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Chapter One

Her name was Hillary Moore and she smelled like bubble gum. Austin had liked her since the first day of kindergarten when the teacher sat them next to each other during circle time. He stood ten or eleven lockers down from hers as she put on purple lip gloss in the mirror attached to the inside of her locker door. His goal was simple. Ask her to the Martindale Junior High Back to School Dance without looking like a total idiot.

He took a deep breath and approached her cautiously, making sure the lockers around hers were cleared before popping the question. Once he knew they’d be alone, he stopped a few feet from where she was standing. He began to speak but the words wouldn’t come out. He decided to abort the mission and walk the other way down the hall. Only it was too late. Hillary shut her locker and turned around, giving Austin nowhere to hide.

“Hi, Austin,” she said, holding her five subject binder in her arms.

“H-h-hi, Hillary,” he said.

An eternity-long silence enveloped the hallway and swallowed up Austin. He tried to think of something funny to say but it was as if his brain had shut down on him. Making matters worse, Hillary had her long blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. He sat behind her in science class and often stared at it while the teacher rambled on about the Periodic Table of Elements.

“Were you going to say something?” asked Hillary.

“Yes.”

“Well?”

“I, uh, wanted to know if—”

Before he could finish, the tardy bell rang.

“Great!” she huffed. “Now we’re late for class! What is it you wanted to know?”

“Never mind,” he said.

She sighed with exasperation and rushed off down the hall toward math class. Austin went the other way toward PE, trying to convince himself that she would’ve said “no,” and he would’ve looked stupid. It was unsuccessful. By the end of the school day, he wanted to ask her more than ever.

On his way home that afternoon, Austin headed away from the school and down a side street as he did every day. He then cut through the open field that served as a shortcut to his neighborhood and expected to push through a thicket of trees at the opposite end that lined his street on the other side. He passed a series of bushes a few feet from the trees and was about to maneuver his way through the branches when he heard a scratching sound behind him.

He turned around, and to his surprise, one of the bushes was moving. Spellbound, Austin stood and watched as it rose into the air revealing a metal trapdoor underneath. Standing in a hole the width of the trapdoor was a young woman wearing high-tech, futuristic, black metal body armor. She climbed out of the hole and walked toward Austin. Fearing for his life, he hurriedly pushed limbs aside in an attempt to get away from her and to his house as quickly as possible.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Austin,” the young woman spoke.

Austin stopped and turned to face her. “How do you know my name?”

“I know all about you,” she replied. “Your name is Austin Ellers. You live at 8564 Hillcrest Avenue. You’re a seventh grader at Martindale Junior High School. You’re also the one person with the ability to save the universe from complete annihilation.”

“Is this some kind of joke?”

“I’m afraid not. My name is Kyra. I’m a member of the Universal Preservation Alliance. I need you to come with me.”

“I don’t think so,” Austin said and started to slip through the branches.

“Your grandfather left you a medallion,” Kyra persisted. She held up an electronic device that looked like a cell phone but was covered in the same black metal that made up her suit. A picture of a charcoal-colored medallion in the shape of a triangle with geometric designs imprinted on its surface appeared on the device’s screen. “This medallion,” she continued.

Austin slowly approached Kyra and looked at the picture closely. “How do you know that? Did you know my grandfather?”

“As a matter of fact I did. Thomas Ellers was part of the Universal Preservation Alliance. He entrusted the medallion to you because he knew one day you would do what was necessary.”

“Necessary?”

She turned off the device and motioned to the hole in the ground. “Come with me and I’ll explain everything. The fate of the universe depends on it.”

Austin looked through the trees toward his house. All he had to do was make it a quarter of a mile to his front door and he could forget all about the strange woman in the body armor that showed him the exact medallion his grandfather, Thomas, had intended him to have even before he was born. He could go inside his house, lock the door behind him, and finish the history project that was due the next day. But he hesitated. Something inside him wouldn’t let him go and he didn’t know what.

“Why me?” he asked.

“Because your grandfather believed in you.”

“How? He never even knew me.”

Kyra smiled. “He knew you better than you realize.”

She pressed a few buttons on the electronic device and then held it up for Austin to see. An older man wearing a buttoned-up collared shirt with blue jeans suddenly appeared in a video on the screen. Austin couldn’t believe his eyes. He’d seen pictures of his grandfather before but nothing else.

“Hello, Austin,” Thomas spoke. “I know this is hard for you to understand right now but you’re going to have to trust me. Our family has a long history with the Universal Preservation Alliance and it’s up to you to carry it on.”

Kyra shut off the device. “There’s more,” she said.

“I want to see it,” he said.

“I can’t risk being seen out in the open like this,” she said. “I promise I’ll show you the rest. But you’ll have to come with me.”


Chapter Two

Austin slowly walked over and peeked down inside the hole. A rusty metal ladder ran down to the ground below. A connecting tunnel led somewhere but it was too dark to see beyond a few feet into it. Austin reluctantly climbed down the rungs. Once he was at the bottom of the ladder, Kyra climbed in after him and shut the trapdoor with the bush attached to it. Everything was suddenly pitch black. Austin felt his heart beating hard in his chest. His fear was somewhat relieved when Kyra turned on a light that emanated from the electronic device.

She climbed down the ladder and shone the light into the tunnel. “Come on,” she told him. “It’s this way.”

