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MY CAST OF SENTINELS

THE WARRIORS ARE DIVIDED into ten squadrons. Each squad has its own sentinel, or winged horse, to protect and guide them. Many people refer to the sentinels as Pegasus, but actually, they are all descendants of that legendary winged horse.

Alpha’s sentinel is Georotus, a silvery-blue stallion with white tail and mane. He’s well-educated and speaks formally. The only time he unwinds a bit is when he gallops across galactic skies. The best thing about Georotus is how much he loves and appreciates Chase, Catherine, Martina, Hannah, Dillon, and Alex—just because. Is there a better way to be adorable? I think not.

Every herd needs its mother figure and for this task, I called upon Pericles, the Beta’s sentinel whose sable-brown coloring is absolutely smashing. She likes to keep everyone in line being an organized mom. Strange creature, indeed.

Deltas have Sophocles, the mare, as their sentinel. She’s glossy black and quiet; sometimes people mistake her for being shy—she isn’t. She simply chooses her words carefully before speaking, an admirable habit worth cultivating.

Stathis is Georotus’ mother. Her mate is Theapatus. Stathis is sentinel for the Omega squad. She’s silvery white, athletic and loves to “horse around.” Get it? Loves to horse around? Stathis could probably do stand-up comedy or soccer exhibitions if she ever needs to make a living.

Apollo, the palomino stallion, has coloring similar to the Greek God, his namesake. He belongs to the Pi squadron, but has allowed the squad to get pretty ‘uppity’ in their ways by insisting they be called Squad 3.14159 instead of plain ol’ Pi. Coincidentally, the squad members celebrate March 14th every year by eating five different kinds of pies.

Gamma’s sentinel is a mare named Ambrosios, who possesses loving qualities. Naturally, whenever one of the sentinels becomes upsets, it’s Ambrosios who offers comfort. “Ambrosia” also means, ‘nectar of the gods,’ so it makes sense that this particular female speaks honeyed words to soothe those in distress.

The Chi squadron’s sentinel is called Annas, who is a mare with a white coat, tail and mane. Annas is physically fit and competitive. At the writing of this book, she was going crazy over the latest Chinese exercise faze.

Haimon watches over the Epsilons and is extremely distraught throughout this book for what he perceives is a failure on his part. He’s a brown color, nearly drab in appearance, but by no means should he be considered ‘down and out.’ Haimon, like most of us, I suspect, perseveres in times of great troubles. Adversity merely reveals the depth of his character.

Georotus’ father is Theapatus, sentinel for the Kappas. He joined his son in the Battle of Esperanza when the warriors defeated the Dark Amoeba and the Dark Master near the Antarctic Peninsula. He’s silvery-blue and loves Stathis, his mate, very much. He’s a devoted family man.

Lamba, another horse whose coat is pure white, is a stallion. He’s the sentinel for the Thetas. Lamba and the Thetas don’t have starring roles in Alex’s stories; rather, they’re working usually behind the scenes propping everything up and lending their support so that others may shine. They’re the unsung heroes, but I beg you, never make the mistake of assuming they’re common, for the Thetas are quite, quite remarkable. They are, in fact, my favorite kind of people.
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Always remember, you have within you the strength, the patience, and the passion to reach for the stars to change the world.

- Harriet Tubman
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​Chapter One - The Calling
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“Hi, Alex.” Genevieve’s tinkling, flirty voice pierced Alex Turner, halting his progress so she could receive all his attention. She fluttered her mascaraed eyelashes so fiercely, they created a tsunami-esque breeze.

Alex hated that.

Surrounded by her girlfriends, Genevieve giggled in the squeaky, annoying way some of the prettier, empty-headed girls had figured out how to giggle. 

He hated that, too.

His irritated eye roved over Genevieve and her friends. They wore black leggings, which showed off the shape of their legs, high heels that made them teeter when they walked, and long t-shirts tied at one side of their waists. Decked out in metal bracelets and necklaces, Genevieve blended in with her girlfriends to form a homogenous blob, which blocked the entrance to the high school gymnasium.

Fellow Alpha squad member, Chase, laughingly referred to Genevieve and her gaggle as “Alex’s harem.” His brother, Dillon, called them “Alex’s Scare-em.”

At first Alex enjoyed their adoration, basking in it after rescuing the world from the Dark Master, but the shine had certainly worn off that penny. Popularity was best in moderate doses; besides, being hounded grew old and made him do embarrassing things. This week he’d ducked into the teacher’s lounge and the Foreign Books section in the school library; last week he’d hidden behind trash cans.

He heaved a world-weary sigh and steeled his backbone before walking up the concrete stairs. The girls were stationed at the top, gatekeepers to the Autumn Ball. Smiling with his mouth only, Alex ignored the unattractive, predatory gleam in Genevieve’s eye. He focused on the doorway then marched past his harem.

Genevieve called out, “Will you dance with me, Alex?”

