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​CAST OF CHARACTERS
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GABRIEL is an Arch-Angel who is one of God's favorite messengers; he frequently helps humans and is partial to redheads.

CYCLOPS is a giant with only one eye. He's honest, strong, and true—a real working man. He smells of chocolate chip cookies, confuses metaphors and idioms. And, oh yeah, he forges wicked lightning bolts.

EURYALE and STHENO were two of three beautiful sisters until an evil witch cursed their good looks. Now they've got snakes instead of hair and their faces could stop a clock. We call them gorgons. The third sister is the most famous. She's Medusa.

CHARYBDIS, like the gorgon sisters, was once a gorgeous woman, but was cursed and turned into a sea monster. Half-woman, half-octopus, she causes ships to capsize.

SCYLLA is Charybdis' mother. Also a sea monster, she has six heads and likes to snack on shipwrecked sailors. It's been said that sailing through the Straits of Messina (where Scylla and Charybdis lived) is tricky, like being caught between a rock and a hard place.

AMOEBA is a microscopic, one-celled organism. It is the simplest being on Earth. It divides itself to consume its prey and transforms into many shapes.
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​Prologue
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Under the cloak of darkness, a small brown stone fell from the heavens. It was smooth, round, and looked like every other rock in Kansas. Except for the streaked tail, which glistened across the night sky, it was unexceptional in every way. The stone appeared to be quite ordinary—boringly so. It landed in Alex and Dillon Turner's backyard by no accident, but neither boy knew that. No human heard its whooshing sounds as the simple stone was chucked from the cosmos; nobody saw its sparkling trail, casting golden specks and slippery shadows across the sleeping faces of the Turner boys. Cocooned in the deep sleep that only a good conscience will allow, how could either one of them know this stone would change their lives?
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​Chapter One


[image: ]




Follow The Light

Alex had a choice: either ground the ball or run. Not a tough decision for a guy of action. Stretching out his long legs, Alex's strides ate up the ground to the cottonwood tree. Flying over the grassy turf, he dodged Hannah, his bubble gum chewing, blonde, mongoose cousin. He kept running. He darted toward an opening, but Hannah plugged it before he could get there.

Not a problem.

He sidestepped and cut direction without once losing sight of the goal—a great big cottonwood tree, probably planted a hundred years ago or so. As always, his brother Dillon had his back, covering Hannah closer than freckles. Alex arrowed towards the goal, anticipating the sweet taste of victory—

"Ooof."

Hit from behind, Alex was plowed into the grass on a shoestring tackle, going from top speed to lying flat out. Blinking, he tried to figure out what just happened. And when the world would quit spinning.

Criminy, that was a hard hit.

Nearly purple with fury, Dillon hollered, "Martina was wide open. Why didn't you throw to her?"

Like every big brother in the world, Alex groaned and wished his little brother would Just. Shut. Up. It was hard enough to know he'd messed up. Ten yards away, the leaves on the cottonwood ruffled in the breeze, as if they were taunting him with jazz hands.

"This is not TACKLE football, you idiot." Martina bellowed, shoving her brother, Chase, as she held her hand out to Alex.

Figures Chase would tackle him so hard, thought Alex. Chase was always half-a-step before him, a tad bit better in everything. Every single thing. Alex could score "98" on his math test and Chase would score "100." Even chicks digged him. Not that Alex cared about girls—not at all. Chase was his best friend, his wing man.

The slop-happy grin of a thirteen-year-old stretched across his face, Alex batted away Martina's offer of assistance.

Chase sprang up, brushed his jeans off, and told Martina to get over it, relishing the chance to annoy his baby sister.

Hiding a smile, Alex could hear Martina's teeth grind in irritation.

"Huddle up." Alex clapped.

Dillon and Martina joined him in a tiny huddle. He called the next play. It was daring, but that's what he liked about it.

Slack-jawed, Martina said, "You're kidding me."

Arching his eyebrows, Alex asked, "Do I look like I'm kidding?"

"Crazy is what you look like."

Alex yanked her hair. Taking their positions, Martina at right end and Dillon as center, he called for the snap, barrel-rolled out, his eyes searched for his receiver. Martina would have run the classic pattern: straight, then breaking left. With her speed, she smoked past Hannah. Alex threw a perfect spiraled pass. Then he got sacked. Again. By Chase.

