. I knew it couldn’t be a coincidence.” He pulled the silver card out of his pocket. “But this isn’t my communicator! It’s changed! How can that be?”

The communicator looked exactly like the one at the flume.

Patrick added, “You can explain all this, right?”

I looked at Courtney. She shrugged and said, “Go for it.”

“I only have theories. We’re here to find the real answers.”

“But I don’t have any!” Patrick cried.

“History might,” I shot back quickly. “The same thing happened on Second Earth. One minute all was normal, the next minute technology changed. It’s your computer archives that we’re hoping will tell us why.”

“You’re saying this all happened in the past?”

“I think so,” I answered. “I think the reason nobody is reacting to the change is because it happened long before they were born. These robots are now a normal part of Third Earth.”

“But if something happened in the past, I shouldn’t have noticed a change,” Patrick argued. “I mean, this should all seem normal to me, too, right?”

“Except you’re a Traveler,” I said. “This gets into a whole nother thing, but from what I’m learning, Travelers aren’t like normal people. According to Saint Dane, we’re illusions.”

Patrick gave me a blank look. The car started to drift off the road.

“Hey!” Courtney barked. “Eyes on the road, Professor!”

Patrick quickly snapped the car back onto the road. “You’re not making things better, Pendragon.”

“I know,” I said with sympathy. “Let’s get me patched up, then go to the library. The answers we’re looking for are going to be found in the past, and you’re the only one I know who can find them.”

Patrick smiled. “That’s the first thing I’ve heard all day that makes sense.”

“You’re the man, Patrick. If anybody can solve this, it’s you.”

“And I will,” he said with confidence. “I will.”

Patrick was back in control. I knew he’d find the answers. What worried me now was what those answers might be.
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FIRST EARTH

Our first stop was at Patrick’s doctor. Though we Travelers seem to heal incredibly fast (for some reason I haven’t yet figured out), I didn’t need to be slowed down by an injury, even for a little while. We rolled over a bridge to Manhattan and Courtney’s first look at the future of New York City. The island of Manhattan was much more citylike than the Bronx, but there was still more green grass than cement. Tall buildings were few and far between, though the roads now straightened out into a grid pattern. Shortly after crossing the river, Patrick parked next to a green kiosk where we stepped onto an escalator that brought us down to another vast, underground part of the city. After descending a few levels, we ended up on a floor that was ringed by silver doors. Each was marked with a five-digit number. Patrick led us to one, and we entered an office that wasn’t much different from my doctor’s office on Second Earth.

Except the receptionist was a dado.

Patrick stiffened and approached the desk cautiously. “Where’s the receptionist?” he asked suspiciously.

The dado looked exactly like all the other robots, except that he wore a white medical jacket. I now knew what Mark would look like if he were a medical professional. And a robot. The dado smiled pleasantly and said in a calm, soothing voice, “I am the regular receptionist, Mr. Mac.”

Mr. Mac. I’d never heard Patrick’s last name before. I’d also never heard a robot speak in Mark’s voice. Yes, the dado even sounded like Mark. I wondered if they’d programmed in the little stutter Mark had when he got nervous. Probably not. I didn’t think robots got nervous.

“You know me?” Patrick asked, his voice shaking.

The dado smiled kindly. “Of course,” answered the Mark robot. “You’ve been a patient of Dr. Shaw’s for nine years and four months. Your last examination was over two years ago. You are overdue.”

Whoa. This robot had the ability to instantly recall information based solely on a visual of Patrick. These dados were definitely more advanced than those goons on Quillan.

Patrick swallowed hard. “My friend is hurt. Is Dr. Shaw available to treat him?”

The dado looked at his computer screen, input something and looked back to Patrick. “Step right inside,” he answered cheerily.

Whoa. Again. That was easy. Every time I’d gotten banged up and had to go to the emergency room at home, we had to wait hours before a doctor could see us. This was another example of how things were better in Earth’s future. Mark-looking robots or not.

I looked at Courtney. “Maybe you should wait here.”

“Alone? With RoboNurse? No way. I’m coming too.”

“It’s okay,” Patrick said.

The dado called out, “I hope you feel better.”

I looked back at the Mark-like mechanical man. It was a twisted, creepy feeling. I was talking to Mark, but not.

Patrick led us through an inside door, down a corridor, and up to another door that opened into a clean, modern exam room. Waiting for us was another dado wearing medical whites. When we opened the door, he stood facing the wall, not moving. A second after we entered, he came to life, turned to us, and smiled. It seemed like by entering the room, we activated it. I guess if robots have nothing to do, they stand around staring at walls.

Courtney said, “Okay, that was odd.”

Patrick said to the dado, “We need to see Dr. Shaw.”

