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Dedication

For my men of adventure,

Griffin and Emerson
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    A Note About This Story

The tale you are about to read takes place approximately 36.54372 million miles away from Earth, as the crow flies. It has been collected and woven together via various interview transcripts, recordings, and interstellar laser screams sent to Earth from the Famous Marlowe 280 Interplanetary Exploratory Space Station over the past decade.

“Laser scream” may be a new term for you, as it is still not well understood on Earth, but we don’t have time to get into it here.
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The astronauts who boarded the Marlowe were charged with one mission: to discover a planet where humans could one day live. Captain Isabel Caspian sends out teams of explorers. Finn and his friends are all remarkable, but Finn will always have a special place in the history books.

Because Finn was the first kid born in space.

So in many ways, Finn was born for exactly the type of situation in which we find him here in this book. But it will be up to you to decide if that makes him lucky or not.




    
        Hall of Explorers
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Chapter One

On the Clock

“Thank you so much for agreeing to stop our planet from exploding. You have seventeen minutes. Step right this way, please.”

Finn Caspian looked at his best friend, Abigail Obaro. Besides being his best friend, she was captain of Explorers Troop 301. He wanted to make sure she was hearing the same thing he was. As far as he could tell, the aliens who were talking to them had no mouths. Their words seemed to just show up in his head. So he needed to make sure he wasn’t imagining the whole planet-exploding thing.

He could see Abigail had heard it, too. She didn’t say anything, but she reached up and twirled her finger around the outside of her space helmet as if she were twirling her dark, frizzy hair. It was the same thing she did anytime she got lost in thought. She looked confused and also up for a challenge, which was the mix of emotions that usually got them into the worst trouble.

“Let’s go,” shrugged Abigail.

Finn followed Abigail, and Abigail followed the little gray creatures. As the chief detective of Explorers Troop 301, Finn had seen plenty of aliens in his time. He’d seen extraterrestrials as big as planets, two-headed creatures, and aliens made of rock, ice, and lava, just to name a few. But these little beings were different.

They were short and gray, with four eyes and no mouths. They had large heads, which was common among aliens, but their skulls were all strangely translucent. It was like their heads were balloons someone had inflated just a bit too much, and you could see into them. Finn could barely make out the brains inside. They looked like glowing purple tennis balls with electric currents coursing through them.

“Watch your step.” Finn nearly tripped on the step leading up to a cobblestone pathway. Again, the words had appeared in Finn’s head. He noticed this time that the brains in the aliens’ heads glowed brighter when they spoke.

He looked back at his friend Elias Carreras, who was playing with the walkie-talkie built into the sleeve of his space suit. The explorers used the walkie-talkies to keep in touch with the space station on their missions. Elias was the troop’s chief technologist.

“I think this thing is on the fritz,” he said. “I’ll take it apart as soon as we’re back on the Marlowe.”

Okay, so he must have heard the same voices Finn had. Every time something went wrong, Elias tried to fix it with technology.

Finn stood on his toes to catch a glimpse of his oldest friend, Vale Gil, the troop’s sergeant-at-arms, whose dark brown eyes seemed to be searching the sky for—
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“Did he say this place is going to blow up?” yelled Vale. “Why are we still here? And how are they talking without mouths? It’s like their words are in my brain. I got word brain! Am I going crazy?”

Finn never really had to read Vale’s expressions to know what he was thinking.

The final member of Explorers Troop 301 to follow the little aliens was Foggy, Finn’s robot. He looked as pleased as could be. Foggy had been on countless adventures with the troop, and they’d come to rely on his loyalty and his fearlessness. He was also strangely optimistic in the face of things like exploding planets.

“Oooohhh, stopping a planet from exploding should be impossible,” said the robot. His voice, which Finn had once described as sounding like a hair dryer starting up, whistled through the planet’s thin air. “Let’s give it a try!”

The astronauts followed the aliens through an archway into a garden. They walked down a stone path surrounded by enormous plants. Giant flowers of all colors towered over the kids. It was like walking into a jungle, but with a pleasant path of cobblestone to follow. Finn felt like some of the plants were watching them. Their petals turned toward the kids as they walked by.

