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STARFIRE
BOOK ONE OF THE STARFIRE WARS




Chapter 1




My father named me after the stars. But I’ve always preferred to keep my feet on the ground.
Ironically, I’m hurtling through space in a gigantic starship twenty thousand light-years from Earth. The only life I’ve ever known was there—school, my friends . . . Mom. This journey wasn’t my dream, it was Mom and Dad’s—and we left Mom behind.
I fumble for the simple gold band encircling my right ring finger and twist it. Now all I have left of her after she died is this piece of jewelry.
I’d rather have her.
The muscles in my stomach tighten and I exhale loudly. I glance at a glass computer panel, which displays a glowing image of Arcadia—the new Earth—our destination. The planet pretty much looks like old Earth but the continents are all mixed up, and it boasts two moons. The planet’s atmosphere also glows a strange shade of cyan. On the occasional night, the atmosphere creates amazing patterns like the aurora borealis. Or so I’m told. The planet is uninhabited except for wildlife.
Ten years ago my mom, Isabel Foster, discovered how the atmosphere was similar to Earth’s. My parents had worked tirelessly alongside the World Senate to streamline Arcadia’s settlement and were told, repeatedly, that the process would take a minimum of fifty years before the first permanent international colony would set foot onto a new planet. Yet we’ll temporarily disembark at the Skybase orbiting above Arcadia in less than eight hours.
Arcadia is a perfect Earth 2.0—ripe for the picking. I sigh while twisting the ring on my finger once again. Theory had always claimed that humans would need to make an inhospitable environment capable of supporting human life by completely restructuring a planet through terraforming. But this planet was just dangling out in space, waiting for us. And here we are. This discovery shifted Dad’s plans for Arcadia to an urban development focus since it was considered an Easily Terraformable Planet.
Most days, Dad remains excited, but without Mom here, his moods are typically mixed. Though since our starship voyaged out of the Turner Space Fold, I’ve barely seen him, so I wouldn’t know his mood today. To ensure safety, the captain of our starship, Pathfinder, had programmed our exit point for a seven-day lightspeed journey to the new Earth. Since then, Dad has been too busy making all the preparations and meeting with people I’ve never met or don’t care about. I guess when you’re the man who envisioned every aspect of how humans plan to live on Arcadia, people seem to think you’re important or something.
His importance is evident by the cabin we were assigned, which consists of two good-sized rooms plus a small office for Dad. There’s even a living room and a little eat-in kitchen with a set of barstools at the counter. The refrigerator is stocked with food, and if the supplies start to dwindle, a cute delivery guy shows up to replace the missing items.
Most of the people down below are lucky to receive a bunk and a nutritional food pack for the day. Ninety percent of these individuals probably felt like they had won a lottery ticket to the planet when they came out on top of their job testing. But the privilege also entitles them to a lifetime of indentured servitude on our new “Eden.” I doubt many will ever repay the debt incurred just from the ticket price alone. Arcadia needs ready workers, however, and most had lived in slums and were starving while on Earth, so maybe being indentured was a better option.
The remaining voyagers bought their way onboard. They’re the types who typically have piles of money to spend and were no doubt bored with Earth. Coming to a new world was hyped up as the chance of a lifetime, and if you have the cash to blow, why not blow it on building a new colony?
Princes and paupers. Not many passengers in-between.
I return my attention to my Earthscape lesson. Apparently, in my distraction, my entire simulated society has suffocated from a lack of oxygen in their domed city. Poor planning on my part. I sigh and tap off the program. When both of your parents specialized in terraforming and urban development, the expectation is that you’ll do the same, especially when you began to understand the concepts before you were five. I do have a knack but not the passion—when I want to focus, that is. I’m only seventeen; why am I required to know what I’m going to do with the rest of my life? Maybe I want to be a painter. Don’t need to travel across the galaxy to make that dream a reality. Mom never pushed me to make important life choices before I was ready.
I stand, brushing my wavy, strawberry blond hair off my forehead, and go over to the nightstand beside my twin bed to search for a clip. Mom’s jewelry-making tools—colorful beads and glistening gems and an array of metal fasteners—cover the surface. She was in the middle of teaching me her hobby when . . . when we ran out of time. We did fashion a few pieces together, though, and I even managed to partially cobble together a ruby tie tack on my own. After it’s done, I plan to give it to Dad when we reach Arcadia. I might not be excited, but he is, and I love him.
I pick up a sapphire clip Mom made and affix it to the right side of my hair. Then I grab my green sweater hanging across the chair’s back and run my arms through the sleeves. This particular shade of green—a deep emerald—not only matches my eyes, it’s also my favorite color. Fashion and matching eye color aside, there’s an odd draft that always seems to be present in the corridors. I’m not sure the mystery breeze is a good thing, but the colonization site on Arcadia tends to lean toward tropical. I’ll never be cold again.
Exiting my room, I amble through the silence of our unit. Once I enter the living area, I stop momentarily to stare at the blur of stars outside of our window. The blackness streaked with white light made by our forward motion takes me farther away from Mom and everything I left behind. With a gulp, I resume my pace to the door and tap my hand on the release. The door whooshes back and reveals a brightly lit hall.
I step out of the unit and glance behind at the bronze placard on our door:
Richard Foster
Cassiopeia Foster
The names are listed as if we are movie stars or something. It’s weird. No one else on our wing has names on their doors, only unit numbers. Maybe the other members of the Board do too. But I have not been to their units. I shake my head and veer to my left toward Dad’s dedicated workspace. Maybe he has a few minutes for us to grab lunch and talk about tonight’s gala planned for after our Skybase arrival. The party is a good distraction, and I’m sure he needs a break too.
Halfway there, I check the time on my Connect: 11:17 a.m. I exhale in frustration. I know Dad. He’ll be engrossed in a project until closer to noon. My best odds for pulling him away are to waste the next twenty-five minutes. So, I take a right toward the arboretum wing. The space is quiet, and the crowded plants spark memories of family trips we used to take to visit Grandma, who lived out in the country.
The five-minute stroll and elevator ride a few floors up are worth every second spent. My shoulders relax a notch as I stroll through the gigantic, nearly park-like setting. I scan the space for any other people, but there’s no one. It seems like everyone else is working all the time. Looking up, I watch as simulated white, puffy clouds float across an equally simulated blue sky. Around me, buzzing worker drones called Agrowbots—roughly the size of pigeons—tend to trees heavily laden with fruits of all kinds. The bots pollinate, prune, and dispose of dead leaves and any overripe produce. If I squint hard at their white, pearly bodies, I can pretend that the bots are real birds, as if I’m outside instead of inside an artificial arboretum. Even the soothing sounds of a rolling breeze and the chirping insects are fake. Not as if the pigeon drones would allow any insects into their perfect orchard.
I approach a tree and reach for a blushing apple. With an easy snap, I pluck the fruit from the tree limb. I rotate the apple in my hands and study the impeccable skin before biting into the crispy flesh. Tart and sweet, the juice floods my taste buds. Pink Lady, my favorite. I grab a second and tuck it into the pocket of my sweater for Dad. They’re his favorite too.
I take my time perusing the trees and manicured gardens, hard-pressed to spot one blemish. But with the lack of foot traffic, I’m not even sure why the ship is equipped with an arboretum. Our journey is only one week and everyone is working eighteen-hour shifts. Work, eat, sleep. Rinse and repeat. No time for nature.