Austin followed her down a long corridor that dead ended at an elevator. He looked all around for buttons but there weren’t any. Before Austin could say anything, Kyra pointed the electronic device at the elevator doors and they opened. She stepped inside and motioned for Austin to join her.

“Come on,” she said. “It won’t bite you.”

“Where does it go?”

“To the command center.”

Austin hesitantly moved inside. It looked like a normal elevator except there was a blank screen where the floor number buttons normally were. Kyra pointed the device at the blank screen and a laser light shot out of it. A green light blinked on the screen and the elevator doors closed.

“What is that thing?” Austin finally asked, pointing to the device.

“It’s called a Vello,” she replied.

“Is it a cell phone?”

“Sort of,” she answered. “But, unlike a cell phone, it can disintegrate an enemy into ashes from up to two hundred feet away. You’re going to want to hold on now.”

The elevator suddenly shot straight down like the Skyscreamer at Six Flags. Austin flew up into the air but was able to grab on to a metal handle before hitting the ceiling. Kyra very calmly held on to another handle and smiled at him. The elevator then came to an abrupt stop and Austin fell to the ground. He quickly got up and brushed himself off as if nothing happened.

“Good reflexes,” said Kyra. “You’ll need them.”

The elevator doors opened and revealed the command center. Only this command center wasn’t like the one Austin had seen in movies where people sat around looking at screens while somebody barked orders at them. In fact, other than him and Kyra, there were no people at all. Instead, there was a six-foot-tall robot and a floating rectangular apparatus that looked like a computer in the middle of the room. The apparatus projected a 360-degree map of the universe onto the walls.

“You have a robot?!” Austin asked incredulously.

“Why don’t I introduce you?” said Kyra. “Martin!” she called to the robot.

The robot, which had been standing quietly, suddenly came to life. Its eyes flickered open atop its perfectly round head. A series of red and green lights that covered the front of its thick metal body switched on one after another. Austin watched in awe as it rolled toward him and Kyra on two bicycle-sized wheels.

“Hello, Kyra,” it said.

“Hello, Martin,” she said. “I want you to meet someone. Martin, this is Austin.”

Martin extended its hand. “Pleased to meet you, Austin,” it said.

Austin very cautiously shook its hand. “Nice to meet you, too,” he said.

“I sense that your body temperature is elevated and you are experiencing mild to moderate anxiety,” said Martin. “Please know that, despite my strange and intimidating appearance, I am actually quite harmless. My maker, John Marone, even gave me a human name to make you more comfortable. I am named after Martin Luther King, Jr., a civil rights leader and humanitarian that was assassinated on April 4th, 1968. If you like I can recite Dr. King’s famous ‘I Have A Dream’ speech.”

“Maybe later,” Kyra told Martin. “Right now, I need to debrief Austin on the mission.”

“Of course,” Martin said and then rolled off into a corner.

Kyra placed the Vello on top of the floating apparatus and the map of the universe disappeared. She pressed a button on the device and an image of a tall metal structure appeared. Reaching high into the sky, the structure consisted of hundreds of unique shapes seemingly welded together. Although it was a large as a building, it reminded Austin of a sculpture he’d seen on a field trip to an art museum.

“This is the beacon of Erabulus,” Kyra began. “All of those shapes you see have been added to it over time. Each one sustains its essence, an essence that provides balance to the entire universe.”

“Are you saying that thing controls the universe?”

“It doesn’t control it. It maintains it. It allows for harmony among the galaxies. Every thousand years a new piece must be added to it or else it becomes unstable. If it becomes unstable, the universe becomes unstable.”

“And then what happens?”

“Chaos. The order of the universe would come undone. Planets would spin out of orbit. Stars would collide with other stars. Civilizations would no longer be what they once were. Take Earth for example. Life as you know it would change forever. Plants wouldn’t grow anymore. Weather would be out of control. There’d be no more electricity. Similar effects would ripple across the universe, diminishing resources among all the planets. Then there would be war.”

Kyra pushed a button on the Vello and an image of a creature with a snake-like head and a body proportionate to that of a human appeared on the wall. Austin had never seen anything like it. It was covered in black scales like a prehistoric animal and had dark eyes. It had hands with razor-sharp claws that extended out like knives and equally menacing teeth.

“This is a Dethcor,” Kyra continued. “It is the one species that could survive in any condition anywhere in the universe. It is also the one species set on total domination. As of right now, they’re kept at bay but, if the beacon does not thrive and consequently all other species suffer, they will succeed.” She pressed a button on the Vello and the picture of Austin’s medallion appeared. “That’s where you come in, Austin. Your medallion is the next piece.”

“So I give you the medallion and, when you add it to that beacon thing, everything will be okay again?”

“Yes, but I can’t add it to the beacon. It has to be you.”

“Me? Where is this Erabulus place anyway?”

“It’s in the Mylar Galaxy, millions of miles from here.”

“I can’t go to some other galaxy! I have an English test tomorrow!”

“I hate to break it to you, kid, but you have to go.”

Kyra hit a button on the Vello and the video of Thomas projected onto the wall. Austin moved closer, looking closely at the man he’d always heard stories about but never knew.

“You’re probably wondering why you’re hearing about this now,” Thomas picked up where Kyra had cut him off earlier. “Your mother never told you because she never knew. It was safer that way. The medallion has been protected by our ancestors for centuries. When my grandfather left it to me, he had encoded it to my specific DNA. The day you were born, I encoded it
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