“Maybe later, but probably not,” he drawled before slinking through the doorway and making his escape. He didn’t feel bad for being so rude to her. She’d made a real pest of herself and his patience was shot. No matter how he’d tried to hint her away, Genevieve just didn’t get it. If she didn’t quit bugging him soon, he’d have to...well, he didn’t know how to turn off that spigot. 

Dillon, Alex’s younger brother, shook his head and muttered his signature phrase, “Crappity, crappity crap.”

He didn’t know what made Dillon frown, but Alex knew some mysteries remained in this world. He didn’t have time to unravel this particular one. 

Tugging his too-tight tie, Alex hated how it reminded him of tangling with that python in the Battle of Esperanza. The snake tried to hug him to death and would have, too, if Alex’s friends hadn’t saved him. Eighteen months ago, he and others teleported to asteroid Eros to meet the Immortals, some Greek mythological heroes. After being trained by Cyclops, the gorgons, and two sea monsters, Alex and Martina attacked the Dark Amoeba in Antarctica. The other warriors followed. Sent by the Dark Master as his personal lieutenant, the Dark Amoeba smothered living things in its tarry goo. Between the warriors and the Immortals, they’d defeated the Dark Amoeba at the Battle of Esperanza, but the victory hadn’t come cheap. Memories of that awful day disturbed his sleep.

Adding to Alex’s anxiety was the ever-present awareness that the Dark Master had eluded them at Esperanza and remained at large. Until he could be found and banished to Tartarus, the Well of Lost Souls, the world wasn’t safe. Like all bullies, the Dark Master was a coward at his core, but he was a clever man. He’d dreamed up a way to avoid being sent to the deepest level of hell. He planned to swap his tarnished soul for a pure one, instead. The pure one would be sent to Tartarus, while he skipped his way into Heaven past the pearly gates.

This is where the snag comes into play, as Alex saw matters.

Pure souls don’t carpet the earth; in fact, they’re pretty thin on the ground. Of all the people Alex had met in his fifteen years, he only knew one pure soul: Dillon. Alex probably wouldn’t care where the Dark Master spent eternity if it didn’t involve his brother. He couldn’t let Dillon spend an hour in Tartarus, let alone eons. He itched to take down the Dark Master, rid the planet of his presence, and keep Dillon safe in body and soul.

“You’re such a turd, Alex.”

He turned, fully expecting to find a friend joking him. Instead, Alex spotted Sam, an Epsilon warrior, who stood straight, tall, and dead-serious. “What’s bothering you now, Sam?”

“You!” The Epsilon nearly spat out the single word, as if it were a drop of poison on his tongue. “I can hardly stand being around you. Ever since we got back from Eros, you act like you’re a frickin’ national treasure. You’re so cocky.” He spat the last word, throwing his hands in the air.

Dillon scowled and rocked back on his heels. “Hey!”

Grabbing Dillon’s arm, Alex kept his brother from launching himself at Sam. His brother’s readiness to punch Sam made Alex smile. Dillon was feisty, all right.

The words ‘national treasure’ weren’t a bad descriptor. Alex rubbed his chin as he remembered the press corps camped on the lawn outside his house, how City Council renamed Main Street to Alex Turner Boulevard, and meeting the President of the United States to receive the Medal of Freedom. What Sam said probably was true; he probably had gotten cocky, but saving the world was a big deal. 

“Jealous?”

“See? See what I mean? You’re rude, Alex. To me and to Genevieve.”

Alex rolled his eyes, sighed, and held his palms out. “Genevieve doesn’t care if I’m rude to her. She’s thrilled if I talk to her.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah,” Dillon said. With that fine retort, the Turner brothers left Sam in the lobby.

He called them back. “Hey!”

Spinning around, Alex snapped, “What now?”

“Gabriel’s sending the Epsilons on a scouting expedition. I get to be the leader,” Sam gloated, his mouth stretching in a wide smirk.

“Well, take a jelly bean out of the jar for yourself, Sam.”

The smirk slipped off the braggart’s face.

“When do you leave?” Dillon demanded, both hands on his hips.

“ASAP.”

“Well, get going!” Alex barked.

Sam glared back at him, but said nothing. For a short moment, a muscle ticked in his jaw, but he clenched his hands into fists, spun on his heel, and strode from the high school gymnasium.

When the brothers were alone again, Dillon murmured, “You know, Alex, Sam may have a point. You were pretty rude to Genevieve back there.”

Grinning and unrepentant, he said, “I know.”

The younger boy scowled.

Alex explained, “It’s no biggie, Dill. Some folks matter and some folks don’t. I could care less how Genevieve feels.”

His brother stared, slack-jawed, before saying, “That’s not only the coldest thing I’ve heard you say, it’s the dumbest. And let me remind you, I’ve heard you say some pretty stupid things!”

“It’s true,” Alex argued with more heat than conviction.

Dillon shook his head and stared down his brother. “No, it ain’t. Everybody should care about everyone else’s feelings.”