The dado approached me and gently took my arm. I pulled back at first, not sure I wanted to be handled by a robot whether he looked like Mark or not. The robot looked at me with kind eyes, as if to say, “Relax, I know what I’m doing.” I let him check me out. He first removed the strip of T-shirt we’d used to stop the bleeding.

“Ick” was Courtney’s comment.

The fabric was covered with crusty dry blood. It didn’t bother me. I was much more creeped out by the fact that the robot’s touch was cold. He looked and acted totally human, but he wasn’t. I guess mechanical men don’t need to have human-body temperatures.

“Shouldn’t you get Dr. Shaw?” Patrick asked.

“No need,” the dado said kindly. “This is a simple procedure.” He walked to a wall that was covered with silver drawers.

I looked at Patrick and asked, “Should I be nervous about this?”

Patrick shrugged. He didn’t know. Swell. The dado pulled out a device that looked like a thick, white pipe. It was about ten inches long and five inches in diameter. He reached inside and peeled back a clear piece of soft plastic wrap that was covering the entire inside surface of the tube, kind of like you’d pull off the backing of a Band-Aid.

Courtney stepped forward, standing between me and the dado protectively. “Why don’t you get the doctor now, Tin Man,” she said firmly.

“It’s okay,” Patrick assured her. “That’s the same treatment the doctor would use.”

The dado gave her a kind smile. Courtney wasn’t sure what to do. She stepped away, but reluctantly.

“Have I mentioned how creepy this whole Mark-robot thing is?” she muttered.

The dado held out his hand, gesturing for my injured arm. I held my breath and raised my arm. The dado gently slipped the white tube over my hand and positioned it over the wound. He gently grasped the tube and squeezed it. I felt the tube tighten and heat up. Just as I was about to complain, the tube released and the dado slipped it off. The wound on my arm had been sealed. What was in that tube? Antibiotic? Bactine? Super Glue? Whatever it was, it created a thin, clear seal that completely closed the wound. It didn’t hurt anymore either.

“That’s it?” I asked the dado.

“You are as good as healed,” he answered. “Tomorrow it will be completely gone.”

“Is this a new thing?” I asked Patrick.

“No,” he answered. “Medical science has come a long way since your day. I’m just not used to seeing robots administer it.”

We left the doctor’s office without ever seeing the doctor. I guess that’s not a bad thing, considering my wound was miraculously healed, and we didn’t even have to pay for it. Patrick explained that medical care on Third Earth was paid for by the community as a whole. Nobody needed insurance or got hit with monster bills. Not bad.

The three of us got back into Patrick’s vehicle and drove downtown to our final destination on Third Earth: the public library. Getting to this library was the main reason Courtney and I had come to Third Earth. I learned when I was there the first time with Gunny that the database in the library held most every bit of information concerning the history of Earth from the beginning of recorded time. If you’ve read my Journal #11, you’ll know what I’m talking about. The computers didn’t just contain the usual information you could get from newspapers or books. Not even close. Data was collected from billions of sources throughout time to make a repository that was pretty much the complete history of Earth. Sound incredible? It is. I knew the best way to begin piecing together what might have happened on Second Earth was to go to the future in order to see the past.

“I don’t believe it!” Courtney exclaimed as we pulled up to the cement steps leading to the library. “It’s exactly the same as Second Earth!”

She was almost right. The steps were the same steps that led to the New York Public Library on Fifth Avenue, complete with the oversize stone lions guarding the door. Though the actual building was much smaller and more modern than the imposing library from Second Earth. In 5010 the people of Earth no longer used paper books that took up space. Sad, but true.

As a teacher and a librarian, Patrick had full access to the library computers. He knew how to dig deep. This was Patrick’s world. He now had a mission and looked much more confident. He led us up the wide cement steps into the large, marble-floored lobby of the library. It was exactly as I remembered it, with several rows of chairs where people read from computer screens. A corridor led deeper into the building and the computer rooms. There was only one difference from the last time I was there—a small one, but disturbing.

Courtney was the first to notice. “Where is it?”

“Where’s what?” I asked.

“The book. The display. You wrote that it was here in the lobby.”

She was right. There had been a single, old-fashioned book on display in the lobby. It was an important relic of the past, encased in glass for all to view. That book was Green Eggs and Ham by Dr. Seuss. It wasn’t there. I stood on the spot where it had been and glanced around.

“Did they move the display?” I asked Patrick.

Patrick looked grim. “No,” he said. “It was here yesterday.”

“Yeah,” Courtney added. “Before things changed.”

“It might not mean anything,” I offered hopefully.

Courtney added, “Or it might mean that not all the changes are for the better.”

The three of us stood for a moment, trying not to think about how different the world might actually be once we started digging below the surface.

“Let’s continue,” Patrick said, and strode quickly down the corridor.

