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Book Description

It’s just supposed to be an educational field trip to the Challenger Learning Center, but JJ Wren and her friends find themselves transported into the future, to a time when the human race is besieged by deadly alien invaders. The evil Kylarn have shifted the orbits of three asteroids, sending them on a collision course with Earth!


Praise for Star Challengers

“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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Dedication

This book is for the next generation of future scientists, engineers, astronauts, explorers, and innovators—humanity’s real Star Challengers.

 


One

The mission patch on the right shoulder of her jacket looked official, and JJ Wren was proud of it. Astronauts, shuttle crews, and team members aboard the International Space Station wore similar mission patches. Commander Zota had given the Star Challengers patches-blue, white, and black with an image of the space shuttle launching off into the future—to remind them of their decision to inspire re others with the importance of science and the space program.

Before their original school field trip to the Challenger Center, JJ’s class had designed a mission patch as a homework assignment. She had enjoyed the trip, well before they’d learned how important and exciting the Challenger Centers could be. This patch was real, though, not just a homework assignment. In a few spare moments between her two jobs, their mother had sewn the patches onto jackets for JJ and her brother Dyl. To everyone’s surprise, Song-Ye had chosen to sew on her own patch, rather than delegate the task to a member of her wealthy parents’ domestic staff.

The Star Challengers were happy to show they were a team, though most people would never know the true extent of their extra-curricular activities.

Wearing the jacket kept JJ thinking about the future crisis humans would face—the Kylarn invasion—and the related problem that too few young people were choosing careers in math, engineering and sciences. Even without the coming alien attack, Earth’s future looked pretty dismal unless JJ’s generation changed their priorities.

But Commander Zota’s guidance gave her hope. She and her friends were going to make a difference. JJ and Dyl’s mom thought they volunteered with Mr. Zota at the Challenger Center as part of a student program—which was true, although there were only five of them in the program. Their friends Tony, King, and Song-Ye had also convinced their parents of their interest in space. None of the parents objected, since they considered the Challenger Center to be a far better use of time than playing video games or web surfing.

After school, JJ stopped at the local market to pick up some supplies for dinner; she also gathered sodas and snacks to take to King’s house for their get together, as well as for their mission at the Challenger Center that Saturday. She couldn’t wait for the next exercise. On evenings when their mother worked at the hotel, the brother and sister traded off cooking and cleaning. Tonight was one of those nights, and it was JJ’s turn to make dinner. Dyl, who was already at home doing his homework, would wash the dishes.

Carrying a plastic basket for her few items, JJ moved among the shoppers pushing their carts down the store aisles. In the hour after school, many parents and teenagers had also stopped by to pick up necessities, so the store was crowded. JJ tossed in some zucchini, carrots, and a pack of ground beef, as well as a jar of salsa, tortilla chips, freeze-dried fruit snacks, some cheese crackers and cans of root beer and Coke for her fellow Star Challengers. After all, if they were trying to save the human race, they might as well have some snacks while they were in training.

She didn’t even notice the man watching her until he approached her in the snacks aisle, where she picked up a box of Little Debbie cakes and a box of Moon Pies. “That’s an unusual patch on your jacket, young lady. You must be interested in the space program?”

JJ usually liked it when people noticed the patch and asked her about the Challenger Center, but this tall, thin man had a severe look about him, as if he were spoiling for an argument. Icy blue eyes stared at her from beneath gray eyebrows, though his hair was dark. Faint lines around his eyes suggested he might be old, but she couldn’t guess whether he was forty or sixty.

JJ glanced at the patch on her shoulder. “Yes. My school took a field trip to the Challenger Center, and it was pretty inspiring, so I decided to volunteer there.”

Unlike most adults hearing her excitement for the space program, this stranger did not seem at all impressed. “Space program,” the man scoffed. “It’s just a distraction from more important things.”

JJ was surprised. “The space program is important. Think of all the great things astronauts and aerospace engineers have done to help the human race.” She felt very awkward to be defending herself to this stranger.

The man countered, “Think of the money that was thrown away on those projects—money that could have been used for truly important endeavors. Things that mattered.”

JJ felt herself flushing, and she raised her chin. “Okay, like what?”

The man sniffed. “How about feeding the hungry? There are millions of starving people in the world. Or building houses for the homeless. Providing medical care for the sick. Building schools. Shall I go on?” He raised his eyebrows, appearing very smug. “Space is cold. Dark. Heartless. It’s a void where nothing of value exists or happens.”