Somehow, when it came from Dillon, Alex could see the problem with his personal philosophy, but pride wouldn’t let him concede the point. 

Stabbing his finger toward the dance, Alex motioned Dillon to go.

Decorated in orange, brown, and gold crepe paper, the gymnasium looked festive, but not unfamiliar. Tables sat against the wall and a family of scarecrows sat atop them. Hay bales were strewn about the place, marking off the dance portion of the linoleum floor. The lights were dimmed; jack-o-lanterns provided flickering light.

Barely appreciating the Halloween decorations, Alex mused, “Why did Gabriel select the Epsilons and not us for a mission?”

“Dunno,” Dillon said, waving to a friend. “Maybe he didn’t want to pull us out of the party.”

“Whose crazy idea was it to have this stupid dance?” he asked, joining Martina, who’d fought alongside him in Esperanza. Without glancing at the sandy blonde girl, he tugged loose his Windsor knot. “Hey.”

“The city council’s. It was their idea to throw this Autumn Ball, and I’m glad they did.” Martina brushed Alex’s hands from his tie, un-did the Windsor, pulled it off, and gave it back in a neat ball.

Alex unclenched his fist and shot her a grateful smile. He looked at her, really looked at her for the first time that evening, maybe longer. Her overbite had been tamed with new braces. Dressed up as she was, Martina almost looked pretty. 

He could hardly believe he once thought she resembled a horse-faced beaver. Martina would never do anything as stupid as join his harem, he thought with a fresh burst of irritation. “I’m not dancing.”

Shrugging, Martina showed she didn’t care what he did. She turned her head and Alex watched her sandy blonde hair fall over her shoulders. It glistened like honey.

Alex jerked his head, signaling his brother to leave. Dillon’s eyes gleamed, but—for once—he did what Alex wanted. He drifted away.

“I’ll dance, though, if you want,” he offered when he was alone with Martina.

“Never mind. I can tell you’ve got your boxers in a twist. Sam bugging you again?”

“How’d you know?”

“I was watching you guys. He hates that you’re getting all the glory.”

His lips twitched. If Martina flirted with me like Genevieve—he slammed the brake on that thought. He didn’t want Martina to act like Genevieve, did he? That was crazy! She was his friend, his side-kick, not his girlfriend. Definitely NOT his girlfriend. He gave her a sidelong glance. Could she be, though?

Grabbing Martina’s arm, he steered her to the refreshment table. “Come on, you idiot. Let’s get something to drink.”

Martina peered into the bowl, doubt crossing her face. “I dunno.”

Gummy worms floated in the orange, foamy liquid. Alex dipped the ladle and poured it into a cup. Falling chunks made splashes. He offered the drink to Martina, but she waved her hands, shaking her head as she emphatically said, “No thanks—no way, no how. Looks like goat entrails.”

Martina made him laugh.

Her brother, Chase, joined them, bringing Catherine along with him. 

“Can’t find anybody to dance with you, sis?” Chase punched Martina in the upper arm then snort-chortled, laughing at his own joke.

Alex frowned at his best friend.

Catherine, helped herself to some punch, took a sip, puckered her lips then set her cup back on the table.

“What’s the matter, Catherine? Not good?” Martina asked, ignoring her brother.

“It’d have to improve a whole bunch before I’d call it ‘not good.’” Catherine grimaced.

With his usual enthusiasm Dillon bounded up to the refreshment table and said to Martina, “Hey, you look great! Wanna dance?”

Enthusiastically, she agreed.

They left, holding hands. She hadn’t been that enthusiastic with him.

Within seconds, Martina and Dillon invented dance moves never seen by humanity. To call it a dance wasn’t accurate; it was more like a series of head-bobs, twists, and occasional kicks which had little rhythm. One move looked like they were playing Whack-a-Mole, trouncing invisible rodents. Smooth. As hard as he tried, Alex couldn’t hang onto his sour mood: they cracked him up.

Chase watched the unfolding exorcism with horror. He buried his head in his hands and groaned, “My sister is an embarrassment.”

“Great Scott Almighty.” Alex lowered his voice to imitate Cyclops, who’d used the phrase when he’d taught the Alphas how to wrangle lightning bolts. That hadn’t been pretty, either.

Chase asked, “Maybe I can tell folks she’s adopted? Or a cousin? You know, twice removed or something?”

“Oh, hush. They’re having fun.” Catherine lightly smacked his arm. “Have you met Raphael yet, Alex?”

“Who?”

Catherine chuckled. “I’ll take that as a ‘no.’ Raphael’s the surfer dude.” She pointed to a brown-haired man, decked out in a green t-shirt, board shorts, friendship bracelets, and flip-flops. A bronze circlet of twin snakes wrapped around a pole was strapped to his upper arm. “He’s from asteroid Eros.”

“Let’s meet him.”