We followed right behind him. Most of the doors were closed, which meant other teachers were using the computers. The final room was open. That was good. I was too anxious to have to wait any longer. The room was much like the one I had been in on my last trip. Six black chairs were spaced around a raised silver platform that was about eight feet across.

“How do you want to start?” Patrick asked.

“Let’s go with what we already know,” I suggested. “Let’s see what history has to say about Mark Dimond.”

Patrick nodded and sat down in one of the black chairs. Courtney and I each took a seat. On the armrest of Patrick’s chair was a white glowing button. Patrick pressed it and said clearly, “Computer, new search.”

A voice from the computer answered him. It wasn’t the pleasant woman’s voice I remembered from the last time. It was a man’s voice. It was Mark’s voice. I saw Patrick start in surprise.

The voice said, “Identify, please.”

Patrick frowned. “It never asked for my code before.” He shook off his concern and said clearly, “Patrick Mac. Access code three-seventeen-ninety.”

“Welcome, Patrick,” the voice said. “How can I help you?”

Courtney leaned over to me and whispered, “This is awesome!”

Patrick cleared his throat and said clearly, “Dimond, Mark.” He looked to me and asked, “Where was he born?”

Courtney answered, “Stony Brook, Connecticut.”

Patrick pushed the button again and said, “Born in Stony Brook, Connecticut.” Near the turn of the twenty-first century.”

An image blinked to life on the platform in front of us. I knew it was only a hologram, but it still took me by surprise.

“Mark!” Courtney shouted.

I thought she was going to cry. I almost did too. We were looking at a life-size three-dimensional image of Mark. My best bud Mark. He looked to be about ten years old and had on the cap and gown we all wore when we graduated from the Glenville School. It hurt to see my friend standing there, even if it was just an image. It made me realize how much I missed him, and my old life.

“Computer,” Patrick said, “last significant entry for Dimond, Mark.”

Two more people appeared behind Mark in the hologram. Courtney gasped. They were Mark’s parents.

The computer said, “History of Mark Dimond ends in his eighteenth year of life. Final entry occurs when both his parents were killed in the loss of a commercial airline flight.”

“Did he die?” Patrick asked.

“Unknown,” the computer answered.

“Speculation?” Patrick asked while pressing the button.

“Suicide,” the computer answered.

The word jolted me. The thought of Mark committing suicide never entered my head. I looked at Courtney.

“No way,” she declared. “Not a chance. Stupid computer. Ask it something else.”

Patrick said, “Additional speculation?”

The computer answered, “Potential runaway with peer.”

“What?” Courtney shouted with surprise. “What peer?”

“Name that peer,” Patrick ordered.

I already knew the answer. The holograms of the Dimonds disappeared and were replaced by the image of a girl. She wore the field-hockey uniform of Davis Gregory High School. She stood looking all sorts of cocky, leaning on her field-hockey stick.

“Oh,” Courtney gasped.

The computer announced, “Chetwynde, Courtney. Last seen by her parents on the same day Mark Dimond was last seen.”

Patrick and I didn’t know what to say. Courtney stared at her own image as if looking at a ghost of herself.

“It’s the day we left to come here,” Courtney croaked. “It was only a few hours ago.”

Patrick corrected, “It was three thousand years ago.”

“You okay?” I asked.

Courtney swallowed, but didn’t take her eyes off her image. “Better than okay,” she declared. “Look at me! I look great!”

She was putting on a brave front, but her voice cracked. She was shaken. I’m guessing the reality of what she had done by leaving home hadn’t hit her until that moment. Only a few hours before she had been sitting at her kitchen table writing a good-bye note to her parents. That was by our own clocks. On Third Earth she had been missing for three thousand years. That’s enough to make anybody’s voice crack. Even Courtney’s.

“Keep going,” Courtney ordered.

Patrick hit the button and said, “Computer, clear and new search.”

The image of Courtney disappeared. The image of Mark returned.

“Computer, clear!” Patrick said impatiently.

“Discrepancy,” the computer responded.

I looked at Patrick. He shrugged.

“Explain,” he demanded.

“Searching,” the computer responded.

“What does that mean?” Courtney asked Patrick.

“I’ve never seen this before. It seems to be cross-referencing several different entries.”

“Is it gonna crash?” I asked.

“Crash? What does that mean?”

I didn’t press. I figured computers on Third Earth were too advanced to crash, the way ours did on primitive old Stone Age Second Earth.

“Discrepancy in search for disappearance of Dimond, Mark,” the computer finally announced. “Multiple, conflicting entries.”

“What the heck does that mean?” Courtney asked.

“Explain,” Patrick demanded.