Criminy.

Alex watched Martina tear across the yard with his other cousin, Catherine, trailing her far behind, but he could never explain what happened next. Catherine, graceful from years of ballet lessons, suddenly lurched, wind milled her arms, and landed on her knees. The top half of her body jackknifed hard into the grass in a classic face plant.

"Wahoo!" Martina's nose crossed the goal line, followed by the rest of her. Jumping up and down, she whooped, hollered and cheered, until she became painfully aware no one else joined her little celebration.

Rushing to the moaning player, Catherine's friends circled her.

Alex's stomach twisted when he saw his cousin lie still, sniffing dirt. "Are you okay?"

Dillon patted her back, offering comfort and sympathy. "Wow, that must've hurt. You tripped over this rock."

Slowly scrambling to a sitting position, she brushed her dark hair from her eyes, spit out some grass and croaked, "I'm okay, I'm okay."

"Can you get up?" Chase squatted next to the fifteen year old, his hands running down her legs to check for injuries.

"Yes," she squeaked, plucking his fingers away. "Don't do that."

Frowning, Chase stared at her then helped the girl up.

Catherine's sister, Hannah, squeezed next to the good-looking Chase Stinson and said in a whiny, nasally tone, "She's fine." She chomped on her bubble gum, making it crackle in a most unladylike manner.

With one eyebrow lifted, Chase glanced from one sister to the other and then backed away.

With the football tucked under her elbow, Martina strolled over. She winced, looking at Catherine's ruined capris. "Your mom's gonna kill you."

She groaned again, her brunette hair tumbling over her face. "That's all I need."

Alex ignored this and studied the stone Catherine had stumbled over. It was small, smaller than a dinner plate, but out of place on the well-kept lawn. "What's this doing here?"

Using his fingernails, Dillon pried one end up. "Weird. It feels..." He paused, crinkling his forehead.

"What?"

"Oww." Dillon snatched his hand away as though scalded. "Hot. It feels hot."

"You okay?"

Dillon flashed his brother a red palm. "Told ya it was weird."

Leaning in for a closer look, Alex put his hand a few inches above it. "Strange."

Martina touched the stone then whispered, "It's... like, moving, but it's not. And it is hot. Feel it." Putting Alex's hand on the stone, she held it there until he jerked it back.

He'd felt a quickening, small movements beneath the surface of the stone, then heat blazed through him. "Dang it, Martina, that burns."

It was unnatural. It was dangerous. It was worth taking another look.

They circled, poking the stone to try to discover its heat source. Except for its quickening and ability to generate heat, it seemed harmless. But the fine hairs raised on the back of Alex's neck warned him that this was no ordinary stone.

Tilting his head, Dillon said, "Shhh. Do you hear that?"

Soft murmurings caught their attention, like the sounds a running brook makes.

"Weird, I tell ya. Weird."

Everyone touched the stone, as if they could learn its secrets by feeling it. Figuring this was his dad's idea of a practical joke, Alex said, "It's probably—"

A loud CRACK followed like a clap of thunder, frightening in its intensity.

Pin pricks of light erupted from the stone, and the acrid smell of lightning filled the air. Alex was blinded by thin beams of white light. His eyes and nose stung. With his hands he covered his face and spread his fingers so he could watch as the light beams began to dance. They moved, weaving themselves into the shape of a sphere. The ground upon which he stood trembled and Alex's heart thudded in his chest like a hammer. Terrible, awful feelings flooded him. He desperately wanted to go back three seconds and never touch that stone. He wondered what death would feel like—something like this, he wildly guessed.

The glowing bubble settled over Alex and his friends.

Trapped!

Clear gel rushed in from everywhere, filling the sphere. Sound was muffled in the gelatinous goo. Alex dragged his brother closer to his side. Ten-year-old Dillon's eyes and mouth looked like three big "O's."