The trio walked to Raphael just as he yawned, covering his mouth too late. Next to him stood Switcher, the Greek hero who taught them about timebends. Switcher was hired on as the new P.E. instructor at Alex’s school, a stroke of good luck. 

Raphael eyed the door, appearing anxious to leave. Alex figured neither liked dances, happy to have something in common with Switcher’s friend.

“Hey guys!” Switcher greeted the boys and nodded to Catherine. “Meet Raphael, a friend of mine and Gabriel’s.”

Shaking Raphael’s hand, Alex asked, “How are things on Eros? What’s Gabriel up to? Georotus? Although we communicate telepathically every day, it’s not the same. I miss them.”

“Yeah, I get it,” the surfer said. “Gabriel’s calling the warriors back to Eros.”

“When?”

“Now.” Raphael nudged Switcher and gave him a curious look. “He’s already sent the Epsilon squad to Aornum.”

The gym teacher paled. “Already?”

“What’s Aornum?” Alex asked.

“A town in Greece. The entrance to the underworld.”

Switcher clapped his hands. “Time to round up the others.” 

“Alphas, come with me. The teleporting stone’s outside.” The surfer Raphael led Alex, Chase, and Catherine from the gym. 

They walked through the parking lot, approaching a field on the other side. 

Alex looked behind to make sure the rest of his squad followed. Sure enough, his cousin Hannah trotted alongside Dillon and Martina with Switcher bringing up the rear.

“What’s the hurry?” Chase and Catherine jogged until she stumbled. He checked his pace and asked her, “You okay?”

She pointed toward her shoes, explaining, “Heels, you know.”

“I’ll slow down.”

“By the time we teleport to asteroid Eros, the Epsilons will have discovered another part of the Prophecy,” Raphael said. “We hope that clue will lead us to the Dark Master.”

“We’re going back to Eros?” Hannah squeaked. “Now?”

Dillon and Martina ran full-tilt into the crew, holding hands.

Alex smacked his brother’s hand from Martina’s, scowling. “Pay attention! This is important.”

“What’d I do with that teleporting stone?” Raphael’s head bent as he wandered around the field, parting tall prairie grass with his hands.

“It’s right here,” said Dillon, pointing.

Alex’s gaze swiveled to his brother. “How could you see that?”

“I heard it murmur. Make sense?”

“No, but I believe you.” Alex remembered the first time he’d ever picked up a teleporting stone—he’d felt a quickening within it. The appearance of the teleporting stone was deceptive; it looked perfectly normal, but it held the secrets of interstellar wormhole travel.

The Alphas, Switcher, and Raphael crowded around the smooth, brown stone, reaching to touch it.

Somebody warned, “It’s getting hot!”

CRACK!

A deafening clap of thunder and the acrid smell of lightning heralded the opening of a wormhole. Light beams shot up and bent, criss-crossing until they formed a shimmering dome around Alex and his friends. The dome filled up with a clear gel then lifted from the earth so that it looked like a bubble with people inside. The bubble launched into the wormhole, resembling a translucent python swallowing an egg. Inside their bubble, gel sloshed, seeping into the people. The process prepared their lungs for the drastic changes in atmospheric pressure, but to Alex, it felt like he was drowning. He’d forgotten the disturbing feel of gel invading his lungs, ears, nose, and eyes. Gagging, twitching, clamping his ears, and holding his nose—nothing helped. 

The first time he teleported, Alex felt like a fish on a hook hauled across the dark galaxy, but eventually he surrendered. He gulped the gel, like a fish working to take in oxygen through its gills. He wished he could travel to Eros some other way—anything would be better than this.

Their pod passed silently through the clear tube at lightning speeds. Movement, although sluggish, was possible in a wormhole, but talking wasn’t. If Alex wanted to communicate with the others, he had to do it telepathically. The gorgons, Stheno and Euryale, taught the warriors mental telepathy on their first mission to Eros. 

Two Omega warriors, Tikva and Timmy, taught them how to use extra-terrestrial vision. With those the two talents, telepathy and ETV, the warriors could video chat with anyone, anywhere.

Their sentinel, Georotus, told them they would keep the talents so long as they didn’t get angry, boastful, or envious. During the past year and a half some warriors lost their abilities, which saddened Alex. 

Sam, the Epsilon, couldn’t do mental telepathy or extra-terrestrial vision anymore. He envied Alex too much. Alex worried how Sam could lead his squadron to Aornum without having the gifts of telepathy and ETV.

Opening the telepathic link, Alex spoke with everybody in the pod. So do you know the other Greek heroes, Raphael?

I do.

Hi! Dillon extended his hand through clear gel to greet the newcomer.

Dude. Raphael bowed his head.

Can I call you Ralph?

Call me whatever you want, but I only answer to Raphael.

Dillon’s jaw dropped.

My name’s Raphael, not Ralph. Ralph is too common a name for me.

A beat of silence passed before Dillon drawled, Alrighty then, Raphael.

Alex saved his brother from further embarrassment by asking Raphael if he knew what the Epsilons would discover.