Sighing, I toss the skeletal core to the ground. The second it hits the grass, a drone buzzes in and gobbles the apple into its belly’s trash compartment, where the organic components will break down into usable compost. In real life, I’d never litter. But it’s entertaining to watch the hungry pigeons. Even if the bots are not real birds.
I glance at my Connect again. The clear device accomplishes quite a bit for a small piece of tech. If I tap the face, an interactive holograph will appear that I can use to relay communication, or as a computer. But mostly, I use the device as a watch. 11:38 a.m. Close enough. It will take me a few minutes to get to Dad, anyway.
I exit the arboretum and pass a few unfamiliar, busy-looking faces along my way to meet Dad. Everyone holds such a serious expression. You’d think there would be more excitement. I hope once we arrive at Arcadia, people receive much-needed down time to enjoy their new lives. But I have a feeling none of that will happen.
I chew the inside of my lip as the elevator rolls up, releasing my lip when the doors slide open at deck twenty-five. From my vantage point, I spot Dad wearing a tan jacket and hustling down the corridor and away from me. He always complains about the mysterious draft on the ship too. Even though no one else seems to notice the breeze. I open my mouth to call out to him and then quickly snap my lips shut, realizing he’s too far away and I would need to yell to get his attention. Shouting is something the snooty people in charge look down on around here. As I step out of the elevator, my father makes a left down a wing I haven’t visited. Then a group of his team members come into view and follow him.
I tap my Connect and bring up a hologram of his itinerary. No, he doesn’t have a conference scheduled until 3:00 p.m. And Dad is a stickler for schedules.
My stomach grumbles, ready for a more significant meal than an apple. I glance around for any signs the wing is off-limits, but there are none. So, I head in the direction he took. I turn the corner just as the last of the group behind him files into an unmarked conference room. As the door slides shut, I hear Dad’s angry voice rumble through a nearby wall. Just my luck, he is in there.
Defeated, I decide to retreat and spend lunch in solitude. Typical. But the door makes a scraping sound on the track and then grunts when it sticks about a half-inch open. Once more, Dad’s voice, thick with negative energy, pipes out from the narrow opening. Grumbles from voices I don’t recognize step over whatever he’s saying.
I shrug and peer around again. No one is here and I’ve got nothing better to do, so I might as well be a little bit nosy. What can the Board do to me? I’ll just confess I was here for lunch and searching for my father. Which is true. A slap on the wrist is the worst they’d dole out.
I creep toward the door and position my ear as close as I can without being noticed. As an only child growing up, I had many opportunities to sneak around and listen to grown-up conversations that I wasn’t really supposed to hear. I always felt guilty, but I never could stand being out of the loop.
“You can’t let her get away with it,” Dad pleads.
Several voices meld together through the crack in the door, and I lean my ear in closer to discover just who her might be and what exactly it is she can’t get away with.
The clop of heavy boots on flooring echoes from around the corner and my breath hitches. Luckily, ten feet away, a short hallway connects a group of offices. On my toes, I dash for the hall’s safety. Just as I round the corner, a woman’s frame comes into view.
I let out a breath, knowing she didn’t see me, and then squat to peek from my hiding spot.
Oh—her. Elizabeth Hammond. Mid-sixties, dyed white blond hair, and a scowl as a permanent accessory. The President of the Board . . . and my Dad’s archenemy. I should’ve known from the disdain in his voice. The woman has spent her career mostly objecting to my father’s ideas. He’s always had innovative concepts, and the Board is conservative, especially Hammond. She’s a rule follower to the core.
Oil and water.
She slams her hand to activate the door and it slides back with a scrape. I grit my teeth at the sound and the hairs on the base of my neck stand on end. Hammond doesn’t flinch. And instead of entering, she stands in the opening. The conversation inside goes silent.
“Dr. Foster, I am unclear as to why I was not invited to this meeting,” Hammond says, her voice thick with venom. No one breathes a word.
“President Hammond,” Dad finally speaks up.
His voice is strong, but I know him well enough to pick out a tinge of fear. He’s using the same tone as when he had told me a year ago that Mom had been killed in a vehicle accident. I’ll never forget every minute detail of the moment I heard him say that Mom would never be coming home again. An ache blooms in my chest, and for several beats of my heart, I forget how to breathe. Too much. It’s just too much to think about. Too incomprehensible. In that moment a year ago, I stuffed the feelings away as much as I could. Then something simple like the tone of a voice rushes fresh pain to the present. I gnaw on the inside of my lip and force myself to focus on the brewing argument just feet away.
“You are not unaware of our . . . difference of opinion on this issue,” Dad continues. “And by the expression on your face, I get the impression that inviting you here would’ve been fruitless.”
My pulse races in my ears. Everything in me wants to run to my dad and tell him everything is going to be okay. But doing that would get us both in trouble.
Hammond crosses her arms over her chest and throws her weight to her right side. “Then it’s fruitless for you to call the meeting in the first place. No decisions are made without my consent.”
“But my team has information I hadn’t even considered,” he says. “I needed to hear them out and compile the data. Any repercussions will emerge on the Earthscape program. When you see it, you might change your mind.”
“I don’t need the data,” Hammond practically growls. “I’ve seen all I require to make the best choice for the people.” With those words she spins toward the door and marches out with weighty boot steps.
Before the door scrapes shut, I hear my father sigh. “Not all of the people.”




Chapter 2
Ismooth out the skirt’s pale-pink silk on the full-length formal dress I chose for tonight’s Arrival Gala. In only a short while, we’ll drop out of lightspeed and Arcadia will come into view. I’m sure there’ll be plenty of “oohs” and “aahs” from the partygoers, but I’ve pretty much stared at Arcadia every day for the last ten years. I know this planet like the back of my hand.
I glimpse at myself in the mirror fastened to my bedroom’s door. Tilting my head, I push away a fallen tendril of hair, loosened from a very amateur chignon over my left ear. Mom was always better at hair than I am. My lips dip into a frown and I swallow back the familiar ache.
“This will have to do,” I mumble, and then I adjust the thin dress straps on my shoulders. Everyone will be watching Dad anyway unless I do something stupid, like slurp my soup too loudly or take a tumble down the stairs.
A tumble? Perfect reason to wear flats instead of pumps. Much safer. I spot the silver pair of ballerina flats in my closet, grab the shoes, and shove my feet in.
Outside my room, I hear Dad groan a few curses. The sound makes my stomach clench. He only swears when he’s under extreme stress. Whatever happened today with President Hammond, plus Mom’s absence, must be weighing heavily on his heart. And there’s little I can do about it.
No. I can do something. I reach for a small box I had wrapped in a red bow. I didn’t get to enjoy lunch with Dad today, so I spent the afternoon completing the tie tack for him.
Clutching the gift in my hand, I exit my room.
“Dad? Everything okay?” I call out.
“Uh . . . fine,” he answers from the living room. I smile at the familiar sound of his deep voice, one I’ve always thought was kind. “I just can’t get this tie knotted right.”
As I walk into the living room, our eyes connect in the mirror hanging over the sofa as he stares at his reflection. Unable to stop myself, I chuckle. One end of his tie hangs down about six inches too far and the other end is six inches too short.
“Let me help you,” I say as I lay my gift on the side table. I’m not good with hair, but I can knot a tie.
“Thanks, sweetie. Where would I be without you?” Dad says, wearing a sheepish look on his face as he unwraps the tie from around his neck.
“Where would we be without each other?” I say as I take the strip of blue fabric from his hand. “We’re a team.”