The slushy bubble completely closed, forming a pod around the kids. Alex had first been alarmed at the earth quaking, but now that small worry was over because the ground was gone. There was nothing beneath them. The pod lifted up, traveling higher and faster than a rocket. Their sphere wasn't a solid structure. It didn't stay in its round shape but stretched out to an oval then bullet-shaped with a rounded head and flat end. As the slush-filled pod sped through a translucent tube, Alex felt like they were inside an egg which was being swallowed by a see-through python. Gel seeped into Alex's ears, nostrils, eyes and mouth, gross and uncomfortable. Frustrated by this unnatural turn of events, Alex kicked the "harmless" stone. It fell noiselessly, settling on the pod's bottom.

Alex gagged, pinched his nose, shook his head and tried to clear his ears.

No good.

The slime was everywhere, inside and outside his body. His skin felt like it had melted into the gooey mess. His throat felt like he'd just swallowed twenty oysters. And his eyes. The others panted, thrashed, and struggled, but it was too much. Before long, everyone quit fighting. With the clear gel in their bodies it was easier to breathe. Alex's panic eased a little. The gel slid past him, sloshing like foam after soda is poured too fast into a mug.

No sound carried in the pod, but he watched Hannah whose lips flapped "Omigod," over and over. A deep "V" notched between her worried eyebrows as she squinted. A pink lump of something escaped her mouth. Her hand trekked up to capture it in the gel, plucked it and shoved it back in—her gum.

Turning his head slowly, because everything moved sluggishly in the gel, Alex looked about. He was no longer panicked but watched darkness slide outside the tube with occasional flashes of light. Martina hovered in the pod above him. He tugged her pant leg and she looked at him, giving the 'thumbs up' sign. He caught her wrist and looked at her watch. It read 7:14.

Alex couldn't decide if they would implode or explode—he'd never understood that science lesson, but he knew this: they would all die. He was terrified in a way that didn't seem humanly possible. In his head played a growing loop of cuss words he wasn't allowed to say at home. The pod flew through the translucent tube, traveling higher and faster.

Like a hooked bass reeled to the surface of the river, pried from its safe, dark home, they were hauled through the galactic skies by a force larger than themselves. Filled with slime, unable to speak, but still able to breathe, Alex wondered how a fish's gills worked.

I'm not a fish.

There was no escape; they would not be able to wriggle off this hook.

Something strange happened. His body felt thinner and heavier at the same time. Fringes of panic began to hem in again and Alex looked at Martina's watch again. Still 7:14.

No way.

One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi. Nope. The secondhand on the watch hadn't moved. The hands had stopped.

Cheap watch.

They couldn't speak in the goo, but they could move. Catherine's eyes were squeezed shut. Alex figured his cousin was probably praying or meditating or something. Chase nodded his head, as though keeping a rhythm going. Every so often, he'd make an inch-deep hash mark in the gel.

Chase was keeping time.

Alex was impressed with Chase's calmness and put it down to his brainiac ways.

Suspended in the clear gel, they dangled helplessly as patches of light passed outside the tube. Then it'd go dark. After a very long time there was another loud CRACK.

As quickly as it had emerged, the tube disappeared, falling away. It seemed to liquefy then by drips and drops, it vanished. Their pod, once again a rigid, spherical shape, crumbled, shattering into a thousand little pieces. Gel gushed out, swamping the room. Before his eyes, the clear droplets puddled. Alex and his friends stood alone in an eerily quiet room, the spent shell of their transport pod wasting at their feet.

Rushing sounds filled Alex's ears, as if he'd brought a conch shell to his ear and listened to the ocean's roar. There was a rhythm there that fascinated him. He let it play on for a few beats.

Fist-sized gel droplets rolled off his body, pouring onto the floor and disappearing. Soon no trace was left of the translucent tube or the slushy pod. Everyone was dry. And amazed.

Not trusting his voice, he scanned the room. Rocks were stacked in pillars that ran from floor to ceiling. The rocks were all different shapes and sizes, and the stacks were crooked and wobbly.

The room was shaped kind of like an oval. Reddish-orange walls the color of persimmons was pockmarked with hundreds of divots. Instead of a ceiling overhead, glowing strings made up a canopy that thrummed, looking like a massive golden spider webs. At the far end of the room, a machine stood with foggy vapors spilling from its hatch. The machine looked like something straight out of a mad scientist's laboratory and gave Alex the creeps.

Then he felt an eruption coming from his belly, up his throat. Sinking to his knees, he vomited the gel.

Retching sounds were heard as, one by one, everyone joined him.