Typically, the Marlowe’s kid explorer troops only visited planets that had already been scouted. The space station’s scientists would scan the planet to see if it was dangerous. If they decided it was safe, the kids would go down and check it out. It was their version of school: rocket off to far-flung planets and study them. This time, however, Troop 301 had been headed toward a different planet, when something on this planet had lassoed their ship and dragged them down to its green surface.

“I still don’t like that they took control of our pod,” said Abigail, who always piloted their ship.

“Let’s hope they don’t take control of our brains, too,” said Finn.

“Hahahahaha,” the aliens laughed. “We can’t control your brains. Only speak directly to them. Sixteen minutes until the explosion, by the way! Please hurry.”

The kids ducked under the low branches of a tree and came out the other side into a large atrium. Three giant gray aliens stood waiting for them.

Finn didn’t like the look of these aliens. While the ones they’d first met had seemed harmless enough, something about these giants was more menacing. They had four eyes like the others, but big, gaping mouths, too. And they nervously shuffled their feet as if they were going to charge like rhinos.
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“Let me guess,” said Vale. “These are the guys who are going to destroy your planet in sixteen minutes.”

“Fifteen minutes now.” The tiny aliens’ brains all glowed bright purple. “And no, these are simply the—”

“Fifteen?!” one of the massive aliens boomed. It leapt in fright, and all three of the giants started running—straight at the explorers.
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Chapter Two

A Robot, a Dream, and a Spitball

Finn, Abigail, Elias, and Vale were not just an explorer troop: they were also best friends. They had been since they were little, when they’d play hide-and-seek on the captain’s bridge. Finn and Abigail liked to hide in the Marlowe’s map room. Elias would sneak into the robot room to watch the engineers work. Vale would look all over for them, armed with a straw full of spitballs.

As they got older, their parents saw that the four of them were a great team and put them together into Explorers Troop 301. They began training to explore the galaxy. Finn discovered that his love of puzzles could serve him well on an alien planet. Elias got to tinker with robots, and Vale discovered a love of battles. (Well, simulated battles, like video games. He wasn’t quite as brave on strange planets.)

It was clear from the start that Abigail was their leader. She had the most courage, she had the most sense, and, unlike her friends, she could make a decision in less than twenty minutes.

The four of them trained for hours together on the Marlowe. When they weren’t practicing, they were playing practical jokes on each other (like the time Vale filled Finn’s space helmet with mint jelly and told him it was alien slime).

The biggest day for a kid on the Marlowe, though, was their eighth birthday, when they got their very own robot. Troop 301 hadn’t been complete until Finn’s eighth birthday, when he got a robot built especially for him: Foggy. Elias had helped his parents build Foggy, pulling the design from his overstuffed notebook of robot drawings.

Foggy wasn’t a high-speed, high-tech robot with laser cannons and supersonic jets. In fact, his head looked like a wedge of cheese balanced on top of a pencil. But he had something hardwired into him, something that no amount of plug-ins or add-ons could give him. Foggy had a love of adventure. Which was probably why, when those three giant aliens charged at the kids and the four of them got ready to scatter, Foggy yelled, “Tallyho!” and flew straight at the monsters.
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It wasn’t his best idea.
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Chapter Three

I’m Going to Need You to Spell That

“Foggy, up!” Abigail shouted. “Grab us and go!”

Maybe Foggy only heard the first part. The stomping of the giant gray aliens was so loud Abigail could hardly hear herself. As soon as the aliens started charging the kids, Foggy activated the rocket boosters in his feet. He shot off directly toward the giants as Finn, Abigail, Elias, and Vale scattered behind him.

To be fair to Foggy, he did catch the giants by surprise. They didn’t know what to do with this strange metal creature flying straight at them. The giant in the middle stopped dead in its tracks and cocked its head to the side. Maybe it was the fire coming out of Foggy’s feet. Maybe it was the fact that Foggy had been standing still a second ago and was now shooting directly at it. Or maybe it was the big smile on Foggy’s face as he flew straight at the giant’s nose.
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“Hallo, friend!” cried Foggy just before the middle giant swatted him away. Foggy bounced off the belly of the alien on the right, then off the belly of the alien on the left, and finally came to a clumsy halt on the floor.

“Well, that was unpleasant,” said the robot. “And I believe we have eleven minutes and forty-two seconds now to solve your little—”

Foggy held up his hand to the giants.

“DON’T run around screaming or smack me again, big things,” Foggy said. “I’m simply stating
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