Something to do with the Prophecy is all I know.

Hannah frowned. Don’t you think it’s weird the Epsilons went to Aornum and not us? Something weird is going on. I just know it. 

You wanna know what’s weird, Hannah? Downloading hundreds of photos of your crush, Dillon teased his cousin with more humor than wisdom.

Alex slid his finger across his throat, trying to quiet his brother. Fearing that gesture would be overlooked, he mentally chanted, Shuddup. Shuddup, shuddup, shuddup.

What? Who’s the guy you’re obsessing over? Chase nudged Hannah and glanced around the wormhole, as if her crush would leap out to greet them.

Dillon and Alex stared, dumbfounded, at their friend.

Has he been in a coma for the last three years?

How could Chase not know Hannah was hung up on him?

Uh-oh.

Everyone stared at Chase. His grin slid off, wiping all the intelligence with it. The stupid look that remained did not bode well. With insulting dismay, he asked, Me? I’m your crush?

For someone so smart, that was awfully dumb.

Alex cringed. Nibbling his bottom lip, he watched Hannah to see how she handled Chase’s clumsiness. He didn’t have to wait long.

Her creamy complexion turned splotchy. Indignant gasps spewed and flames flew from her eyes, burning Chase then Dillon.

Too late, Chase tried to correct his error. He touched Hannah’s shoulder and said, Naturally, I’m flattered—

Upon hearing these words, Hannah brightened. Her most hopeful smile spread on her lips until they couldn’t curl anymore and her eyes couldn’t shine any brighter. 

This was lost on Chase. Worse, her beaming countenance seemed to terrify him. He flailed backward, his arms slashing through gel, his eyes widening so the white parts were bigger than the color parts. 

Swiveling from Hannah to Chase, Alex vaguely registered that outside the wormhole, only darkness existed. Occasional flickers of light passed them, briefly lighting their pod like flashes of lightning. One of those blazes lit the bubble’s interior, illuminating Chase’s panic. Alex’s heart ached as Hannah became aware of it. As if her dazzling smile had been controlled by a dial, Alex watched it dim, bit by bit. 

Something—Alex would never know what exactly—made Chase glance at Catherine. His timing couldn’t have been worse. Chase looked at Catherine, Hannah’s sister. His face softened. His eyes flared with warmth and tenderness. 

Alex groaned inwardly. Hannah stiffened. Her love for Chase turned into hatred. With an unnerving sixth sense, Alex knew something bad was about to happen.

Hannah, dunked one too many times into the Well of Mortification, surfaced and lashed out. You’re a toad, Chase Stinson and I can’t believe I fooled myself into thinking I loved you! All this time, you’ve had a crush on my sister! Oh, and another thing—I’ve seen you barefoot. Your big toe is weird!

His big toe? Raphael and Dillon exchanged puzzled looks.

Maybe it wasn’t the most logical break-up in the world...

I never meant to hurt you, Hannah—

Shut up! Don’t ever speak to me again! I hate you! Take your stupid face and your stupid toe out of here!

His apology withered in the blasting heat of her rage. Despite Hannah’s white-hot anger, the temperature in the wormhole plummeted toward freezing.

Catherine paled.

Bewildered by this hairy introduction to the Alphas, Raphael whistled to cover up the awkwardness in the situation. 

Grimacing, Switcher bit his lower lip.

Chase wiped his forehead then glared at Dillon, whose loose thoughts had prompted this chain of events. Seeing that glare, Dillon garbled an apology, which everyone ignored. He had let the cat out of the bag and the cat had claws, big, nasty claws which shredded a friendship.

Twice Alex tried to “talk” with Hannah, but it dawned on him her temper wasn’t the only thing she had lost. Her anger cost her the talents for telepathy and ETV. Like water droplets in the desert, they dried up. He tried to hug her, but she wouldn’t allow it, ducking out of his arms. 

Not surprisingly, Catherine and Chase avoided even looking at each other for the remainder of the trip.

They were all relieved when the wormhole set them inside Eros’ Teleporting Chamber. Gel dripped off as the warriors fell to their knees and coughed up remnants. After he wiped his mouth, Alex spied the narrow window which showcased Earth. A blue and white marble seemed to float in a black, sparkling sea.

A web of golden ceiling strands cast a softening glow on the persimmon-colored walls. The strands changed colors depending on the amount of truth in the room. When Dillon’s pure soul was present, they glowed as golden as sunshine; for everyone else the strands pulsated in silver. If someone lied, the ceiling strands could turn navy or purple, depending on the malice behind the untruth.

Patiently, a winged horse waited for the warriors’ arrival. Georotus was a descendant of Pegasus’. As the Alpha’s sentinel, he greeted his charges with his snowy white wings tucked against his silvery blue hide and his rubbery lips parted in a wide grin of welcome.

“Greetings, Alphas!” Georotus’ long, white teeth bared in a huge, gummy smile. The Alpha warriors bombarded him with hugs and his tail twitched in delight. “Oh my! Oh my!”