Without meaning to, Alex caught some in his hands and watched it drip through his fingers.

"Ewww."

"Dude, that is so gross." But Dillon's words were spoken with awe, proving he wasn't grossed out, but super impressed.

Alex rolled his eyes.

Could this get any weirder?

Martina steadied herself and swore, echoing Alex's thoughts.

"What time is it?" His voice was raspy. Alex's lungs felt raw. He massaged his chest, trying to rub the ache away.

Martina glanced at her watch. "It's 7:25."

"It felt like hours," croaked Dillon.

Weird.

Alex asked, his voice still raspy but not as much, "Is everyone okay?"

Nobody answered at first.

Catherine whispered, "Where in the world are we?"

"No world we've ever known," said Chase, pointing to the window. Alex saw a field of dark velvet, scattered with stars. In the middle floated a blue and white marble.

Catherine choked a strangled sob, the contrast between her dark brown hair and her pale face marked.

Blinking twice, Alex walked to the window and pressed his hand against the cold glass. Centering the pebble between his thumb and fore finger, he said, "That's Earth."

A chill ran down his spine.
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​Chapter Two
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At Your Service

"Alex? I'm scared." Dillon leaned against his brother and whispered, "What's going on? Where're Mom and Dad?"

Hugging Dillon close, Alex offered comfort while his brain kept telling him not to freak out and think this through. "That rock brought us into outer space. Mom and Dad must still be at home." His voice cracked on the last word.

God, I hope I see home again.

Hannah sucked in some air and bizarrely, Alex wondered if she'd finally swallow her bubble gum. Stranger still, that twisted image of his obnoxious, blonde cousin choking on her gum made him smile.

Martina squealed. Chase wrapped an arm around her shoulder and shushed her. But she jabbed a shaking hand behind her brother and made another noise.

"Welcome to Asteroid Eros, everyone. We are delighted to have you."

Catherine gasped, her knees buckling, and collapsed in a dead faint.

"Look at that," Dillon hollered, waving his finger as he hopped in place.

Alex turned to see what was causing all the commotion. Standing in the room was a silvery-blue horse with wings. His pure white tail was arched high, and he smelled like candied apples.

"That did not go as well as I had hoped," said the creature. Kneeling near her, it tugged Catherine's hair, nuzzling her as his snowy mane fell across her pale cheek, while the others looked on, boggled. As far as horses went, it was nearly twice the size of a regular horse, and his cousin looked incredibly small and helpless lying next to it.

"Get away from her." Alex clenched his fists and moved into the space between them.

He was ignored as the horse softly neighed in her ear. The horse's nose nudged Catherine's shoulder. Alex hovered near her, tense and ready to defend her. Both his fists clenched. Inhaling the scent of candied apples, bit by bit, he relaxed. He realized the horse was trying to revive his cousin, not harm her. Alex's fists uncurled and his shoulders dropped as thoughts of carnivals, hayrack rides, and autumn flooded his mind.

When Catherine's lashes fluttered open, the horse moved away to stand behind her. She sat up and took Alex's outstretched hands.

"This is the second time today you've been stretched out on the ground," he laughed.

She smiled at his joke. "So sorry. It's silly, I know, but for a moment I thought we met a talking horse on another planet, and..." her voice trailed off as she saw the room, the window, and horse. She made a loud gulp and moaned, "It was real."

"Don't you dare pass out again," commanded Martina, shouldering Alex aside.

"Say, sis, show a little compassion, will ya?" Chase shoved his bucktoothed, long-nosed sister.

"It's not that I don't feel bad for you—I do," Martina told Catherine, "but fainting doesn't help."

Outer space couldn't make Martina less bossy. She was a bossy, horse-faced beaver, Alex thought affectionately.

Combing her hands through her hair, Catherine tried to restore her composure.

"Ahem..." the winged horse cleared his throat. "I suppose you are wondering why we have brought you here."

Alex narrowed his eyes. "Yeah. Why?"

"What is this place?" Catherine asked.

Martina demanded, "Just where is 'here'?"

"Calm down, please." He raised his front hoof and brought it down with a clamor. Alex caught another whiff of candied apples and again, without planning it, he relaxed. The more deeply he breathed in, the calmer he felt.

