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The Star Challengers, a group of talented young people bound together by a common interest in the space program, return to the Challenger Center for their next mission. Mysterious Commander Zota once again sends them into the future, and this time they will work aboard the International Space Station Complex. They will live without gravity, orbiting high above the Earth—and defend humanity against a ruthless alien invasion!
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“The Star Challengers with their Commander Zota ‘boldly go into the future’ to bring great science fiction adventures to their readers...what a wonderful way to expand young imaginations.”

—Leonard Nimoy

“Space exploration is a great adventure that benefits all mankind. The Star Challengers books inspire young readers with that sense of adventure, introducing them to a universe of exciting possibilities.”

—Buzz Aldrin

“The Star Challengers adventure stories could help to inspire a whole new generation of young women to value science and seek careers in high-tech, engineering and space exploration. These teenage Star Challengers team up in their quest to find innovative solutions to help them solve problems using real out-of-this-World science.”

—Dr. Sally Ride, 

Astronaut

“In no other regime do reality and fiction seem to meet as commonly as in space. No wonder young (and old) people are inspired and excited when reading the Star Challengers series. It would be a great item to take along on one’s next interplanetary voyage.”

—Norm Augustine,

Retired Chairman and CEO, Lockheed Martin Corporation

“There’s a reason why the best science fiction takes place in space. It’s the only true frontier left. Kids know this. So too does the Star Challengers series. Therein is the magical recipe to ensure a future in space for the rest of us.”

—Neil deGrasse Tyson,

Astrophysicist, American Museum of Natural History

“Challenger Center continues to be a champion for the future. Young readers will readily identify with the Star Challengers characters. The future needs them, and they will respond—in wonderful ways.”

—Barbara Morgan,

ASA’s First Educator Astronaut

“I've traveled to space in the movies, but the Star Challengers books let everyone see the wonders of space in their imagination. They are packed with so much excitement, mystery and drama that I could see myself as a part of the Challenger Center mission team.”

—Aramis Knight, actor, “Bean” in Ender’s Game

“Ad astra! To the stars! By the way of good stories! Thank you for Star Challengers, Rebecca Moesta and Kevin J. Anderson.”

—Clay Morgan,

Author of The Boy Who Spoke Dog

“June Scobee Rodgers is a woman on a mission and that mission continues to expand. By nature June is an encourager and an inspiration. She has worked to bring renewed interest in science education and space travel through the Star Challengers series which will help feed young, curious minds with the possibilities that await them in the future. I can’t recommend these books more. Move over Avatar ... here comes Commander Zota.”

—Debbie Macomber,

#1 New York Times Bestselling Author

“Space may be the final frontier according to Star Trek, but if our message to the next generation is to reach for the stars, then the Star Challengers series is a great place to start. Our future survival will depend upon how our young students meet the challenge of combining science, engineering, mathematics & imagination.”

—Lee Greenwood,

Entertainer, Writer, Musician, Singer &

Council Member for the National Endowment for the Arts

“What if Earth’s future rested on the shoulders of five ordinary teens living in present times? And what if a visitor from the future accompanies them through time and space for the adventure of their lives? I was charmed by the premise of Star Challengers, a new and innovative series geared to teen readers especially drawn to science and space technology. Never a dull moment in these fast paced books with a winsome cast of inventive kids whose ideas and solutions help make a difference for our planet. Every reader can relate to their cause and challenges. All readers will be caught up in their all too human relationships with one another and humankind from tomorrow. I found the stories infused with nail biting adventure, romance and plausible science. Skip the vampires! Don’t miss this thought-provoking series presented by June Scobee Rodgers and the Challenger Center for Space Science Education and written by award-winning, international bestselling authors Rebecca Moesta & Kevin J. Anderson.”

—Lurlene McDaniel, 

Bestselling Young-Adult Author
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To the Challenger Center flight directors, teachers, and astronauts Everywhere who help launch young people toward discovery and achievement.
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The sky was calling JJ.

She needed to get her feet off the ground and be surrounded by nothing but air—while going very, very fast. With razor focus, she worked her way through the preflight checklist while standing next to the compact Piper Arrow. All the while, her Uncle Buzz watched her like a hawk.

“Take your time,” he cautioned. “The sky’s not going anywhere.” He’d been her flight instructor long enough that JJ knew if she didn’t do a good job following the checklist, she wouldn’t be going anywhere either.

When she finished the checklist, forcing herself to pay attention to every detail, he smiled and said, “Good job, flygirl. Got your pubs bag?” She nodded and held up the small heavy bag that held her approach plates, charts, and logbook. “Then let’s see how you do getting this baby off the ground.”