Dillon rubbed Georotus’ nose. “It’s sure good to see you, buddy!”

“And you, Dillon.”

As the sentinel bowed to him, the ceiling strands vibrated and flooded the chamber with bright light.

“We must hurry. Go put on your jumpsuits and meet in the Dining Hall. The Alpha squadron is the last to arrive.”

The sentinel shepherded the warriors from the Teleporting Chamber to their common room, briskly traveling through winding passageways, which plunged deeper into the heart of Eros.

“Is everything all right?” Alex asked, unable to shake the feeling of being rushed as he was forced into a jog for the second time that day.

The winged horse stared at Alex.

“What’s wrong?”

As if he’d received an electrical shock straight to his system, Alex started. Liquid diamonds spilled from his sentinel’s eyes.

Something terrible had made Georotus cry.
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​Chapter Two - Bloody Battle
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In double time the Kansas warriors donned their jumpsuits and tool belts then marched to the Dining Hall. Catherine once commented that, with its sunken stone tables set into the floor, she felt like she was entering a foxhole when she sat down to eat. A canopy of truth-detection strands hummed overhead, casting silvery-white light until Dillon entered. Then they turned golden. Fountains spouted in the corners of the chamber and their mists rolled toward the ceiling strands.

As they entered through the large, wooden doors, Alex felt a powerful sense of coming home. Alex was glad to see his guardian, Gabriel, talking with Switcher and Raphael, but Alex’s enthusiasm soon lagged as he noted the men’s tension. They stood rigidly upright. Their faces were either shuttered or grim. Of the three, Gabriel appeared the most upset. His hands clenched, unclenched, and fisted again.

He never saw anyone strangle air before.

Cyclops stood next to the gorgons, Stheno and Euryale, whose heads of snakes wiggled in a wild frenzy, not unlike Martina and Dillon’s earlier dance moves.

The golden-haired sea monster, Charybdis, stood quietly beside her mother, Scylla. To Alex, Charybdis remained a mystery. She was shy and easily overlooked. Alex wondered what kind of thoughts formed beneath those braids. Her mother, Scylla, was ambitious and pushy. He had no idea what kind of character Charybdis had. He talked with her once when she visited the Alphas in their common room. She gave Hannah a medallion necklace and told her to wear it all the time. 

Charybdis and Scylla were sea monsters. The top half of Charybdis looked like a normal woman, but her bottom half resembled an octopus. She moved about by stretching and curling her tentacles. Scylla, her mother, was shaped like a six-headed squid. She kidnapped Dillon and tried to teleport him off asteroid Eros, thinking if she sacrificed Dillon to the Dark Master, he would relent and not destroy Earth.

Alex couldn’t have been more surprised when Scylla showed up at Esperanza and saved their lives. The Dark Amoeba attacked her and she suffered greatly. Since the battle she wasn’t quite right in her heads.

Searching out the grumpy, one-eyed giant Cyclops, Alex found him and waved. The giant waved back, but his fingers barely waggled. His weathered face had a sick tinge to it.

“Does Cyclops look...I dunno...weird to you?” Alex asked his brother from the side of his mouth.

“Weirder than normal, you mean?” Dillon squinted as he inspected Cyclops. “Yeah, he does.”

Alex’s stomach lurched. What was wrong?

Near the tall, wooden doors of the Dining Hall, Gabriel, sliced his hand through the air to indicate the conversation with Raphael and Switcher finished. Wearing his trademark cargo pants and purple shirt, the guardian addressed the warriors, who immediately quieted to hear Gabriel’s words.

“Welcome back, warriors. We have a new member—” He waved the surfer forward and his large ruby ring flashed blood-red in the ceiling strands’ light. “This is another guardian, Raphael. Meet our new doctor.”

Applause greeted the physician, not just from the warriors and Greek heroes, but from an invisible source near the rafters, as if there were a hidden audience or unseen choir. This had happened before, the first time they’d been summoned to Eros. The warriors had been presented to invisible guardians, who’d cheered and applauded them. 

The Battle of Esperanza ended with lightning bolts liquefying the Dark Amoeba. The sentinels sopped up the gelatinous remains and placed them in Pandora’s box where they mixed with hope, the only thing which remained in Pandora’s box. Gabriel predicted something new would form, something better than the Dark Amoeba.

After the initial rush of excitement, Alex’s return to Eros felt like a let-down. Nobody was having any fun. A wet veil of tension clung to everybody, damping their moods and sucking out their spirit of adventure. Something sinister lurked along the edges, cutting into the peaceful atmosphere.

Gabriel put his hands in his back pockets then spoke. “Two of the Dark Master’s cohorts ambushed the Epsilon squadron in Aornum, killing Katie Woodward. Sam recovered part of the Prophecy, but the remaining Epsilons were taken as slaves.”

The whooshing sound of a collective gasp sucked the oxygen out of the Dining Hall.