"Forgive me. First things first. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Georotus, son of Theapatus, grandson of Hepacli, great-grandson of Kypernius, great-great grandson of Pegasus. You have heard of my famous great-great-grandfather, yes?"

"Is he the one who sells tires at the gas station?" asked Dillon, wide-eyed with wonder.

Georotus snorted, rolling his big brown eyes like the Turner brothers occasionally did when asked to do chores. He trotted around the reddish-orange room, his hooves striking the hard, gray floor and echoing throughout the chamber.

"I think he means Pegasus, the winged horse from Greek mythology who carried lightning bolts for Zeus," explained Chase. "It was immortal."

"You are correct, but I have to admit, I am a little disappointed with such a short reply," said the horse. "What are they teaching in school these days?" He tossed his mane, gazing up at the golden strands, which throbbed in response.

"I remember a man tried to ride Pegasus to heaven and was bucked off," Chase said, his brilliant green eyes flashing a warning. He strode across the room and stood before the winged horse with his arms crossed over his chest.

"Shoved off, not bucked off," corrected Georotus, bowing his head towards the youth. "You refer to the story of Bellerophon, I think. Bellerophon was a man who proved a fierce warrior and won many, many battles. However, the more he conquered, the prouder he became until he was an arrogant creature. He demanded to enter Mount Olympus and join the gods on their thrones. Zeus denied him, of course, but Bellerophon would not accept failure. He rode Pegasus to Mount Olympus and outside its gates, Zeus struck him down with a lightning bolt. Bellerophon fell to the earth. For trying to get to heaven on the back of another creature, he was left crippled, alone and far from home."

Concluding this tale, the horse snorted, accidently spraying some snot. "Excuse me. Nasty habit."

"Uh...yeah," Alex agreed, wiping a bit of Georotus from his sleeve. He shook his hand, trying to flick the stuff off.

Gel vomit and horse snot—what else today?

"Oh, I do beg your pardon," said Georotus. "How incredibly embarrassing. And I was so hoping to make a good first impression."

"So, are you immortal, too, like your great-great grandfather?" Hannah asked, unconcerned her cousin still had a hand coated in sticky snot.

Georotus bowed down on his front knee again, bobbing his head. "You are correct." Straightening, he said, "Once we are gathered, I will introduce you to the Guardians and other immortals. We have summoned you to help us save your planet. Gabriel, one of the Guardians, will be more specific."

Then the immortal creature turned to Alex's cousin and swished his tail in a wide arc.

"Are you the one they call 'Hannah'?"

"Yes—" Hannah swallowed her bubble gum. "How did you know my name?"

"It is my duty to know such things... and more," Georotus said with a quiet, annoying air of mystery. He walked among them, flicking his tail this way and that, keeping his wings neatly tucked in at his sides.

He faced the ten-year-old, the youngest kid on the asteroid. "You must be Dillon." He lowered himself to his knee, paying homage to the blond-haired, brown eyed boy.

"I apologize for frightening you, but be assured I would never harm any of you. You are now my charges, and I am your sentinel."

Alex looked into Georotus' warm, dark eyes. This creature was huge and had given them quite a good scare, but he'd also been gentle to Catherine. While he'd told the story about what's-his-face, his voice had soothed him and comforted them. Alex thought he could trust Georotus.

Dillon grinned and reached out to pet Georotus' mane, but the horse jerked his head up, out of his reach.

The golden strands on the ceiling quivered, bathing the chamber in light as bright as sunshine.

"It is an honor to meet you, but you must always ask permission before touching an immortal creature. We deserve your respect, and I would be remiss if I did not tell you our ways. You must not presume that everything is yours to have, to play with, to use, or own."

"Oh. Sorry." Dillon bit his lower lip. "May I please touch your mane?"

The horse's nostrils flared, but otherwise, Georotus did not convey any emotion. "Brave little guy, eh?"

"He don't mean no harm. Heck, Dillon's all right." Alex vouched for his brother while Dillon looked the horse straight in the eyes to show his sincerity.

"Doesn't," Catherine murmured. Seeing her cousin's blank stare, she explained, "Dillon doesn't mean any harm."

Never liking grammar lessons, even from his favorite cousin, Alex shook his head.

Georotus sighed. "I suppose it is only natural to be curious when you meet your first immortal creature."