Dad smiles and his green eyes twinkle. His eye color is about the only physical feature I inherited from him; everything else was from Mom’s DNA. He’s six foot two. I’m barely five foot four. And before his hair went nearly gray, the color was chocolate brown, unlike Mom’s and my strawberry blond tresses.
“Team Foster,” he says.
“Forever. Now hold still so I can do this right.”
He obeys, allowing me to run the tie around his neck. I make quick work of my specialty, a Windsor Knot. When I’m done, he checks himself in the mirror and straightens his charcoal-gray suit coat.
“There now,” I say and look him over. “Almost ready.”
He peers down at himself. “Almost? I don’t think I can handle much more.”
I smile and grab my red-bowed package. “I have a gift for you.”
“A gift? I saw you brought me an apple from the arboretum. You know I love Pink Ladies.”
“Not that.” I hold out the box. “Open it.”
He takes it, slowly unties the red ribbon, and then removes the paper. Before he opens the lid, his lips pull into a smile. “You didn’t have to get me a gift.”
“Dad,” I scoff. “The last ten years of your life is being realized tonight. Arrival is an important occasion.”
“But it’s not as if you want to be here.”
“Well, I am.” I smile. “Now open it.”
He pries open the top and reveals the bright ruby tie tack inside. “Wow,” he says, grinning from ear to ear. But as quickly as the smile had come, it drops from his face, and then he turns and plops onto the sofa.
My heart plummets into my stomach. “You don’t like it?”
Dad rubs his free hand over his face. “I love it. But tonight isn’t what I intended it to be.”
“You mean Mom?” I carefully sit next to him and straighten my skirt. My heart aches for her to be here with us too.
He nods. “Yes, but there’s so much more.”
He’s referring to the horrible conference this afternoon, but I can’t breathe a word I know about it.
Dad straightens and looks me in the eyes. “Cassi, if I teach you one thing—always follow your principles.
“You know I do.”
“Yes, yes,” he says. “But there are times when no one will understand your reasoning. And you’ll need to find a way to hold your ground.”
“What do you mea—”
Before I get the chance to finish, he taps his Connect. “Oh . . . the time is getting away. We need to go.” He grabs the tie tack from the box and pins it on. “Look okay?”
“Yeah, Dad,” I say, still full of concern and confusion.
He pops up from the couch and gestures me to the door. “It won’t look good if we miss the unveiling.”
∆∆∆
 
As soon as we enter the glistening Gala hall, the on-location management team immediately descends on us. The staff members are dressed in black to blend into the background when their services are not needed anymore. Two men and one woman, with comms in their ears and tablets in hand, escort my father out of sight and to his designated place for our Skybase arrival.
Of course, the workers don’t care about me outside of duty. A glove-clad staff member supplies me with a sparkly drink called a Grape Galaxy.
“Take a sip,” the lady wearing a tight bun says.
Like a good girl, I smile and sip the dark purple beverage. The thing is overly sweet and fizz shoots up my nose. But I nod at her and hold my hand in the air, indicating that I’m fine, so maybe she’ll go away.
“Have a good time, honey,” she says and then leaves me to my own devices.
As I watch her buzz off like a worker bee, I run my free hand over my arms. The prickly hairs stand on end. In our excitement to leave, Dad and I forgot our coats. The winter temperatures that someone is fond of keeping in this ship are more extreme than ever tonight. Yet if I try and slip out to return to my unit, a worker dressed in black will only drag me back here, saying the unveiling will happen soon. I drop the mostly undrunk drink on a tray belonging to the first server who passes by.
Unfamiliar, fancily dressed adults sip drinks all around me. Drinks with sillier names than Grape Galaxy that I’m sure, unlike mine, are full of more than juice and seltzer water. Everyone seems to have a lot fewer concerns than I do, laughing and speaking way too loudly, probably from the alcohol. Or maybe the patrons really just don’t have any worries. Human and bot servers both attend to their every need and circulate the room with trays of exotic finger foods. Gigantic floor-to-ceiling windows line the space, but the curtains are all closed in anticipation of the big reveal. The only stars we see are the twinkling lights from multiple crystal chandeliers.
I wind my way through the jungle of tables, towering floral centerpieces, and partygoers. Finally, I spot my place card on a table and walk toward my seat, relieved. At least if I sit, I can grab a roll from the basket without anyone noticing. I can nearly taste the crusty French bread smeared in butter—
“Cassiopeia Foster,” a deep voice says from behind, drowning out the chatter and ruining my chances at a roll. “I was hoping to run into you.”
Disappointed, I spin around to see who’s calling me. It’s not like I really know anyone on the ship except Dad and few of his associates. A tall boy, almost a man really—since I’m pretty sure he’s older than I am—stands about five feet away. His wavy brown hair falls over his forehead and casually across his left eye, though I can still see shades of blue peeking through the strands.
“Do I know you?” I ask, fully aware I’ve never seen him in my life.
He struts toward me, hand extended. “No, we haven’t met yet. I’m Luca Powell.”
I smile sweetly and assume the role I’m here to play tonight: supportive daughter of Richard Foster. Without hesitating, I take his hand and give it a firm shake and look him in the eye.
He grins and releases my grip. “Confidence. I like that.”
“My father taught me well.”
“I’m sure he did,” he says as he stares at me.
I cross my arms over my chest, not sure of what to do with my hands from the utter lack of pockets in my formal gown. “So, Mr. Powell,” I say and glance around at the other patrons. “You’re a bit younger than the rest of the crowd. What are you doing at the Gala?”
He chuckles. “I know what you’re thinking. I must be some rich guy’s son who bought his way into the party.”
“The thought did cross my mind.”
Luca puffs up slightly. “Well, you’d be wrong. My family didn't even come here with me and I worked my way into this position. You’re staring at the newly inducted assistant to President Hammond.”
My throat tenses. Hammond? If he’s Hammond’s assistant, this guy must know about the rift between her and my dad. Maybe she sent him to be friendly just to get information on me. Especially after this morning.
“Oh?” is all that comes out of my mouth.
“Yeah.” He leans in close, smelling of spicy cologne. My nose tickles worse than it did from the fizzy Grape Galaxy. “I was thinking, since your father is high-ranking and I’ll be taking on more responsibility when we reach Arcadia, you and I should be friends.”
Hammond definitely sent him to spy on me, or maybe even to keep me in line.
“I . . . I’m sure you’re going to be very busy. Too busy for someone like me.” My mind spins with possible ways to make an exit, but none of my ideas end in success.
“Ms. Foster?” a new male voice comes from my left.
“Yes?” I say, a little too quickly. Another boy my age, dressed in black attire like the crew, a color now representing my salvation. He’s shorter than Luca with spiky, dark blond hair and gray eyes. I know nothing about him, either. But I’m pretty sure he’s not another one of Hammond’s assistants, so I already like him better.
“We’re about to arrive and I’ve been requested to escort you to your position,” the boy in black says.
“My position?”
The boy shifts on his feet. “Yes, Miss.”
I glance at Luca, and he nods as if I should go. “Maybe we could meet up later and visit the observation deck to get a better view of the planet.”
“Um . . . I’m not sure—”
The blond boy taps on his tablet. “I can see Miss Foster’s schedule is quite full tonight.”
It is? What does he know that I don’t? I strain to get a peek at his screen, but he drops the device to his side before I get a chance. Anyway, at this point, I don’t care what’s on the screen, since whatever is there is rescuing me from Hammond’s assistant.
“Maybe another time, Mr. Powell,” I say as the boy guides me away. But I really hope he never accepts the invitation.
“I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other,” he says. “And it’s Luca.”