JJ—short for “Jenny June”—Wren climbed into the Arrow’s cockpit, feeling a little bit nervous and a whole lot excited. Today would be her first time piloting a plane in weather under IFR—instrument flight rules. She’d have to trust her instruments when she couldn’t see where she was flying. Uncle Buzz had chosen an overcast day specifically so that she could practice using her instruments. It was an entirely different experience.

Up until now, she had been learning on her uncle’s crop duster, which had an open cockpit. But she could only fly the crop duster under visual flight rules, keeping her eyes open and watching where she was going. This would be a big step for her. Though she had flown in the single-engine Piper a few times, this was her first time as the actual pilot. The responsibility and the freedom were thrilling.

Uncle Buzz folded his tall frame into the copilot’s seat to her right. JJ casually tossed the pubs bag onto the back seat, buckled herself in, and put on her headset. When Uncle Buzz gave her the thumbs-up sign, she signaled the tower. “Tower, this is Arrow November nine zero five zero kilo, ready for takeoff, runway one-seven right, IFR round-robin.” She tried to sound serious, professional, and older than her actual fourteen years. Uncle Buzz had taught her the code, how to talk like a real pilot.

Air Traffic Control, or ATC, responded, “Arrow November nine zero five zero kilo, you are cleared for takeoff. Fly heading one-eight-zero, climb to twenty-five hundred, and contact departure.” That vector would take them around the approaching storm. JJ wasn’t worried (if anything, Uncle Buzz thought she didn’t worry enough). Biting her lower lip in concentration, she lined up the small plane on the runway, confirming with the compass that it matched the runway heading, then gradually pushed up the throttle.

“Okay, now that we’re moving,” her uncle said, “how’s your engine?”

JJ checked the gauges. “Pressure green, temperature green.” She loved feeling the thrum of the plane as she accelerated down the runway. “Airspeed alive,” she said when the indicator started showing her speed.

Uncle Buzz gave her another thumbs-up. When they were going fast enough, JJ slowly pulled back on the yoke—the control that looked a little like a steering wheel. With just a slight wobble, the Arrow’s wheels lifted off the ground. JJ’s heart seemed to lift off at the same time as the lightweight plane. As the little craft climbed toward the clouds on the heading that ATC had given her, JJ reminded herself of all of the times she had practiced this in a simulator.

Now it was real.

“Bring your nose down just a little, for your best angle of climb,” Uncle Buzz said.

JJ did, and she had just started feeling relaxed—even giddy—when a gust hit the plane, but she adjusted easily and flew through the mild turbulence. She could handle this. The Arrow hit more rough air when they reached the clouds, but again JJ held the aircraft steady on its heading. She liked this! JJ imagined she was having a little competition with the weather, and she was determined to win.

Piloting this plane reminded her of the Challenger Center simulations—which had turned out to be quite real. She couldn’t just learn things halfway. She was going to be a pilot, and a good one. The mysterious Commander Zota had convinced JJ and her friends that lives would depend on them in the future.

She was reveling in the flight when a downdraft slammed them like a giant invisible flyswatter. For a few seconds, it felt as if the plane dropped out from beneath her like one of those long-plunge freefall rides at an amusement park, and her stomach tried to float up into her throat. But she didn’t panic; she knew what to do. JJ sucked in a deep breath to steady herself and concentrated on flying even as turbulence shook the aircraft.

Another strong gust smacked them, then—wham!—something hard struck JJ on the back of the head, and everything went gray and fuzzy....

The next thing she knew, an acrid chemical smell was filling her nostrils, and everything came into clear focus with a jolt. From the copilot’s seat, Uncle Buzz waved something that looked like a roll of gauze under her nose—the source of the horrible smell. Her eyes and nose stung, but she was fully awake.

“What...?” JJ began.

“Good, that snapped you out of it. Took me a couple minutes to get us into clear airspace, but we’re fine now.” Uncle Buzz threw the small tube of gauze into the back seat. “Smelling salts—very useful in an emergency like that. Most pilots don’t carry them, but I’m old fashioned about my first aid kit. You were looking a bit woozy there. It tends to happen when you get banged on the head.... ”

JJ put a hand to the back of her skull, which was throbbing. “Wha—how?” she asked, then remembered to put both hands back on the yoke. She tightened her grip. “Who hit me?”

“There was an embedded thunderstorm in the clouds. After ATC gave us our heading, the storm must’ve moved faster than expected. We caught the edge of it, and the winds knocked us around a bit. And when we hit that downdraft, the pubs bag came up out of the back seat and whacked you on the noggin. Next time, remember to stow it and strap it down.”