Dillon beamed then ran his fingers through Georotus' mane, squeezing along the roots. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Martina eying him, wistfully. Chuckling, Dillon told her, "Go ahead. You know you're dying to. Ask him."

The girl grinned, exposing braces and a terrible overbite. "Can I pet you?"

"Pet." Georotus bucked, nearly causing a crooked pillar of mismatched stones to topple. His wings flapped, the feathers plainly ruffled and he nearly spit his words. "I am no one's pet."

Criminy.

Martina blushed fiercely, no doubt mortified beyond words.

Alex made a mental note never to say "pet" to Georotus. Apparently, this was a huge no-no.

Dillon stepped towards the horse, almost crouching as he used a low, coaxing tone, "Now, now, don't get mad. Martina's a real sweetheart. She's loyal, smart, funny and..." his arms snaked up around Georotus' neck, patting him. "She didn't mean nothing by it."

Georotus' wings settled, tucking in neatly at his sides.

"Really," Dillon repeated.

From experience, Alex knew how hard it was to resist Dillon's honey-tones and puppy eyes. He smiled a little when he saw that Georotus proved no exception. The horse nodded, and Dillon told Martina to try again. However, Martina had been embarrassed and she wasn't quite as quick to forgive. Sticking her chin up in the air, she said, "Never mind."

Her stubbornness didn't surprise Alex. He cocked his eyebrows at her, hoping she'd change her mind, but she ignored him.

"Come on, don't be that way." Dillon took her hand, drew it out of the fold of her arms, and stroked the back of it. Then he took her other hand and held them loosely in his own. Alex couldn't remember ever seeing his brother so patient.

"You...you really mean th..that?" Martina whispered. "Th...that I'm a...a sweetheart? And th...that other stuff?"

Her words kicked Alex in the chest like a short-tempered mule making its displeasure known.

Doesn't she know how special she is?

"Heck yeah, I meant it."

Alex coughed and mumbled words to the effect that yeah, what his brother had said was true, sure enough.

Martina smiled and drew a deep breath, turning to face the horse. "Please Mr. Georotus, may I feel your mane?"

The winged horse lowered his head and allowed Martina to stroke his mane, neighing. She thanked him and grinned. Georotus nuzzled her hand, as though trying to apologize for his earlier behavior, which was rewarded by a quick kiss to prove all was forgiven. He smiled, his lips pulling back to reveal dazzling white teeth and about four inches of gums.

Shuddering, Hannah muttered, "Better you than me."

Georotus moved about the room, his mood lighter. He approached the dark haired beauty. "You must be Catherine, the eldest. Am I correct?"

She nodded and curtsied. "Pleased to meet you."

The winged horse raised one eyebrow. "I am immortal, Catherine, not the king of England."

Martina snickered, which drew a sharp elbow from her brother.

Georotus continued his round of introductions, nodding to the sandy-haired, long-limbed guy. "You are Chase, the boy with green eyes. They predicted you would be knowledgeable and wise."

He looked surprised, but nodded his thanks for the compliment.

Finally, the horse bowed to him, a skinny thirteen-year-old boy from Kansas. Alex felt his cheeks burn, but whether it was from pleasure or embarrassment, even he could not say.

"Alex Michael Turner. An honor." Georotus' rubbery lips moved in a broad grin.

But Chase stepped forward, churning out questions now that the introductions were complete. "So, what is this place? You said an asteroid? What did you call it again?"

"Asteroid Eros. Specifically, we are in the Teleporting Chamber of Eros."

Alex and Chase asked questions at the same time.

"So where's Asteroid Eros?"

"What's teleporting mean?"

Nodding to Alex, the horse explained, "Eros is in the asteroid belt of the Solar System, Milky Way Galaxy." As casually as if he were giving directions to the corner market, Georotus told Chase, "Teleporting is traveling the speed of light through a wormhole, creating by puncturing the time-space continuum."

"That's millions of miles from home," said Catherine, a horrified expression on her face which Alex completely understood. "How will we get back?"

"You'll get back the same way you arrived. Teleportation via wormhole," Georotus said.

"At the speed of light," Slack-jawed, Hannah mumbled the words.