“Mmm-hmm,” I mumble.
The second boy leans into me once we’re out of range. “You know . . . you should’ve just told him you didn’t want to meet him on the observation deck.”
I chew my lower lip. “It was that obvious?”
He chuckles lightly. “Oh, I’m certain Mr. Powell was oblivious to it. He’s too busy trying to work his way up the food chain. But me? I have a talent for hearing between the lines.” My savior turns to me slightly, and his lips quirk into a sweet smile. “I’m Max—Max Norton.”
I grin. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Cassi—but I guess you already know.”
“Yes,” he answers, his smile shifting from sweet to amused. “It was on the schedule.” He leads me to a row of ten empty chairs. Beside the seating gallery is the podium where Dad will make his speech during the unveiling. “Here we are.”
“But no one is here yet,” I say.
“They will be in five minutes or so, and you needed an out. I gave you one.” He gestures to the first seat.
But I don’t sit. Instead, I catch Max’s upper arm. “Think you could stay with me until then? In case Mr. Powell comes back?”
He taps his tablet screen to bring up the time. “Sure, I don’t have anything else to do.” He raises his eyebrow.
He probably has a million things to do, but right now I don’t care. I’m short on friends around here, and Max seems like a safe bet.
“So . . . how do you like your job on the . . . event management team?” I ask.
Max shrugs. “It’s a temp job. A buddy pulled me in for the night. Most days, I help escort Board members and other bigwigs to meetings. Kind of like security, but not quite so important. I’m really more like a tour guide.” He leans in. “You’d be surprised how loose people are with information around me, though. You’d think I was invisible.”
Curiosity at his words creeps up on me, but I remain silent when a lady in a tall hat passes by where we stand. She takes her place in the row of chairs. It must be almost time to begin. I lean toward him and keep my voice down. “Like what?”
“Oh, mostly news of how the installation is going well on Arcadia. But, as I said, I’m good at hearing between their words. And then there’s the tension.” Max puts his finger to his ear as if he’s listening to instructions in his comm.
“Tension?”
“Mmm-hmm,” he mumbles, but I’m not sure if he’s speaking to me or to the person in his comm. “Your father is coming out for the presentation in one minute. Would you mind taking your seat, Miss Foster?”
So, there are more influential people than just Dad who disagree with Hammond. Or, at least, have tension with her.
I nod but wish we had more time to talk.
“Thanks for helping me,” I say.
“No problem. Enjoy the show.” Max smiles, and I can only hope this isn’t the last time I run into him. He gives me hope that maybe Arcadia won’t be so bad.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” a man announces over the sound system, and the room hushes. “Please take your seats. We are about to begin.”
I turn and watch Max hurry away. The gathering of people mostly stops their conversations while they locate their assigned chairs around the dining tables. I lower myself into my seat in the special row, next to the older woman in the tall hat who had breezed past me just a minute ago.
She leans over to me as I sit. “The party is so exciting, dear.”
Politely, I nod and fold my hands in my lap over the ripples in my puffy silk skirt. The rest of the “bigwigs”—as Max called them—file into the row, making me feel distinctly out of place. Hammond, dressed in a sequined blue gown, takes her seat at the opposite end from me. But when Dad steps onto the stage, looking handsome in his suit and still wearing the ruby tie tack, I let out a breath and relax.
The patrons erupt into thunderous applause.
Dad smiles and holds his right hand up to quiet the crowd. “I’ll make my speech short because I’m fully aware it’s not my face you’re here to see this evening.”
The gathering lets out a low chuckle at his joke.
“Thank you for joining me. I’ve anticipated this moment for the last decade, and there were days I thought our arrival might never come,” he says. “But it has. While you were enjoying hors d’oeuvres and drinks, we very quietly dropped out of lightspeed and arrived at our new home.”
Dad raises his hand high in the air. As if by magic, the floor-to-ceiling curtains fall and reveal a spectacular view of a blue and green planet flanked by two moons. A haunting mist of glowing cyan fogs over the globe.
Chills rush through my body. The crowd, including me, releases a collective gasp.
“Welcome to Arcadia,” Dad says. “The salvation of the human race.”




Chapter 3
“Why do I need to go down to the surface with you today? I can always go when the rest of the passengers do,” I say to Dad as he leads me down the brightly lit white corridor toward the Skybase connector bay. “There’s nothing for me to do except follow you around, cutting ribbons and stuff.”
He gives me a look peppered with frustration. “Cassi, everything is a ceremony around here, and the passengers can’t begin disembarking until the Board and higher-ups, such as myself and you, make the journey first.”
I scoff. “It’s not as if there aren’t workers already down there. They’ve been building the city for two years already.”
Dad tips his head and reaches into his jacket pocket, feeling for something but pulling nothing out. “You’re just nervous.”
Iciness from the corridor settles over me and I pull my sweater in a little tighter.
Seeing the planet last night was incredible, I’ll admit that. But I want to tell him I’m just not ready to go down there without Mom. On the ship I at least feel like I don’t actually have to face a new life that doesn’t have her in it. I brush her gold band on my finger. This is all too final.
“But Mom—”
“Mom is why I’m so excited today.” Dad’s face softens, and he immediately stops walking and pulls me into an embrace. “There’s something about Arcadia that brings me closer to her.” His voice cracks with emotion. “When the curtain fell last night, I saw our dream right in front of me. It was as if your mother was standing right at my side, cheering me on and supporting me.” He pulls back. “This planet is everything. Everything, Cassi. And I need you by my side to help everyone see there’s so much more to Arcadia than we’re even aware of. I know you don’t understand yet. But you will. So we need to get down there. You’re going to love it.” His eyes sparkle in a way I haven’t seen for over a year.
Confusion stirs in me. How could he know this for sure? This will be his first trip to the surface, too.
I nod and reach for his hand. “I’m with you, Daddy.”
He smiles and gestures us forward.
When we arrive at the docking bay, a sizable group of anxious patrons wait to transfer onto the Skybase. After that, we’ll board a transport ship and descend to Primaro, the lone city on Arcadia. I’ve seen all the photos and videos, and everything about the planet should be amazing. Each building is meant to mimic and blend into the existing nature to maintain the appearance that the planet is untainted by humans. Eventually, humans will expand over the surface, but Dad believes keeping everything contained is the smart thing to do until we learn more about how to successfully live on Arcadia. It was one of the few points of little contention between him and Hammond. But that was likely only because his plan kept costs down more than anything else. Hammond is a stickler for a budget. Not that anyone can fault her for that.
“Quite a crowd,” Dad says.
From the number of multicolored jewels, gold, and expensive fabrics worn by the majority of the patrons, I know these people are the richest of the rich. They bought first dibs for the privilege of setting foot on the ground before any of the other passengers.
But then I see Hammond make her way to the front of the assembly and my excitement fizzles out. In contrast to the sequined dress she wore at the Gala, she’s now dressed in a sharp black pantsuit and a pair of flat shoes. Her hair is pulled into a low, short ponytail. The hairstyle highlights the sharp angles of her face and pinched mouth. I glance at Dad, but he’s admiring the buffet.
Lining the wall behind us is a massive spread of mostly untouched breakfast foods. Piles of bagels are loaded up on one end of the table, and bowls of cut and uncut fruit wait to be eaten alongside a variety of breakfast meats. The crowd’s energy is nearly electric, and I can’t help but let the excitement affect me. My mind buzzes with the activity.