JJ felt herself flush with embarrassment at the stupid mistake. “Sorry, I won’t forget next time, and I certainly won’t forget that smell!” She wrinkled her nose in disgust. “It sure cleared my head fast.”

“Ammonia salts,” Uncle Buzz explained. “You weren’t unconscious, but it wouldn’t hurt to let a doctor look at that head once we land. How are you doing?”

“Other than feeling like an idiot, you mean? Fine.” JJ was determined to get things right, and she would not make that particular mistake again. “I’d like to do the landing, if that’s all right,” she said. “Someone has to take us back down—and it might as well be me.”

Uncle Buzz gave her a thumbs-up again. “But you let me know if you feel dizzy.”

Clouds and the speckles of mist on the cockpit windshield made it impossible to see, but she followed her instruments. IFR. That was her challenge for today. She contacted the tower again, and Air Traffic Control provided a return heading. Using the numbers and the compass, she turned the plane back toward the small runway.

She watched the altimeter as she descended, pretending not to notice that Uncle Buzz kept a sharp eye on the instruments as well. Fortunately, he didn’t need to correct her. Though her head still throbbed, JJ knew she was following procedures to the letter. The instruments told her she was on the correct flight path.

Suddenly, like a curtain being yanked away from a window, the haze of moisture disappeared as the Piper Arrow dropped below the gray clouds. The rolling landscape spread out before her, and in the distance she saw the airport with its small control tower. Far to her left, she spotted another small plane just climbing to the clouds. Otherwise the sky was empty. What a relief to see where she was going again!

Over the radio she heard, “Arrow November nine zero five zero kilo, report runway in sight.”

“Arrow November nine zero five zero kilo—runway in sight,” she said.

“Arrow November nine zero five zero kilo, cleared to land, runway one-seven right.”

She tensed briefly, forced herself to relax, then glanced at the instruments. She could tell Uncle Buzz was proud of her. Her father, a firefighter killed in the line of duty two years ago, would have been proud, too. The runway drew her toward it like a magnet, and she aligned the Arrow perfectly.

The plane felt natural gliding down toward the pavement. The wheels touched down with just a bump, and then they were roaring along the ground, decelerating like a drag racer. She felt an adrenaline rush as she slowed the Piper to a safe ground speed and brought them to their designated spot.

Laughing, Uncle Buzz gave her a one-man round of applause.

JJ couldn’t have been more pleased. “I need this practice if I’m going to be a pilot someday,” she said. In her mind, however, she was thinking, a spaceship pilot.

These lessons were a thrill, but they had a serious purpose. Thanks to their recent Challenger Center adventure, JJ and her friends knew something that Uncle Buzz did not: An alien invasion was coming in the not-too-distant future, and Earth had only a generation to prepare for it. The skills they learned now might someday mean the difference between life and death for the human race.

***
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Dylan pushed speed-dial 4 on his cell phone; he’d been using that number a lot in the past month. Ever since their amazing trip to Moonbase Magellan and escaping from the Kylarn attack, one of them had called or emailed the other almost every day, just to check in.

Song-Ye picked up on the second ring and spoke immediately, having seen his name on the caller ID. She didn’t bother with any of the polite pleasantries that usually started a phone conversation. “You’ll never guess where I am, Junior.”

Donovan Dylan Wren, Dyl for short, no longer minded that the South Korean girl kept calling him Junior. The nickname had become a friendly joke between them, and they were learning to appreciate each other’s sense of humor. “Hmm ... are you exploring a shipwreck in the Caribbean?” he teased.

Using his shoulder to press the phone against his ear, Dyl stirred a pot of spaghetti sauce with a long wooden spoon. He sat in front of the stove on a rolling stool he used when cooking for the family. He didn’t need his crutches in the kitchen. On the floor, their tuxedo cat Spock rubbed against his ankles.

“That’s your best guess—the Caribbean? As in, swimming with sharks? No, thank you,” Song-Ye said. “Try again, Junior.”

Dyl tasted the sauce and added some oregano. “Are you at the Rose Bowl, watching a football game?”

Song-Ye made her usual pfft sound that meant she was dismissing his comment. “I’m not a football fan. I really don’t understand why people want to watch a bunch of guys in fat-suits chasing a big brown egg up and down a field. One more guess.”

Dyl tried to be as outlandish as possible. “Buckingham Palace, then?”

“Ooh—close! Actually, I’m at a diplomatic reception at the British Embassy with my father.”