Another image appeared next to Mark. The original hologram was a ten-year-old Mark in his cap and gown. The second image was also of Mark, but he looked older. He was more like the Mark of today, or yesterday, or whatever. He looked about seventeen and much taller. He was dressed strangely in long pants, a stiff white shirt, and a bow tie. His hair was cut short and parted in the middle, like I’d never seen it before. He wore round, wire-rimmed glasses. This image of Mark looked like the dados on Third Earth. It chilled me.

“Details,” Patrick requested.

“Person of note,” the computer responded. “Dimond, Mark. Father of Forge technology.”

“Forge!” Courtney screamed. “That’s the thing Mark invented!”

The hologram of Mark came to life. He reached into his pocket, took out a small, rubbery object, and held it in his open hand. The hologram of Mark spoke. “Cube.”

“Whoa,” Courtney muttered, sitting back in her chair.

The little object writhed and changed from a round blob into a perfect cube.

“Is that how it worked?” I asked. “Is that Forge?”

“Yup,” Courtney answered, dumbfounded. “Man, I so want one of these computers.”

“Details of Forge and Mark Dimond,” Patrick pressed.

“Forge technology. United States Patent Number 2,066,313. Issued to Dimond, Mark. President of the Dimond Alpha Digital Organization.”

“Dado!” Courtney yelled.

The computer continued, “The Dimond Alpha Digital Organization, along with its parent company, KEM Limited, developed Forge technology. It became the basis for an innovative robotics system. It changed the course of manufacturing and created the field of computer science. Mark Dimond is considered to be the genius visionary who began the computer age.”

“Once again, whoa,” Courtney gasped.

“When?” I blurted out. “When did this happen?”

“Computer,” Patrick announced, “What was the Forge patent application date?”

The cap and gown image of young Mark disappeared, leaving the older Mark, holding his invention. Andy’s invention. Saint Dane’s invention. The computer answered, “United States Patent Number 2,066,313 was filed on October sixth, 1937.”

“First Earth,” I whispered.

“That’s it,” Courtney exclaimed. “He went to First Earth and brought Forge with him. He changed the course of history by introducing his simple computer years before it was supposed to be invented. No, forget simple. That thing was advanced, even by Second Earth standards. He jumped the natural evolution of computer science by, like, sixty years. That’s why Second Earth changed. That’s why Third Earth changed. That’s why freaking robots are everywhere. Mark changed the future by bringing Forge to the past.”

I wanted to say I was surprised, but it was exactly what I feared. By bringing his invention to the past, Mark had mixed the territories and changed the natural destiny of Halla. I didn’t say anything. My mind was working over the possibilities.

“What the matter?” Courtney asked impatiently. “This is exactly the kind of thing we thought happened.”

“Yeah,” I said. “But it doesn’t answer the bigger question.”

“What’s that?” Patrick asked.

“It doesn’t tell us why. Why did Mark do it? He knew how wrong it was. How did Saint Dane get to him?”

The three of us sat there, looking at our feet. None of us had that answer, and I doubted the computer would either, but I had to try. I stood up, strode to Patrick’s seat and hit the white button myself. “Computer!” I demanded. “What is the discrepancy?”

The computer answered, “There is no history of Dimond, Mark prior to the patent filing for his Forge technology in October of 1937.”

“Makes sense,” Courtney said. “He dropped in from the future.”

The computer continued, “There is no history of Dimond, Mark beyond the announcement of the Dimond Alpha Digital Organization partnering with KEM Limited in November of 1937.”

“What does that mean?” Patrick demanded to know. “Mark Dimond disappeared twice?”

Mark’s image vanished. We waited. Nothing happened. We stood silently, letting the reality sink in.

“So what happened to him on First Earth?” Patrick asked nobody in particular.

“We got what we came for,” I declared. “Patrick, keep searching.”

“For what?” he asked.

“For anything that will give us a clue as to what happened to Mark on First Earth.”

“And what’re you going to do?”

I looked at Courtney. “We’re going after him.”

Courtney walked up next to me, looked me in the eye, and asked, “Are we on the wrong territory?”

“Yeah, we’re on the wrong territory.”
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Patrick drove us quickly back to the subway city in the Bronx. On the way we grabbed a quick bite to eat. If there was one thing I learned while bouncing through time and space, it was to eat when you could. You never knew when you’d get another chance . . . or find yourself on a territory where food tasted like shoes. We got the food at a drive-through. Or maybe it was more of a drive-under, since we had to go underground to get it. We ate cheeseburgers, fries, and sodas. Some things never change, no matter what century you’re in. We ate while Patrick drove. I took the time to fill him in on what had happened to me since I’d seen him last. The wins and the losses. The territories that were set straight, and those that were in trouble. I told him how Gunny and Spader were trapped on Eelong, how many Travelers had been killed, and how Nevva Winter, the Traveler from Quillan, had joined Saint Dane. I also told him about the mysterious Convergence that Saint Dane said was near. I told him quickly and succinctly, only hitting the highlights. Saying it all at once like that made the whole story seem so, I don’t know, impossible.