I sneak another peek at Hammond and wind up staring straight into her ice-blue gaze. I quickly look away, shivering, but from the corner of my eye, I can see her motioning someone closer. Luca Powell appears, and she whispers into his ear. He pulls away with a quizzical expression and taps on his tablet for a brief second before rushing away without comment. Hammond’s eyes locate the back of Dad’s head and a sick feeling seeps through my stomach.
Before I have time to think much further on it, she steps onto a platform ahead of the entrance to the Skybase.
“Thank you all for coming today,” Hammond says.
Applause fills the room, and Dad and I join in.
Hammond smiles coldly and continues. “We would not be here today without your generous support. As Dr. Foster stated last night,” she looks to my father and nods, “Arcadia is our salvation, a chance to begin again and do it right. This new Eden will give the human race room to expand. We will thrive once again. And very soon, discover all the riches Arcadia has to give.”
Arcadia does have much to offer. It’s a lush planet, untainted by humans. The surface is loaded with new minerals, precious metals, and probably a number of undiscovered energy sources. But that bounty scares me, too. People are still fighting over how those things are best used on Earth, and the supply there is dwindling quickly. Money talks. Money makes the decisions. And how much people like Hammond are influenced by wealth, I don’t know. As I study the patrons’ dripping riches, I’m sure they want good returns on their sizable investments in developing Arcadia.
“Thank you again.” Hammond’s voice snaps me from my thoughts. “We’ll be disembarking to Skybase in a few moments. Please be patient.”
Hammond exits the platform. I link my arm into the crook of Dad’s. At least there are still good men like him. He has a clear voice in this situation.
“I need to take care of something, Cassi,” he says and wipes a bead of sweat from his forehead. “Wait here. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
“Sure, Dad.”
He pauses and removes his jacket. “Will you hold this? All the excitement is getting to me and I’m feeling a bit hot. You think you’ll be okay?”
I take the jacket and nod for him to go. “No problem, I’ll be just fine.”
After he leaves, I spend a few moments scanning the bay, but the cavernous, white space is pretty boring without someone to talk to. And no one around here really wants to have a conversation with a teenage girl, even if she’s Richard Foster’s daughter. Maybe Max is here. He did say he performed a form of security for the “bigwigs,” and these people are about as “bigwig” as they get.
I scan the crowd of maybe two hundred patrons and staff. But disappointingly, I don’t see Max’s spiky hair from here.
With a sigh, I check the space for Dad again. He had walked off toward the stage, but other than that, I’m not sure where he went. I know he told me to stay put. But there’s no harm in poking around a bit for Max. Plus I want to grab a bagel since I forgot to eat breakfast this morning. Tired of holding his jacket, I thread my arms through the too-big coat and pull the fabric in close. I have no idea why Dad was hot. It’s cold in here.
I stroll over to the buffet and pluck a cinnamon raisin bagel off the pile of assorted pastries. I scan the table for a topping like cream cheese, but I don’t see any. No butter, no jam, no nothing. You’d think with such a lavish display the staff wouldn’t have forgotten the spreads.
At the other end of the display stands a buffet attendant, his back to me. At least, I think he’s an attendant. Most of the people here are probably used to being served, so it makes sense that staff would be helping. But his rumpled gray uniform isn’t exactly what I expect from the quality the patrons demand.
“Excuse me,” I say to him as I grab a plate and knife. As if he doesn’t hear my question, he remains with his back to me. I try again, moving closer to his position, and speak over the room chatter. “Um, do you know if the buffet is out of cream cheese?”
This time, the boy with bronzed skin and jet-black hair swivels my way. Surprise washes over his face and he furrows his brows in confusion. He raises his hand to his chest as if to say, are you speaking to me?
“Yes, I need some help,” I say. “I was searching for the cream cheese and wondered if you had any in the back.”
His brown eyes grow wide, and instead of answering my question, he turns and dashes into the crowd of patrons.
I stand in confusion. What was that about? Maybe he’s not supposed to be here. I drop the bagel, plate, and knife onto the table and follow him. To be honest I have no idea why I'm doing this, but curiosity overtakes me.
He’s tall, over six feet, and I don’t know if it’s the unkempt uniform, but something about him makes him stand out from the crowd, even as he weaves through the people. Strangely, the scene is almost as if he’s swimming through water, his moves are so graceful. And yet none of the patrons he avoids seem to notice him.
With ease he picks up his pace, but I do too, keeping my eye on him. The strange boy nears the edge of the crowd, and the opening to a corridor waits ahead of him. I’m going to lose him if he makes it there. Too many easy exit points after that and I’m not really familiar with this wing.
I speed up to catch him, and while moving full force, I accidentally slam into the shoulder of an older woman. She peers down at me in shock, and I’m pretty sure she’s the same person I sat next to at the Gala last night. When her surprise wears off, she lets out a loud yelp from our collision. The boy whips around toward the sound. He looks at the lady and then straight into my eyes. And when we lock stares, a wave of freezing energy surges through my body. I gasp but quickly shake the sensation off.
“Sorry, ma’am,” I pant.
The dark-haired boy tears from my gaze and spins away, rushing for the corridor. I push past the woman to get a visual of him again. I can’t let him get away. Ignoring the complaining woman, I surge forward again. But when I reach the edge of the hall, he’s gone—vanished.
Behind me and from the opposite end of the bay, a scream pierces my ears. Momentarily I forget about the boy and pivot toward the distress. I hope it’s not that woman. I really only tapped her.
Before I have the chance to find out, a burst of orange and white light fills the room. A cry of help sticks in my throat as intense pressure, followed by heat, slams my body into the rear wall of the corridor.




Chapter 4
Iblink my stinging eyes open to a wafting haze of gray smoke. Outside the corridor, a voice is shouting over the chaos, asking everyone to exit immediately through the south entrance. Then the emergency alarm drowns out all other sounds. I throw my hands over my ears.
What is happening? My mind spins as searing pain shoots up my neck and into the back of my head.
The smoke clears just enough for me to make out a few blurry shapes, if I squint. Beyond the corridor, people run around the bay while others lie still on the ground—hurt, maybe dead.
The memories rush back, and my chest tightens. A bomb! There was a bomb. I look down at myself to assess the damage and see Dad’s jacket.
“Daddy!” I scream and wrench myself from the ground, despite the pain in my spine and head. When I stand, the room spins, but I force myself to stay vertical and drag my aching legs through the corridor’s entrance.
The view is even worse than I expected. A large chunk of an internal wall beside the stage is blown wide open, and most of it lies on the floor. On people. Hazy smoke still fills the air, hiding the full extent of the horror. I cough and pull my shirt up over my mouth and nose.
A man runs past, and I snag his arm. He wheels toward me, his face full of panic.
“My father . . .” I say as my shirt collar drops down.
The man, whose clothes are gray with ash, stares at me with wide, blank eyes.
“Richard Foster—have you seen him?”
He shakes his head and pulls away from me.
“Help me!” I scream at the man as he disappears into the smoke.
Coughing, I sprint to the last place I saw Dad, when he was heading toward the stage. And now I can see it’s exactly where the bomb exploded. The crack of a second eruption rips through the bay. I throw my hands up into the air in self-protection at the same time that a strong arm wraps around my torso, spinning me to the ground. The space around me transforms into a misty cyan, and a jolt of icy energy takes over my body. The room’s chaos vanishes, and everything goes silent as if I’m in a protective bubble.
Am I dead?
An arm’s pressure still holds me, and the cold turns to warm. My mind clears and my mission comes flooding back. Find my dad. I wriggle to loosen myself from the stranger’s grip and shift to see who this person is.