JJ wasn’t convinced. Even though the causes were all good, she had heard these suggestions before. “People made those arguments back in the 1960s during the Apollo missions,” she pointed out. “Back then, people asked, ‘Why waste money sending a man to the Moon when there are so many problems to solve on Earth first?”’

The basket was getting heavy, so she shifted it to her other arm. “So, the Apollo program was cancelled, and we stopped sending people to the Moon in 1972 after Apollo 17. But it’s been decades, and the ‘saved’ money wasn’t used for those important things you mentioned. People are still starving, sick, and homeless. Taking money away from the space program doesn’t solve the other problems. If helping people isn’t in the budget, it doesn’t get done.

“But space programs do solve problems,” she continued. “A lot of the technology we take for granted now actually came from space research. And that technology and research gave people good jobs. The discoveries made because of the space program have changed the world and made it better place.”

JJ expected the man to chuckle, or at least pretend that he was enjoying the debate, but he seemed very hard and serious. “You seem very earnest. What sort of discoveries?”

Fortunately, JJ and her friends had discussed this many times, and she was ready for just such a debate. She pulled out her cell phone and held it up with one hand. “Communications satellites for starters. Plus the GPS in your car, geological survey maps to identify valuable resources, weather satellites that warn us about hurricanes and storms—in fact, any kind of satellite whatsoever. And computer technology. Handheld computers and electronic mail were developed as part of the overall space program, along with robotics that are used in medicine and manufacturing.” She was on a roll now. “They developed tons of cool materials: alloys, plastics, Teflon, and new kinds of cloth. Then there’s medical imaging that helps diagnose disease, cordless tools, new ways to preserve food,”—here she pointed to the freeze-dried fruit in the cart—”ATMs, water purifiers, solar collectors, sunglasses that block ultraviolet light. I could go on and on.” She switched the heavy basket back to her other hand.

She noticed then that the man had no basket or shopping cart, nor had he picked up any groceries. What was he doing here? Something about him felt very strange.

The man seemed irritated by her answer. “Who’s to say that someone wouldn’t have invented all of that anyway? And why take the risk of sending people into space? We don’t need to go there—it’s just grandstanding to show off what we can do. It’s dangerous. It’s expensive. It’s pointless.”

Even though the stranger made her decidedly uncomfortable, JJ did not turn and walk away. She had spent enough time with Commander Zota and the Star Challengers to be convinced of the benefits, so this man’s perspective was hard for her to understand.

“You think ‘One giant leap for mankind’ was grandstanding? Setting foot on the Moon was one of the greatest things mankind has ever accomplished. We need to keep dreaming, to feed the human spirit. And it’s by stretching ourselves to do what’s never been done before—by trying to do the impossible—that we grow.”

This man must have been alive during the heyday of the U.S. space program, when astronauts were childhood heroes who returned home to tickertape parades, when every schoolchild wanted to grow up to be an astronaut. Why had he lost his excitement? Or had he never felt it in the first place? “Don’t you remember what you felt like when you watched the first Apollo missions on TV with your family and the rest of the world? Didn’t you feel any excitement or pride?”

Now the man let out a small laugh, but she heard no humor in it. “I do remember what I felt. It’s what I feel today. Waste of money. Too dangerous. Kind of pathetic, really.” He focused on JJ with colder eyes. “I can see you’re very passionate about this, but you’re young. As you become an adult, young lady, you’ll get a dose of reality and see that most science is just wasted effort and money. We really should concern ourselves with more practical and realistic goals.”

JJ’s heart pounded, and she was disappointed that she hadn’t been able to convince him. Commander Zota had given them all a mission to make a better future, rather than just letting it happen. She couldn’t let herself be intimidated—after all, she had faced the Kylarn. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Mister. But science is a practical and realistic way to solve the world’s problems.”

The man turned and stalked away down the aisle without saying goodbye. Scowling, JJ yanked a bag of tortilla chips off the shelf in front of her, tossed it into the basket, and walked off in the other direction.

As soon as the man had disappeared around the corner, she thought of several other examples she could have used. She picked up her pace and headed up the next aisle, hoping to bump into him again, but he was gone. He must have moved on to a different section of the store.

While she finished her shopping, JJ kept an eye on the cash registers to see if the man was there. The debate kept going in her mind, and she came up with some convincing points, but she never saw the man again—he had simply vanished.

JJ paid for the groceries with the money her mom had given her and went home, still feeling unsettled.