It also made me lose my appetite. So much for the cheeseburgers.

“KEM Limited,” I said. “That’s important. Mark wouldn’t have been able to spring his invention on the world by himself. He would have needed somebody to help him.”

Courtney asked, “So if we find this KEM company, we’ll find Mark.”

My mind ripped through the possibilities.

“Bobby?” Courtney pressed. “What are you thinking?”

“The turning point of First Earth has passed,” I said. “Saint Dane tried to get me to save the Hindenburg. I didn’t and history continued the way it was supposed to.”

“Old news. So what?”

“So when we step into that flume and call out First Earth, where is it going to send us? No, when is it going to send us? What if it sends us back too late to stop Mark? Or way too early? We might be totally spinning our wheels.”

Patrick gave me a dark look. Courtney thought for a moment and said, “You’ve written in your journals a thousand times how the flumes send the Travelers where they need to be, when they need to be there. It’s pretty clear we need to be on First Earth in time to do something about Mark.”

“Yeah,” I said, frowning. “That scares me even more.”

“Why?” she asked impatiently.

“If the flume sends us back in time to do something about Mark, does that mean First Earth has another turning point? Does that mean it’s possible for all the territories to have more than one turning point? Did the Travelers before us chase Saint Dane from territory to territory, constantly monkeying with turning points? What about after us? Is this battle going to go on forever?”

Courtney had an answer for everything. Not this time. All she could do was stare at me. Patrick didn’t even do that. He kept his eyes on the road. I knew what they were thinking. I could sum it up with one simple question: “What’s the point?”

“Stop,” Courtney snapped. “The point is to save Mark. Over and out. We can go nuts thinking about all the cosmic implications of what’s been happening, but that’s only going to make us more nuts. Worrying about anything else is a waste of time.”

“Or is this all just a waste of time?” I asked. “Are we killing ourselves to prolong the inevitable? If Saint Dane can’t be destroyed, and he can go back and tinker with territories we’ve already saved, there’ll be no end to this. Until he’s won.”

Courtney grabbed my shoulder and yanked me around until we were nose to nose. “I don’t believe that,” she said with passion. “Neither do you. You’re just feeling sorry for yourself. We’ve come too far and gone through too much to give up now.”

She was right, of course. We had no choice. The battle would continue. But I was discouraged. Was this going to be a never-ending struggle, with Saint Dane jumping through time, turning events on a whim, twisting the territories, and creating new turning points until Halla finally cracked?

“Are you with me, Bobby?” Courtney asked.

“You know I am.” I didn’t have the heart to tell her about the serious doubts I was having.

Patrick dropped us off at the green kiosk in the Bronx that led down to the subway city and the flume. He said to Courtney, “I’ve only known you a short while, but I can see why Pendragon wants you with him.”

“I should have been with him from the start,” she said. Classic Courtney. “We’re going to make things right, don’t worry.”

Patrick told me, “If I find out anything more about Mark Dimond, I’ll send a note to your acolyte.”

Courtney wiggled her finger bearing her Traveler ring. “That would be me.”

There was an awkward moment. Nobody knew how to say good-bye. It was Patrick who put the situation into perspective.

“It’s started,” he said. “Whatever the Convergence is, it feels like Saint Dane is pulling the pieces together by orchestrating events here on Earth.”

“Pulling the pieces together?” Courtney asked. “Or ripping them apart?”

I added, “Saint Dane told me a long time ago that all he had to do was tip over one territory and the rest would fall like dominos. He said the first was Denduron. It wasn’t. With the territories being mixed and history changing, I’m beginning to feel as if those dominos are finally lining up.”

We exchanged dark looks. Courtney broke the tension by declaring, “This isn’t over.”

We said our good-byes and made our way to the flume. After making sure we weren’t being watched, we quickly slipped down onto the tracks and ran for the star that marked the gate. Our timing was just right, for when we reached it, the light of an oncoming monorail train appeared in the distance. I pushed on the star and the door instantly opened. Courtney and I ducked inside and closed the door with plenty of time to spare before the train sped by. We stood together and gazed into the mouth of the flume.

“Should we put our Second Earth clothes back on?” she asked.

“Nah, we’ll only have to change again on the other side.”

Courtney nodded. “Hey, the quig is gone,” she exclaimed.

Sure enough, the vicious dog she had blasted into dreamland was nowhere to be seen. I drew no conclusions, but was thankful we didn’t have to deal with that snarling monster.