“Because ... ?” He knew her father was a diplomat, and Song-Ye often found herself in VIP situations that neither Dyl nor his sister JJ ever encountered.

“Because he didn’t want to go alone, and Mom was called away for an emergency consult at Johns Hopkins Hospital—something about a Prime Minister with heart problems.”

“I thought you hated stuff like fancy receptions.” He tried to sound as if he was commiserating, but didn’t think he pulled it off.

Dyl could almost hear her shrugging one shoulder as she replied, “Normally, I do. These events can be kind of tedious. But Commander Zota wanted us to broaden our horizons and learn new things. There’s a lot at stake. In fact, I’m actually wearing a cocktail dress.”

“An alien-fighting cocktail dress?” He wasn’t sure how dressing up for a diplomatic party would help prepare them for the arrival of the Kylarn.

“A professional-looking cocktail dress, appropriate for meeting all sorts of world-class leaders. It’s midnight blue with tiny crystals sewn across it so that it looks like a starry night.”

“Now that I’d like to see—uh, purely for scientific purposes, of course. Maybe I could identify some of the constellations. I’ve been studying a little astronomy, you know, to do my part....”

She laughed. He liked it when she laughed. Dyl realized he was blushing. He could hear a muffled chatter of voices in the background, a piano playing. “Uh, aren’t you supposed to be keeping your father from getting bored right now?”

“Not really. He’s talking to the Duke of Something-or-Other. They were in the same college at Oxford—Merton, I think. Besides, it’s a cocktail reception, and I’m the only person here not drinking—for obvious reasons. So I stepped out on the patio for a few minutes.” She paused, then lowered her voice. “Are you getting excited yet?”

“About a diplomatic reception?” Dyl misunderstood her on purpose.

“Junior,” she said in mock exasperation.

“Oh, you mean about going back to the Challenger Center this weekend? Of course I am. I’ve been working on the assignment Mr. Zota gave us. I even figured out a way to get extra credit at school.” The enigmatic commander had promised that if they spent the month learning three new things according to his instructions, he would send them on another mission—into the future. And so Dyl, JJ, Song-Ye, and their friend Elton Elijah King had all been busy “earning” their next adventure.

Dyl put a pot of water on the stove for boiling the spaghetti noodles. Their mother would be home from her waitressing job any minute now, and it was Dyl’s turn to fix dinner. Later, while Mrs. Wren got ready to go to her evening job at the hotel, JJ would clean the kitchen. For now, his sister was doing homework in the living room.

On the phone, Song-Ye said, “Only two more days.”

“Check. T-minus two days and counting—over.” He turned on the timer for the pasta.

“Whatever. See you there, Junior. Over and out.”

JJ sat by the coffee table on the living room floor, doing her algebra problems and enjoying the aromas of baking garlic bread and simmering spaghetti sauce. The entire apartment smelled like an Italian restaurant. She also enjoyed the fact that Tony Vasquez sat next to her. Sure, he was here getting help on math, but his well-to-do parents could have afforded a private tutor, if he’d wanted one. Instead, he chose to be here with JJ.

Tony ran a hand through his curly light-brown hair and sighed. “I don’t know why I’m so dense. I ought to know this stuff. Boy, you’d think my parents were crash-test dummies instead of computer scientists.”

JJ snorted. “You’re not dumb. This not-getting-algebra is just temporary. You’re great at lots of subjects, this one’s just taking a little longer.”

He looked sidelong at her, and the worry in his blue-green eyes faded. “And how do you know I’m not an idiot?”

Looking up at the ceiling, JJ pursed her lips and thought for a moment. Her blond ponytail swished and tickled the back of her neck. “Well, you always solve mysteries halfway through the movie, you can do Sudoku puzzles in a flash. You made it to Level 100 of Rampart Raids IV faster than anyone I know, plus you built a robot that took first place at the science fair last year. Besides, I predict that you’re going to learn this soon, because you have a good tutor.”

He laughed at that. “Sure, she’s modest, too. Anyway, what if I’m just faking being bad at algebra so I can spend time with you?”

JJ could feel her face getting pink. “Well, in that case, I like the way you think.”

“Do you have time to tutor me on Saturday?”

She shook her head, hating to turn him down. “I’ve got kind of a ... thing on Saturday.” And there was no way she would miss it.

He raised his eyebrows. “A thing?”

“An exercise, I’d guess you’d say,” JJ said evasively. She wasn’t supposed to talk about how the Star Challengers had gone to the future, visited the Moon, and tried to save Moonbase Magellan. Not that Tony would believe her anyway. “It’s at the Challenger Center.”
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