Watching her sister's stupefied reaction, Catherine's brow fretted. She muttered something about time-space continuums and how they probably ought not to be punctured.

"When will we get back?" Hannah tossed her blonde bangs and looked at the winged horse through narrowed, suspicious eyes.

"That depends on several things."

"Like what?"

The winged horse shook his head again. "Soon enough. You will learn soon enough. Now let us go and meet the others." He ignored Martina's questions, streamed with 'how comes' and 'why's.'

Chase caught Alex's arm and held him back so the horse could not overhear their conversation. "I don't like the sound of that," he whispered, keeping his voice down.

"There's nothing about this I do like," Alex replied, motioning Hannah to walk in front of him.

"We're light years from home," Hannah shrilled, biting her lower lip.

"Not light years," assured Chase. "The asteroid belt's only about ten minutes from Earth, if you're traveling at the speed of light."

"It felt like hours in the wormhole."

Shrugging, Chase explained, "Well, yeah. Takes some time to get up to light speed, don't you know?"

Staring at him, Alex said, "No. I don't know."

Oblivious to his friend's sarcasm, Chase continued, "Yeah, speed of light is 670 million miles an hour. Fast enough to stop time."

Neither Alex nor Hannah knew what to make of this information. Having Chase along would be like having an astrophysicist in their pockets. If only they could understand half of what he said, it'd be great.

"Oh." Hannah chewed on her nails, a nervous habit. "Sure, sure. But still—the speed of light?"

Alex could almost hear the wheels in her brain grinding out "Omigod, omigod, omigod." Turning back to Chase, he said, "He's been watching us for some time."

"They know our names. Georotus isn't working alone, remember?"

Hannah asked, "So what do we do now?"

"Nothing we can do." Again, Chase shrugged, and Alex fought the impulse to strangle his best friend. "I suppose we meet the others, like he said. Mind you, though, if the horse charges one of us, you can always bring it down by hobbling its front leg."

"Hobbling? How do you do that?"

"Pull his front hoof back towards his belly."

Alex argued, "But he'll just fly away if I do that."

"Oh yeah, I forgot about the wings. He's not a regular horse."

"You're a big help," said Alex, shooing Hannah down the twisted corridors ahead of him and Chase as they walked side by side.

"Make sure he doesn't hurt the others. Can you can do that?"

"Sure," Alex muttered. "I fight winged creatures in outer space all the time. No problem."

"This winged creature has thin skin," Chase chuckled. "Maybe we could just offend him, and they'll kick us off this asteroid."

"Shuddup and keep walking." Alex wondered if they were walking straight into a trap. Whatever was waiting for them couldn't be good.
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​Chapter Three


[image: ]




Help Can Be Invisible, But Always Felt

Alex brought up the rear as Georotus led them through winding hallways. They entered a chamber big enough to be a gymnasium; the ceilings were high and webbed with the golden-white strands as in the Teleporting Chamber, but the walls were polished smooth and black. He counted ten winged horses, including Georotus. There were probably a hundred people in the room, some he recognized. Standing in a corner were some friends from school. Alex was shocked. Then he felt stupid. He'd thought he, his brothers, cousins, Chase and Martina were special. But he was wrong. They couldn't be too special since half the kids in his school were already here.

He smiled widely as he hurried over to the classmates with the others in tow. Just as he neared them, one spun around. Alex's smile slid off his face as he saw JJ Williams against a gleaming black wall. The only thing he and JJ agreed on was to despise each other. His presence on the asteroid was as welcome as a smelly fart in an elevator. They had both been expelled from grade school for an entire week because JJ hit him for no reason at all. Well, maybe he had a reason. Alex shrugged, not remembering that part. What he did remember, though, was his right fist connecting with satisfying force on JJ's jawline.

Catherine hugged her classmates like a drowning man grabs a life preserver. In an unusually high voice, she gushed, "I'm so glad you're here. I'm so glad you're here."

Martina greeted the others with a high five.

Shaking hands, Alex ignored his arch-nemesis, JJ.

"What are you guys doing here?"

With her fiery red hair and freckles, Emma couldn't contain herself. "Our school bus broke down. While the driver repaired it, we stood, roadside, by this rock. It looked perfectly natural, but man, it was weird. It turned hot then seemed to erupt and we were all slimed. Felt like we were pushed through a ginormous tube. Eventually, we landed on Eros." She rubbed her chest and winced. "Still smarts some."