Courtney pulled the silver weapon from her pocket. “I should leave this here. It doesn’t belong on First Earth.”

I looked at the silver cylinder. It didn’t belong on Second or Third Earth either. Not really. It was a weapon that was developed on Quillan.

“Bring it,” I said with finality. “I’m tired of playing by the rules.”

“You sure?” Courtney asked cautiously.

“No, but if First Earth is back in play, there might be quigs there. If you see one, nail it.”

Courtney nodded and slipped the cylinder back into her pocket. She reached out and took my hand. “I don’t know if we’re doing the right thing, but it’s the only thing.”

Together we stepped into the mouth of the flume.

“First Earth!” I shouted. The flume sprang to life. The giant rock tube began to writhe. Far in the distance a light appeared that quickly grew brighter as it came to carry us away. The dark walls melted into crystal, revealing the sparkling stars beyond them. The jumble of sweet musical notes grew louder. I felt the slight tug of energy pulling us into the void . . . and we were off.

•  •  •

We didn’t talk much on our journey back through time. I think we both made up our minds that we were going to stop guessing at what we might find, and wait until we actually found it. That didn’t stop me from thinking, though. And worrying about Mark. How did Saint Dane convince him to change the course of history? What had happened? The computer said he was last seen in November of 1937. What happened to him after that? Did he go to another territory? My only hope was that we would arrive with enough time to track him down and stop him from introducing his Forge technology to the world. No, that’s not true. That wasn’t my only hope. I also hoped we wouldn’t be faced with another turning point on First Earth.

I couldn’t bring myself to look out at the star field. I knew what was there. Beyond the crystal walls of the flume were images from all the territories, floating together in the giant celestial sea. With each trip through the flume, more random images were appearing. It was getting crowded. I didn’t know if the images were real, or spirits, or some kind of symbols, but their presence was all too clear. The walls between territories were breaking down. I was failing.

The journey lasted only a few minutes. The musical notes grew louder and more frantic. Soon we were on our feet, back in the rocky cavern room. It looked exactly like the same rocky cavern from Second and Third Earths because, well, it was. The difference lay beyond the wooden door.

I’m happy to say we weren’t pounced on by any snarling quigs.

“There!” I said, pointing to a pile of clothes stacked neatly near the mouth of the flume. I found the same clothes from my last trip to First Earth all neatly cleaned and folded. There was the starched white shirt, light gray pants with the darker gray jacket, and leather shoes. There were even those long-legged white grandpa boxers I learned to get used to.

“No way!” Courtney said, disgusted. “I’m not wearing this.” She picked up a pretty dress with a pattern of tiny blue flowers. She also held up a pair of big white underpants that looked like the waist would come up to her armpits. “And what the hell is this?” she added, holding up a white bra that looked like twin, white waffle cones with a wide white strap holding them together. “You gotta be kidding!”

“Keep your own underwear,” I said, laughing. “I don’t think we have to worry about anybody seeing your sports bra.”

“How do you know I wear a sports bra?” she said, squinting suspiciously.

“Just a guess,” I said quickly. “But you gotta wear the dress.”

I took my clothes to the other side of the cavern to get out of the embarrassing situation, and for modesty. Because I had grown a few inches and packed on several more pounds of muscle, I worried that the clothes wouldn’t fit me anymore. But they did. Strange. They seemed to be the same clothes that I had worn a few years earlier, but they weren’t the same size anymore. I figured I should stop stressing over the details and just go with it.

“I hate dresses,” Courtney complained from across the cavern.

Courtney may have hated dresses, but dresses didn’t hate Courtney. She looked awesome. Unlike the clothes on Third Earth, this dress was perfect. It was fitted on top, with a loose skirt that moved when she did. It came down to just below her knees. The blue flowers were bright, like spring. The sleeves were short, and she kept the top few buttons open. She even put on a pair of low, leather shoes that looked practical, if not very comfortable.

“People actually dressed like this?” she said with disgust. “It’s just . . . queer.”

“C’mon!” I cajoled. “You look really good. Like a girl and everything.”

“Give me a break,” she snarled. “How come you get to be comfortable and I have to look like some dorky schoolmarm?”

“I don’t think they use the word ‘dork’ in 1937,” I kidded.

“Well they should because that’s exactly what I look like!”

“I mean it, Courtney, you look good. But if you seriously hate it, we can find something else when we—” A creaking sound stopped me short. I knew that sound. The flume was coming back to life.

Courtney and I both snapped a look into the tunnel. Somebody was coming in. The two of us stepped closer to each other.

“Any guess?” Courtney asked.

“No idea.”

The light grew brighter, lighting up the rocky cavern.

“Maybe we should take off,” she suggested nervously.

“What if it’s a friend? Or Mark?” I asked.

“What if it isn’t?” Courtney countered.