It’s the boy I chased through the bay. Being up so close, I get a good look at his eyes. Unlike the brown eyes I’d seen before, his irises nearly glow a deep cyan. His eyes are utterly magical.
“What are you doing?” I struggle against him, trying to forget the strangeness of his eyes. “I need to find my father.”
The boy furrows his brows. I’d swear his eyes shift and become darker, almost normal. I’m imagining things. He opens his mouth to speak and then shuts it again. And instead of releasing me, he squeezes tighter. My head goes light.
I try to tell him to stop, but before I can do anything, the two of us are standing in the corridor I started in.
He spins me around and grasps my upper arms. “Listen, Cassiopeia, Richard Foster needs you to be safe.”
Anger and frustration well inside of my chest. I struggle to free myself from him. “I know. That’s why I’m trying to get to him. Let me go.”
The boy’s irises alter again with a slight cyan glow. Warmth overtakes my body and it’s as if, this time, my energy connects with his. Our souls and minds dance together as everything else fades away. His eyes widen.
“He . . . he tried to make them understand,” the boy mutters, and to be honest, I have no idea if the words are spoken out loud or straight into my mind.
He releases me, and with a snap of desperate loneliness, the connection severs, forcing me back to reality and into the horrible corridor. I inhale sharply as the boy disappears. Dizziness clouds my brain and I tumble to the ground in a heap.
“Cassiopeia!” Max shouts and drops to my side, appearing from the smoke. He gathers my torso up into his arms. “Can you walk?”
I want to tell him I can and that we need to go and find my dad. But none of the words come out. Only blackness seeps into my vision and the emptiness from the boy’s vanishing consumes me. Then everything is gone.
Everything.
∆∆∆
 
The strange-eyed boy comes to me in dreams colored in cyan. Tall and lean with powerful muscles and a haunting stare emanating sorrow. But when I stretch my hand out to him, he’s always too far away, standing opposite of me across a vast chasm. Arcadia’s two moons hang in the sky above, companions that are never without one another. Warm, humid air envelops my body, and I no longer need the sweaters I always wear.
I call to him, but it’s as if he can’t get to me either. I have so many questions in my mind. Why did he know my name? How did he know about my dad?
Oh, Dad. Where are you? Are you with me and now I can’t wake up and get to you?
After what seems like years, I focus my mind and will my body to return to reality. I can’t stay here. Finally, the blue-green world around me falters, and I watch as the boy blurs and fades across the chasm. The earth quakes under my feet, and I let out a scream. I rip my eyelids open to the white ceiling.
I gulp in a lungful of air and sit up. The room spins.
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” a familiar voice says, but it’s not Dad’s, and a hand reaches to my shoulder and guides me to lie down once more.
I blink several times and stare toward the speaker. As I do, my vision clears, and Max is next to me, tight-jawed. Sitting up on my elbows, barely, I realize we’re in my room on the ship. My jewelry-making supplies are on the table next to me, and across the room is my computer and chair where I do my schooling. I glance down at my pajamas and then at my hand, which is tethered to an IV and attached to a bag of liquid hanging from a corner of my bed.
I dart my attention back to Max. “Why are you here? Where’s my dad?”
The purple circles under Max’s eyes tell me he might not have slept for a while. His lips form a tense closed-mouth smile, and he reaches for a pitcher on my side table. “Can I get you water? You must be thirsty.”
I prop myself up again. The dizziness doesn’t return, but my heart pounds while waiting for Max to answer my question.
“I’m not thirsty,” I snap. It’s a lie. The reality is my dry tongue is nearly sticking to the roof of my mouth.
Max pours water into a clear glass on my side table. His hand shakes, but he manages to fill the cup halfway and then sets down the pitcher.
“Can you sit now?” he asks. “Without a dizzy spell?”
I prop back up onto my elbows. “I think so.”
He places his hand on my upper back and guides me up.
“Here, drink slowly,” he says as he hands me the water.
I grab the glass and start to sip but then realize how thirsty I am and down the contents. I hold the empty glass out to Max. “More, please.”
He flashes me a disapproving stare. “I told you to sip it.”
“More, please,” I demand. “And answer my question!”
Max snatches the glass from my hand and drops it to his lap. “I’ve been ordered not to tell you anything yet. It’s not my place.”
Fear churns in my stomach. And he was right. I shouldn’t have drunk the water so fast. “He’s dead?” My mind races with the possibility. Both of my parents can’t be dead.
Max suddenly appears young, like a scared child.
“Tell me!” I scream and bolt up from the bed. I rip the IV off my hand and instantly regret it.
“I . . . I . . . I don’t know,” he stutters. “The Board won’t release any information about the casualties yet.”
“What do you mean?” I spin around and search for my clothes, but my mind can’t put together what I should do next. “Can Hammond do that?”
“I don’t know.” Max stands and reaches for his tablet. “I need to call the doctor. I shouldn’t have told you anything.”
I seize the tablet and hold the device away from him.
A pained look crosses his face. “Cassi, I can’t tell you anything else. After the explosion, transport shut down for two days—”
“Days? How long have I been asleep?”
“Four days,” he says and holds his hand out to me, gesturing to the bed. “Will you please lie down?”
I hand him the tablet and partially obey his request by sitting on the edge of the bed.
“Transportation to the planet shut down for two days. But the Board isn’t releasing any information about the bombing.”
I throw my head into my hands, and Max lowers himself beside me.
“What about me? What am I going to do?” I cry.
Max shakes his head. “I don’t know yet. There’s only a skeleton crew left on the ship. Almost all of the passengers have transferred to Arcadia. If you didn’t wake up after today, Hammond was going to transfer you, conscious or not.”
“And why are you still here?”
He shrugs, and his eyes fill with compassion. “I guess I figured you needed a friend when you woke up.”
Before thinking, I wrap my arms around his neck and sob into his shoulder.
I’m twenty thousand light-years from home, and all I have in the world now is a friend I barely know.




Chapter 5
Ithrow off my covers. My mind reels, forcing me to stay awake. I snatch the bottle of prescribed sleeping pills from my bedside table and throw it across the room. With a smack, the bottle hits the mirror behind my door. The lid flies open and the contents scatter onto the floor.
“Great,” I mumble. But it’s not like the medication was working anyway. Somehow, it’s doing quite the opposite. The doctor has no idea why. Maybe I got too much sleep while I was out. But he does say I'm healing up nicely. There's barely any more pain in my back.
I glance at the time on my Connect.
3:36 AM
Apparently, Hammond is making me move tomorrow—well, today—and movers will arrive at 7:00 a.m. sharp to pack all my things. I can’t stay on the ship any longer, she said. Part of me just wants to ask if I can take the ship back to Earth, but I know it’s the wrong choice. Dad wanted me here. And I don’t even know if returning to Earth is an option.
My throat constricts at the thought of Dad. Is he dead? Gone? Why won’t Hammond release any information? I push the thoughts away, not emotionally willing to accept that Mom will never come home again, and now possibly Dad too.
Sighing, I get out of bed and grab for a pair of jeans from my drawer and slip them on. I drag off my nightshirt and pluck a navy-blue sweater off the floor and pull it on. Dad’s jacket is draped over my desk chair and, without much thought, I tug it on to complete the ensemble.
I grab a hairband from my desk and use it to spiral my hair into a low, messy bun. I don’t bother looking in the mirror. I already know it’s bad, but there’s barely anyone on the ship, and if they see the disheveled girl in the jacket two times her size, what do I care anyway?