"That's a wormhole," Alex said, preening a bit because he knew something she didn't, and there was nothing he wanted more than to impress the redheaded girl.

"Really?" Emma raised her eyebrows. "I had no idea. I don't know which is worse, the slime or the pain."

Nodding, Alex wasn't sure what to say next.

Dillon strolled up with his hands in his back pockets.

"Hi, Emma. Our horse is called Georotus. What's the name of your horse?" He jerked his head towards the brown mare whose head was bent in low conversation with Georotus.

"Pericles. Said she's related to Pegasus." Crinkles appeared in Emma's forehead as she whispered, "Isn't that the flying horse from the gas station?"

"That's what I said."

Alex chuckled, slapping his brother's back.

Chase joined the conversation and introduced himself.

"Oh, I already know who you are, Chase Stinson. Everybody in town knows who you are." Emma smacked Chase on the arm. This flirting caused Alex to frown.

"Oh, Alex, I wish you would've seen JJ on the way here. He freaked—nearly pulled every single strand of hair out of his head."

Looking more closely at JJ, Alex noted that his hair, so blond it was nearly white, did resemble a fluffy dandelion. Emma didn't exaggerate, he thought. Just to be annoying, he waved to his rival, wiggling his fingers in a way that was meant to be insulting. His eyes gleamed with wicked delight, for any time JJ Williams could be made to look like a prime, A-1 wienie, Alex was happy. JJ studied Alex from across the room, confusion showing in his scowl. Clearly, he knew he'd been played for a prime, A-1 wienie; he just wasn't sure how.

Under his breath, Alex muttered, "That's right. Wave back, you little freak."

Reluctantly, as if he were afraid of being snake-bit, JJ raised his arm; Alex hooted. JJ brought his arm to his side and glared at Alex.

Emma asked Dillon some questions about what Georotus had told them and Chase filled her in on the part about immortality, Pegasus, and lightning bolts. She listened to a short version of Bellerophon's story and seemed impressed. After Chase wrapped up the conversation, he made to shake her hand, but Hannah wormed herself between them, bumping Dillon in the process.

"Nice to see you, Emma," Hannah said insincerely.

Alex growled. "You could have hurt Dillon."

Following close by Chase, Hannah tossed a careless apology over her shoulder. "Sorry, Dill."

Pericles heaved her chestnut flank and scraped her right front hoof at the ground. She counted the children in her group, and then brayed, "I'm missing one. Who's not here?"

"Me," Emma said, hurrying to the mare. Watching her flaming red hair bounce on her shoulders, Alex couldn't move or even blink. She could turn him into a statue.

"Stay in your group, child," Pericles told Emma, using her wing to shuffle the girl into the fold.

Alex sensed it would not be a good thing to stray far from your sentinels. Even without their wings, these were some seriously big horses. He jerked his head to Dillon, and they followed their silvery-blue horse across the room.

If it weren't for the strange golden throbbing strands overhead and the polished walls, Alex would have thought he was at a school dance, milling around with the others. But there were these nagging worries about saving the world. He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans, hoping no one would notice.

"Please stand straight," Georotus said. "This is an important meeting and I want you to make a nice first impression."

The horse nudged Martina. "Stand still."

Between the two of them, Alex fleetingly wondered which had the longer nose. The very next instant, he could have sworn Georotus glared at him. Alex met the horse's stare with a roguish expression; Georotus harrumphed.

The glimmering strings overhead throbbed, and a female voice announced, "Sentinels, please take your groups to the front of the auditorium."

The winged horses responded to the instructions and corralled the children.

In the blink of an eye, a hundred chairs appeared—not drab, metal, folding chairs, but a hundred chairs that were soft and cushiony in all kinds of different styles. The chairs were lined up in rows, facing an unlit stage.

"Magic," someone murmured.

Alex picked a club chair, with sheet music woven into its fabric. He read a few bars, tapping his toe to the song.

Martina flopped down in a beanbag chair, giggling. "This is WAY too cool."

"You really need to get a new word, Ramjet," Alex pushed his toe against her long leg, but Martina told him to hush, which made his lips twitch in a half-smile.
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