Two

“Who wants to break?” Elton Elijah King asked, removing the frame that held the billiard balls in a triangle shape on his parents’ pool table. Dylan Wren leaned on his crutches, staring down at the table.

“How’d you guys get a pool table?”

“A guy who was remodeling his house gave it to my parents, because he couldn’t afford to pay them for singing in his jazz club.” King extended a cue enticingly. “So, you think you can beat me?”

Dyl grimaced. “Actually, I’ve never played pool before.”

JJ shook her head, making her blond ponytail wiggle behind her. “Neither have I, but that doesn’t mean I’m not ready to learn.”

King nodded. “All right, then. Who has played billiards before?” Under his breath, he hummed the tune to “Jeopardy.”

“Believe me, I’ve played before.” Tony Vasquez ran a hand through his curly brown hair. “I just never bothered to get very good at it.”

Song-Ye Park took up a pool cue. “Pfft. There’s nothing to it.” She rubbed chalk on the tip of the cue and moved the cue ball into position, leaning forward. She put one hand on the table to steady the long stick, and with a flowing movement, hit the cue ball. The white sphere shot forward and broke the rack perfectly, sending the balls rolling in all directions across the table. A striped ball clunked into a corner pocket. “And that’s all there is to it,” she said. “Actually it’s mostly math, good eyes and a steady hand.”

The cue ball had ricocheted off the striped ball it had hit into the pocket, then off the felt-covered side of the pool table. Song-Ye knew that one of the most important elements in a successful pool game was the law of reflection. A good pool player was able to calculate the angle from which the cue ball needed to be hit to bounce off the table’s walls and hit the next target ball.

She slid the cue between her fingers. Equally important was knowing and understanding Newton’s Laws.

Her mind rapidly figured that she needed to hit the cue ball at a 40-degree angle to hit the next striped ball. She knew where to point her cue on the cue ball to get it to spin properly. And she figured the amount of force with which she had to strike to get the right amount of speed. It was all science, a good eye, and a steady hand. Just one more example of the everyday value in understanding science.

Another perfect hit! The ball sank into the side pocket. 

“Sounds like something JJ would be good at,” Tony said with a smile and a wink.

JJ grinned. “Oh, speaking of math, how did you do on your last test?”

“Got an 89, thanks to your tutoring. But I can do better,” Tony said as he took a pool cue from the rack on the wall.

“We should probably put in some extra hours of studying, just to make sure.”

“Hey, if there’s math in playing pool, maybe you can figure out a way to get extra credit,” Dyl said.

Tony groaned. “I’m taking algebra. Billiards would be geometry.”

“And a bit of physics,” King added.

“Oh,” Dyl said. “This could be a problem.”

King waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Huh-uh. This is easy stuff—stuff you know already. But maybe you don’t know that you know, if you know what I mean.” He grinned.

Tony approached the table, and mimicked what he’d seen Song-Ye do with the pool cue. However, he didn’t know how perfectly she’d calculated everything prior to her shot. He struck at the cue ball haphazardly. The ball rotated, spinning like a planet in place on the table.

“Apparently Tony just reminded us there’s a difference between know-know and no-no?” Dyl joked.

“I thought we were here to play billiards,” Song-Ye said, sounding testy.

Dyl shrugged. “Oh, we are. But really, you could think of it as another study session. We’ve got to be ready for our next mission! Never know what that will be. Anything we learn might help us to figure out how to stop the Kylarn invasion!”

“Uh-huh, and I figured my parents’ basement was a pretty private place where we can talk without getting interrupted,” King said. “My parents think it’s kind of cool that we’re bonding because of the Challenger Center.”

Song-Ye rolled her eyes. “My parents are just happy that I’m learning to be social.”

King started humming “You’ve Got a Friend in Me.”

“So what’s the physics in this game, King?” JJ asked.

“It’s about Newton’s Laws of Motion,” King said. “You know who Newton was?”

Song-Ye gave a heavy sigh. “Newton … I miss him. I wish I could see him every day, instead of having to keep him in his cage at the Challenger Center.”

“The little guy is cute,” JJ said, “but he’s from the future, and Mr. Zota wants to be careful that a hamster doesn’t change anything in our time.”

Song-Ye tucked her straight black hair behind her ears. “I’m not sure what a hamster could change, even if he wanted to.”

“Not any old hamster—a hamster from the future,” Dyl pointed out.

“Not helping, Junior,” Song-Ye said.
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