I race through the unit as fast as I can. I don’t want to see this place. Sitting on the counter in the kitchen is a plate of chocolate chip cookies Max brought me earlier. Logically, I know I should want to devour the entire plate since I haven’t eaten in days. But the sight of the treats turns my stomach, and it takes everything within me to depress the gag rising in my throat.
I activate the exit and speed into the hall. My feet have a mind of their own and take me to Dad’s office. I stand at the door and read the placard.
Richard Foster

Head Planet Terraforming and

Urban Development Engineer

I touch my index finger to the gold letters and my throat constricts. Then I move my hand down to the finger scanner on the door lock. Dad wasn’t supposed to give me access, but occasionally he turned off his comm so I could find him if need be. He programmed my print to open the door, too. Maybe something inside can tell me what happened to him, where he is. I’ve ripped apart every drawer in the apartment and found nothing. And his computer is secured, denying me access.
The scanner beeps and flashes green. The door slides away. My heart sinks.
Other than a large desk and a chair, the room is empty. I hurry in and yank each of the four desk drawers open. Nothing. Not as if I really thought it would be any different. Why would the Board be so stupid as to take all of Dad’s research but leave a few items in the drawers?
In one angry motion, I throw myself into the swivel chair and do a three-sixty, catching myself on the lip of the desk with a jerk. I pull my legs up into the chair and wrap the too-big jacket around them. Maybe I can just disappear, too.
I stuff my hands into the jacket’s pockets, and a quiver rakes over my body as I touch an object inside of the right one. I touch the cool surface and pull out the item.
In my palm rests the most beautiful, deep cyan crystal that I’ve ever seen. Measuring about one inch long, the precise cuts on each side are incredible. I turn the gem over and inspect every surface. As I study the crystal, the room’s coldness falls away and my body fills with warmth. The gem must be from Arcadia since I’ve never seen anything quite the same on Earth. Dad must’ve received the crystal from a building team that returned from the surface.
All I can guess is that he was going to give it to me since he knows I enjoy making jewelry. I clasp the crystal in my hand. So that’s what I’ll do with it when I get back to the unit. I know the perfect silver chain for it to hang on.
I stuff the gift into the front pocket of my jeans for safekeeping. As I do, I feel a presence come from behind. I gasp and swivel the chair to see who’s there. But the office is still empty other than me, the desk, and the chair.
I shake my head. I’m just exhausted. And apparently delirious.
I rise and head for the exit but just as I reach my hand to activate the system, the door slides open and I’m met by a very sleepy-looking Max.
I let out a yelp.
“Whoa,” he says and steps back, throwing his hands chest high in the air. His eyes open wide.
“You scared me,” I say.
“Why are you even here at almost four in the morning? You’re supposed to be resting.”
I ease from the opening. “I can’t sleep. I did tell you.”
“Sleeping and resting are two separate things. And wandering around on the ship is neither.” He crosses his arms across his chest.
I push past him and take a right. “You’re not in charge of me, Max.”
“No.” He follows. “But I’m supposed to make sure you stay safe.”
I stop and spin toward him. “And are you doing this out of the goodness of your heart?”
Max pauses and pinches his lips together.
“Did Hammond assign you?” With a huff I twist from him, but he grabs my arm, staying me.
“Would you rather Luca Powell? Because that’s who she was going to assign until I convinced her otherwise.” He stares me down with his gray eyes.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean what I said. She planned to have Luca monitor you. I told Hammond we had a good connection at the Gala and you trusted me.”
I click my tongue. “Trust-ed you is right—”
“I’ve given you very little reason not to trust me. Okay,” he says, raising his hands in self-defense, “I didn’t tell you everything, but you’ve been a mess. It’s not like you would’ve handled the news all that well.”
I roll my eyes, but he’s right. I’m not handling it well now.
“I haven’t told Hammond anything. Not that there’s much to tell. You really should go back to your room.”
“I don’t want to go to my room,” I mumble.
Max expels an exasperated breath. “Then where would you like to go at four in the morning?”
I don’t have any place in mind I want to go. “The arboretum,” slips from my mouth.
“Okay. I haven’t been there yet. Good of a place as any.”
Without another word, Max escorts me to the arboretum’s deck, and before I know it, I’m walking down the path beside the apple trees again.
“Wow.” Max swivels his head, taking in the sights. “Too bad today’s my last day on the ship. This is incredible.”
The soft nature sounds calm me. And once again, I watch as the pigeon-sized bots zip from tree to tree doing their duty.
“Is it always daytime in here?” Max asks.
“As far as I know.” I’ve never been here outside regular hours before. It’s probably one reason the plants grow so well. I reach for a blushing apple and yank the fruit from its branch. Seeing it suddenly brings back my appetite, at least a little. “Want one?”
“Sure. Anything to get you to eat.”
I grasp a second apple and pull, and it releases with a snap. I toss the apple to Max.
He catches it. “Thanks.”
Something about the way he does it makes me smile for a moment. Max is sweet, and the fact is . . . I do appreciate him being here.
I bite into the apple and spot a bench about thirty feet from us. “Let’s sit there for a while.”
Max munches on his apple and nods.
“So, you must have been meeting with Hammond?” I say as we walk to the bench and sit.
“Her and a few other Board members. Not in person, but over a comm,” he says, his mouth full of apple. “Hammond’s on the surface.”
“Has the Board released anything about my dad?”
Max gives me a patronizing smile.
I rub my face in frustration. “Okay, have you heard what caused the explosion?” Since I woke up, I’ve tried not to think about this, but voicing the words floods questions into my mind. The smoke, the sounds, the smell . . . the boy and his cyan eyes. A shudder works its way up my spine, but I shake the feeling off. “Was it a bomb? Was it an accident with the equipment?”
“Cassi, I’m seventeen. You truly think Hammond or anyone on the Board is purposely filling me in on top-secret details?”
I scoff. “There must be rumors, at least.”
Max gestures around the arboretum. “And who would I hear these rumors from? I’ve spent most of the last six days with you, and there aren’t many people left on the ship.”
There’s no way he’s only commed with Hammond. The night of the Gala, he shared that he had a buddy on the ship. I do trust Max, but he’s keeping information from me.
“Fine.” I stand and toss my half-eaten apple onto the ground. An Agrowbot swoops in and gobbles the trash into its body cavity. “Then take me back to my room. I have to leave at seven, so I might as well get ready.”
Max stands and flings his apple core and the same bot disposes of it. “Those things don’t waste any time, do they?”
I raise my foot to walk but he places his hand on my shoulder, and I turn to him.
“Your dad would want you to face this challenge. He was . . . is a brilliant and brave man. And I’m pretty sure you take after him. That's the real reason I'm doing all this.”
I tip my head in confusion.
Max crosses his arms over his chest. "I've always admired Dr. Foster and followed his studies over the years. When your mother was killed, I was devastated for your family. Everything seemed perfect, and then it fell apart."
My chest tightens. It was perfect.
"When I saw you at the Gala, I knew it was my chance to meet you." Max's face softens, and he looks down to the ground, his usual confidence diminished slightly.
"Why me and not Dad?"
He glances back at me. “There's just always been something about you, too. Anytime news stories would air and they showed your family. . . there was a strength about you. I liked it." Max touches my hand and quickly removes it. "I always thought we could be . . . friends."
My heart thuds in my chest and the ghost of his touch still lingers on my skin.
"I'd like that," I whisper.
∆∆∆
 
“You want me to come in and help with anything?” Max asks at the door to my unit.