Music filled the room. It wasn’t a tune, just the clear, sweet notes that always accompany the Travelers through the flume. Courtney slowly bent down to pick up her Third Earth pants. I thought she was going to put them back on, but she dug into the pocket to retrieve the silver Quillan weapon.

The light got so bright that we had to shield our eyes. Squinting through the light, I saw a dark shadow appear at the mouth of the flume. Because the light was so bright, it was hard to make out who it was. The shadow took a step forward. The light didn’t diminish.

“This is bad,” Courtney said. “When the light doesn’t go away, it’s always been—”

“Gee, what a shock!” came a familiar, sarcastic voice. “Seeing you two here!”

“Oh man,” I gasped.

It was Andy Mitchell. It was Saint Dane.

The guy stood at the mouth of the flume, facing us with his hands on his hips. He snorted and spit, still playing the part of the creep from Second Earth.

“So sweet seeing you two together again,” Mitchell said. “And Chetwynde! In a dress! There’s something you don’t see every day.”

“Where’s Mark, Saint Dane?” I demanded.

“Living the life is my guess” Mitchell said. “He’s a big shot now, Pendragon. A real fantasy come true for a geek like that. Everybody thinks he’s a genius. But, oh man, such a thing he started. Such a thing!”

Mitchell laughed. It made my skin crawl. I wanted to strangle him. I took a step toward him. Mitchell took a step back and the light from the tunnel enveloped him. He didn’t leave, though. He transformed. I stopped as he stepped back out of the light in his familiar form. He wore the black suit I knew so well. His bald head was crossed with the red scars that looked like lightning bolts. He grew back to his full height of well over six feet. None of that struck me as much as his eyes. It was always about the eyes. They burned brighter than the light that danced around him, staring me down with their blue-white madness. When he spoke, it was no longer in the voice of Andy Mitchell. It was the low growl of the demon Saint Dane.

“Everything that has happened, all that you see has been planned from the beginning. What is it that your kind is so fond of saying? Ah, yes: ‘That is the way it was meant to be.’ Well, my friends, this is truly the way it was meant to be. The Convergence is nearly here.”

Courtney stepped up behind me and shouted, “Where is Mark?”

“Does it matter?” Saint Dane responded. “You can’t undo what he’s done. Though I will enjoy watching you try.”

He took a step back into the flume. I didn’t want to let him get away. We needed some kind of clue as to how to find Mark.

“Wait!” I shouted. “We have to talk. About the things you told me on Quillan.”

“I’m done reasoning with you, Pendragon.” He sneered. “It is time for the journey to end. The last piece of the puzzle awaits me, on Ibara.” He took another step back into the tunnel. The light grew around him.

“No! Wait!” I shouted.

“You might think about leaving now,” he added. “Before it’s too late.”

The light flashed and quickly grew smaller as it swept Saint Dane off. In seconds the event was over. The tunnel was dark and eerily silent.

“What did he mean by that?” Courtney asked.

“Who knows? He always talks in riddles.”

“That was no riddle,” Courtney countered. “He said we should get out of here before it’s too late. That sounded pretty clear to me.”

A sound came from deep within the tunnel. Not a flume sound. A real-world sound.

“Someone’s in the tunnel,” Courtney gasped.

She grabbed my arm. The footsteps grew louder. It sounded like more than one person.

“Hello?” I called out.

No answer. The footsteps were regular and rhythmic, like marching. The sound of hard leather on stone was unmistakable. Someone was marching out of the flume. More than one someone.

“This is wrong,” Courtney said, backing away toward the door. “Let’s get out of here.”

“No,” I said, holding my ground. “We have to know.”

The marching grew louder. Who was in there? Did someone from First Earth discover the flume and go spelunking? I often wondered what would happen if regular people entered the flume and walked deep inside. Did it go on endlessly? I began to make out human forms in the inky darkness. There were definitely people in there, but I couldn’t tell how many. Three? Six? They marched close together, moving relentlessly from deep inside the tunnel toward the mouth of the flume, and us.

“Bobby?” Courtney called nervously. “Not liking this.”

Neither did I, but we had to stay and see. The marchers were twenty yards from reaching the mouth of the flume. I finally saw that it was a group of men. Tall men, with square angular features. I knew those guys. I hated those guys.

“Dados!” I gasped. “From Quillan.”

We backed away from the mouth of the flume as the dados marched slowly, incessantly forward.

Toward us.
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FIRST EARTH

They were security dados from Quillan. No mistake. I knew them too well. They had that square Frankenstein look that made them seem human but . . . not. They each had a golden stun pistol in a holster belted at the waist. The odd thing was that they weren’t wearing the green security uniforms. Their clothes were raggy and torn, as if they had been through a war. I definitely got a Night of the Living Dead zombie vibe, which chilled me. Bottom line? These weren’t friends.