Feeling sick-hearted, Alex stared at Cyclops. The giant dashed great big drops of tears from his single eye with his work-worn hands.

Slamming the table, Alex leapt and blurted out, “No—it can’t be true! It’s a lie!”

Georotus whinnied, poking Alex’s back with the sharp tip of his wing.

Alex ignored his sentinel’s scolding. Gabriel had to be kidding. Katie couldn’t be dead. Dead? That’s crazy! Sure, they might fight and get hurt, but killed? That was nuts! It HAD to be a lie. They were warriors, not fodder.

Glaring at the guardian, Alex dared him to take it back.

Gabriel’s eyes met his. A bleak, raw pain told the awful truth. Alex’s knees buckled under the weight, forcing him to sit. 

The other warriors and Greek heroes sat in shocked stillness.

It was left to Gabriel with harsh lines of grief etched into his face to finish the message. Clearing his throat, he closed his eyes and continued, “Her life shall not be in vain. Commit Harriet Tubman’s Prophecy to memory.”

Two Brothers Fair

One without Care

From the Land of Oz

Shall lead the Cause

The slaves will rise

Against their Master

Setting off Full Disaster

Poverty and Pestilence

Soon to die

The Master must, of course, apply

His Evil to a New World be

Swallowed up where Death can’t see

He must not die by the sword

He must not die of broken bone

Nor shall rope or bullets be

The final death of he

Toxic gas is no use

Nor any kind of electric juice

He likes it hot, so fire’s out

Falling alone cannot end the rout

“Pray for Katie. Pray for the enslaved Epsilons.” Gabriel choked on these last words, swallowing hard enough to bob his Adam’s apple. Wrenched from his gut, he said, “Those who have lost your talents must consider what you did wrong. Reflect, apologize, and atone. Your powers cannot be restored until those three stages are complete. Charybdis will take care of you.”

Rolling from the stage on her green tentacles, Charybdis crossed the gray, stone floor. A tiny smile lifted her lips as she gestured for the warriors to follow her out of the Dining Hall. Her long braids swayed as she serenely maneuvered away.

A small band of embarrassed warriors schlepped across the room with their chins tucked into their chests. Hannah joined Brayden, Emma, two Kappas, a Delta, and several Thetas whose names he couldn’t recall. Alex’s friend, Ahiga from the Kappa squad, showed sympathy and good manners by opening the door for them. 

Hannah might have been sniffing the ceiling strands, her nose was stuck so high into the air.

Alex wanted to shake her. He warned her instead, “Get it together, Hannah.” 

She ignored his advice.

After the talentless ones left the Dining Hall, Gabriel said, “We can’t stay here. The Dark Master’s coming. He has two helpers. He’s still immortal, but when that changes—”

An explosion rocked the asteroid. The room tilted. Alex stumbled. The large, wooden doors blasted off their hinges. Bodies and rocks sailed through the air, smashing into everything. 

Alex’s heart, stomach, and throat swapped positions. He didn’t hear the sounds of impact, or bones breaking, or shouts of pain. The noise was muffled. He staggered, lost his balance, and landed hard on his back. Viewing the Dining Hall from the floor, it’d been leveled. Now it looked like a war zone. A curtain of debris, dust, and smoke blocked his view until he couldn’t make anything out.

His ears rang. His eyes stung. He was shoved under a table, crowding with the warriors who’d been stuffed there by the sentinels. They huddled together beneath the stone table, wincing as they felt crashes and thuds pound overhead. Alex made a frantic grab for his brother, terrified. He found a hand and jerked the person closer to him.

Chunks of splintered wood and crushed pieces of stone rained down, striking the floor with enough force they bounced. Through thick smoke, Alex squinted to see the sentinels gallop about, flapping their wings to protect their warriors.

The sounds of battle muted, as if this were happening miles away. Alex’s ears droned with an annoying high-pitched buzz. He swatted his ear, but got no relief.

Alex squeezed what he thought was Dillon’s hand, but was startled when he realized it wasn’t his brother he’d been holding all along—it was Martina.

“Where’s Dillon?’”

“What?” 

Shouting was useless in all this chaos. Alex switched to his mental telepathy skills. Try as he might, he knocked on the inner door to Dillon’s mind, but there was no answer. Clammy and starting to panic, Alex called to Chase and Martina to help him find his brother.

Could be unconscious, Martina offered.

Or dead from that blast, Chase muttered, receiving a collective glare from both Alex and Martina. Chase’s sister, in the time-honored fashion for correcting siblings, smacked him upside the head.

To his credit, Chase didn’t flinch or complain.

Alex gulped, swallowing cold fear. It tasted like bile on his tongue. Shaking his head like a wet dog shakes off water, he repeated to himself, Dillon’s fine. He’s fine.

Catherine hauled unconscious warriors into their foxhole, giving them protection against falling debris.

Martina telepathically said, Chase and Alex—go find Dillon. Catherine and I will help the others.