“Get outta here!” I shouted to Courtney.

She took a step toward the door and stopped when she realized I wasn’t following.

“C’mon!”

“I’ll catch up. Watch out for trains!”

“Bobby!” she pleaded. “I’m not leaving you.”

“One of us has to find Mark!” I shouted. “Go!”

Courtney hesitated. I knew she didn’t want to leave, but one of us had to be sure to get out of that tunnel or Mark would be lost. She knew that, so she ran for the door. She opened it quickly, glanced back at me, and was gone.

I didn’t know what these goons were after, but it couldn’t be good. Their presence alone on First Earth wasn’t good. I couldn’t let them get beyond this cavern. Problem was, there were lots of them and not-lots of me. I had one chance and I had to take it.

“Quillan!” I shouted.

The flume sprang to life. My idea was to send them back to where they came from. The dados stopped and looked back into the tunnel curiously. They looked like confused dogs who didn’t know what to make of a strange sound. Their curiosity cost them. Light blasted from the tunnel and enveloped them. I didn’t know how many of them were in the flume, but they got sucked back in and sent on their way home to Quillan. My idea worked. I let out a relieved breath. . . .

A little too soon. One of them realized what was happening. Before the pull of the flume could grab him, he sprang forward, leaping out of the tunnel and into the cavern. I was ready. I braced myself, expecting him to jump me. He didn’t. Instead he ran right past me, headed for the door to the subway. Whatever their mission was, it wasn’t to mess with me. In that brief instant I had the sick feeling that they weren’t there because of Courtney and me—I feared they were coming to invade First Earth.

I had to attack. That wasn’t something I was used to doing or even knew how to do. Loor had taught me to defend myself, not be the aggressor. Most of her training was about letting the other guy make the mistakes. If I had done that, the dado would have left me alone standing there at the gate, crouched down, ready to defend myself. Looking stupid.

Bright light from the flume filled the cavern as I spun and tackled the robot from behind, wrapping my arms around his legs. He sprawled forward, hitting the rock wall next to the wooden door with his shoulder. Hard. The impact was strong enough to knock a chunk of rock out of the wall. The robot didn’t even grunt. Not good. Dados didn’t feel pain, which meant they had no fear. I didn’t know what to do, so I held his legs in a bear hug. His clothing crumbled in my grip, as if the fabric were rotten. Weird. But I didn’t let go. I could feel the strength of his robot legs. He was a machine. I wasn’t. My only hope was to somehow wrestle the dado back into the flume and send us both out of there. There was no way I could beat the mechanical thug in a fight without a weapon.

A weapon! I quickly reached up to grab his pistol from its holster. Bad idea. The dado’s leg was free. He kneed me in the head. I fell back, reeling. I saw stars, and not the kind you see through the flume. I had to shake it off fast or this thing would be loose on First Earth. I scrambled back to my feet to see I had given the dado an idea. He was reaching for his pistol. Oops. I looked around desperately. The light was already receding into the flume. I had missed the bus. Could I activate it again quickly? Nope. Not before this thing would take a shot at me. The only thing I could do was attack.

I leaped forward, launching myself parallel to the ground. I hit the robot as it fired and . . . Fum! The dado fell backward as the charge from its weapon smashed the wall, blasting out a spray of rocks. The dado landed on its back. I landed on the dado. For a brief instant I was eye to eye with the robot, staring into its mechanical, lifeless doll eyes. Yikes.

The moment didn’t last long. The robot threw me off like I was made of straw. I was running out of ideas, not that I had that many in the first place. I hit the ground and rolled toward the mouth of the flume.

“Quillan!” I shouted again. The flume sprang back to life. It was the only thing I could think of doing, though I had no idea how I was going to wrestle the dado into the tunnel. As the light from the flume began to fill the cavern, I stood with my back to the entrance. The dado stood with its back to the door of the cavern. It was a standoff. No, I take that back. The dado was in complete control. The only thing I could do was step back into the flume and get out of there. The dado raised its pistol, aiming at me. I instinctively took a step back, then stopped. I couldn’t leave. I had to let it shoot me. At least when I came to, I’d still be on First Earth and could figure out a way to chase it down. Leaving wasn’t an option. I braced myself, ready to get nailed.

The dado didn’t fire. It held the gun on me, keeping me back as it took a step toward the door. It didn’t care about me. I was nothing more than a nuisance. It wanted to get to First Earth. There was nothing I could do. The dado knew it. While keeping its doll eyes on me, it reached back for the door that was the gate to the flume. With one quick movement, it holstered its pistol, pulled the door open, and sprang out into the tunnel. . . .

As a subway train came barreling by.
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