Scrambling to grab hold, Catherine hauled an inert body into the pit by grabbing his tool belt. In the nick of time, Martina caught the warrior’s head so it didn’t bang against the carved bench. On their knees, the two girls dragged the warrior near the pedestal where he’d be safer. Catherine yanked the first aid kit from his tool belt and set about bandaging his wounds.

Chase yelled something to Catherine, who glanced up, and nodded. He leaned across the wounded warrior to kiss her cheek. Then he and Alex left the foxhole to search for Dillon.

A skinny man burst through the doorway. One door, dangling lopsided by a single hinge, wobbled then smashed to the floor, falling in a plume of dust. The bald skinny man carried daggers and wore a long, black coat. Where his eyeballs should have been, there was nothing except dark, round, empty sockets.

Another figure emerged from the thick smoke, a female flame-thrower. She wore a black dress with ridiculous white cuffs on the sleeves and a scarlet leather vest. Half her frizzy hair was twisted into a bun, while the rest straggled down her back. Flames flew from her fingertips as she cackled wickedly. Her eyes lit in wicked delight.

Alex had the unshakeable belief he stood in the presence of Evil.

She burned the Dining Hall door her friend had broken, laughing wildly as she watched the wood scorch.

Someone sauntered into the hall, gazed about the room, and yawned. Bored and unimpressed, he strolled straight off the pages of a Jane Austen novel. In his Hessian boots, he stood tall and imposing. Blue, pitiless eyes scanned the room, lighting up when they spied an eleven and a half-year-old boy draped awkwardly over a table. Alex’s hackles rose. This Regency gentleman stared at his brother, Dillon. No one else coveted Dillon’s pure soul—this was the Dark Master.

Dillon!

Alex and Chase ran toward the golden ray of light, fear turning their feet into wings.

The pyro-freak raised her hands, throwing a firewall between them and Dillon, but Alex didn’t hesitate. He dove through the barrier. It would take more than flames to keep him from his brother.

Chase followed. They stumbled through smoke and rubble, guided by that patch of golden ceiling strands, which was both curse and blessing. When they reached Dillon, Alex tried to rouse him by shaking his shoulder. Chase yanked on dangling ceiling strands, trying to hide their golden glow. 

Dillon’s eyelids fluttered open. Alex felt a huge grin break loose from his mouth. Thank God you’re alive. Hauling him over his back, Alex carried him, one-shoulder, across the debris field. 

Chase provided cover, throwing chunks at the demons. His strategy was brilliant. By keeping her busy dodging and ducking, neither one could throw daggers or flames. 

Zigzagging back to the foxhole, a knife flew so close to Alex’s ear it could count as his first shave. From the corner of his eye, he saw silver flashes as blades whirled by them. He sped up.

A set of tentacles swatted the steady stream of knives, knocking them down so they clattered to the floor. Scylla, with her six heads and twelve eyes could respond quicker than Alex and Chase to the barrage. 

Smoke thickened. Alex and Chase coughed until their eyes watered. Alex’s ears continued to ring. He couldn’t hear anything.

Ceiling strands dangled, torn and no longer glowing, slapping against his face. It reminded him of the hanging crepe paper streamers from the Autumn Ball, where they’d been a few short hours before. Alex spluttered, spitting one out as it landed in his mouth.

Like a baseball player sliding into third base, Chase slid into the foxhole. He motioned for Alex to pass Dillon to him. He rolled his brother, burrito-style, onto the bench. Chase, Catherine, and Martina, grabbed him and hauled him beneath the table’s crowded canopy. Alex scrambled down to join them, sitting on the bench.

To his right, Cyclops fought the bald, skinny man. There were no knives in his hands, but when his long coat open, Alex saw dozens of daggers had been sewn into its lining. With the force of a thousand jack hammers, the one-eyed giant delivered a blow to man’s mid-section.

“Yeah!”

Raphael waved his arm, directing the corner fountains to extinguish the small fires. He dumped water over flame-thrower. Her heavy skirts dragged along the floor. Her wet hair plastered to her face and the flames which burst from her fingertips fizzled out.

“Way to go!”

Swiveling his head again, Alex spied the Regency gentleman fighting Gabriel near the entryway of the Dining Hall.

Georotus whinnied, “The Dark Master has finally returned!”

“That’s him?” Alex pointed to the gentleman garbed in the historical suit of clothes, glad his hunch was right.

His sentinel nodded and they watched the fight between the Dark Master and the guardian, Gabriel. Taller and broader, the Dark Master appeared to have the edge in this bout; Alex could tell the Dark Master’s strength had grown since battling him at Esperanza.

Gabriel withstood blow after punishing blow, barely hold his own. Alex was troubled, wondering if their guardian would lose the bout when Gabriel delivered a devastating left hook. The punch was so hard, it lifted the Dark Master and separated him from one of his boots. For a moment, he became airborne. Gabriel gathered his breath in those few precious moments.
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