I wave my hand in the air. “I’m good. Thanks for asking.”
He smiles. “Anytime. I’ll be back in a couple of hours to escort you to Skybase. After that, we’ll take a transport to the surface together.”
The surface. The thought of it brings a lump into my throat, but I swallow it back. “See you then.”
Max nods and heads toward the elevator.
“Oh, and Max?” I say, and he turns. “Thank you for getting me out of the bay.”
He nods again. “You’re just lucky you were in the corridor and not near the two explosions.” He continues on his way.
I glance at my Dad’s and my names still posted beside the door and quickly activate the pad to trudge inside. What now? There’s no way I’m going back to bed.
I stuff my hands into the pockets of my jeans and locate the crystal I stowed there. I pull the gem out and stare at it again. My eyelids drift closed and a flashing image of the strange boy’s face enters my mind. Not really his face; mostly his eyes that, for a moment in the bay, shared the same color as this crystal.
He’s the one who led me from the first explosion and then rescued me from the second. There’s no way I’d have come out uninjured, let alone alive. But my mind reels. I was right there when the second bomb went off. How did he get me into the corridor and at the right moment for Max to locate me?
I shake off my questions and open my eyes. I peer down at the multi-faceted crystal again and then jog to my bedroom.
On my night table lies the box of jewelry-making supplies. I flip the lid open and grab the tools I need. I also pull out the silver chain I’ve been saving for the right project. And it seems I’ve found just the one.
I flop onto the bed and spread out all the pieces and begin my work. This was Dad’s last gift to me, and I won’t waste it.
Today, I’ll head down to Arcadia while wearing this pendant around my neck. And once I get there, the first thing I’m going to do is unearth what happened to Dad. Someone down there surely knows something. I won’t give up until I find out who.




Chapter 6
I’m stuffing the last of my clothes into a bag when a knock sounds on my cabin door. I check my Connect.
6:45 AM
He’s early. With a flip, I shove aside the bag and walk through the unit to let him in.
“I’ll be right there,” I call out and tuck my new necklace inside my shirt. I’m not even sure I’m ready to share this discovery with Max.
I reach for the activation and hit the pad, and the door slides back. But the person isn’t Max. I gaze up at a much taller boy who wears a casual white shirt, gray pants, and a smug grin—Luca Powell.
Instinctively, I retreat a few inches from the opening.
“Where’s Max?”
Luca shrugs. “Reassigned, I guess.”
I glance at my Connect again. There’s no message from him. “Reassigned? He just told me a couple of hours ago that he was escorting me to the surface.”
“I don’t know anything about that, Cassi.”
His use of my nickname tightens my chest. Only my friends and family call me Cassi, and I don’t know him. Or even trust him for that matter.
“It’s Cassiopeia.”
“Cassiopeia.” He smiles with mild amusement and my brows wrinkle. “Hammond sent me all the way from the surface to retrieve you. So, are you going to make me stand out here in the hall or can I come in?” Luca crosses his arms over his chest, smile still in place.
I ease away and gesture him into the living area.
Luca steps inside and scans the room. “This is a nice space. Twice the area of most cabin sizes.”
I don’t respond.
The smile slips away and he furrows his brows.
I don’t think Luca is used to much resistance from girls.
“Look,” he says softly “I'm trying to be friendly.” I don't respond again, and after a few seconds, he sighs. “Are you ready to go?”
“I guess. I packed my bag and made a list of my Dad’s and my things to be sent to the surface.”
“Did you submit the order through your onboard account?”
I nod.
“Then the moving company should take care of all the packing.” He waves me toward the corridor, a new confident smile in place.
“I need to grab my bag.” I one-eighty, jog into my room, and pluck the bag off the floor. No way I’m leaving this behind. Packed inside is a framed photo of Mom and my jewelry kit.
“You know, the movers will get that too,” Luca says when I near the entry door.
I thrust the bag into his arms. “Nah, you can carry it.”
A shocked expression overtakes his face, and he blinks his eyes almost comically. “Now are you ready?”
“Yep . . . let’s go.” I march out the exit, likely never to return.
I stay several steps in front of Luca and type a message to Max.
What happened?
I hit send and slow down to let Luca catch up. Before he does, I check the message status, but it only states it’s been delivered, not read. My heart sinks. I needed Max’s support for this trip.
To hide my discouragement from Luca, I raise my chin and lift a single eyebrow as he removes my bag from one shoulder and flings it to the other. “Too heavy for you?”
“What do you have in this thing? Bricks?”
I scoff. “Yes—yes. I brought bricks from Earth.”
Luca rolls his eyes and reaches my side. “Why don’t you like me?”
I stop, and he does too.
“Mr. Powell. You must know my dad and Hammond don’t . . . uh, didn't see eye to eye.” The admission stabs at my stomach, but I continue. “Now, don’t you think it’s strange she wants you to play up to me?”
“I’m not—” His eyes widen.
“Of course you are. Whether you know it or not, that’s what’s happening.” I cross my arms over my chest and tap my fingers in an irritated rhythm. “Now, why don’t you tell me what happened to my father?” Heat creeps up my cheeks and I will the flush to stop since I’m fully aware my pale skin won’t hide it. But it’s no use.
“Cassi—Cassiopeia.” He visibly swallows and looks away as if confused, but only for a single beat. Gaze now locked evenly onto mine, he says, “Even if I knew anything, I wouldn’t be able to tell you unless Hammond okayed it.”
“See, you are her servant.” I flip around and storm toward the Skybase.
∆∆∆
 
Once on Skybase, I let Luca take the lead since I have no idea where I’m going. We board a small transport ship owned by the Board. I grab my bag from Luca and cover my body with it. At least the covering makes me feel like there’s more distance than the several feet between us. I turn and focus out the window as the transport glides toward the Skybase exit. The ship lifts off the ground, and in moments we’re spaceborne.
The planet swirling with the cyan cloud of gas moves into view, and suddenly my chest grows warm. I press my fingers to the spot. My pendant.
I peer down and a faint glow emits from under my shirt. My breath hitches. I grab for my sweater’s collar and fasten the top button. The green fabric is thick enough that the glow doesn’t show through.
I whip my attention over to Luca but he’s turned away, probably sulking.
I recheck my messages—still nothing from Max. I turn my attention to the planet again as it grows larger.
This is my new home, and I’d better get used to it. And with this thought, it’s as if the cyan clouds permeate my mind.
“Miss Foster.” A muffled voice resonates behind me and snaps me from a near trance. “Cassiopeia,” the voice says again.
I turn my head and Luca stands over me. “It’s time to disembark.”
“Already?” I mumble, pulling on my bag, now pressed flat onto my lap.
“It was forty-five minutes.”
I squint my eyes and take in the small space. When more clear-headed, I stand and follow him from the transport, still a little unsure of where the time went. I’m pretty sure I wasn’t asleep.
Luca pilots me through the port and navigates us around several groups of people. At least he knows where we’re going. My heart crashes against my chest, and strangely the air feels thick and difficult to inhale.
Luca turns to me as I lag behind and signals me forward. When I get there, he takes my bag. “The atmosphere is slightly different than Earth,” he says, all business. “Everyone has a little trouble adjusting at first. But by the end of the day, you’ll be fine.”
We stride toward a broad wall of glass windows. Outside are ground transports and a scattering of people. But beyond the road is one of the most beautiful sights I’ve ever seen. The Tahm Range glistens in the sun, and below the mountain peaks is the skyline of Primaro.
Dad was right: the city does perfectly blend with the organic beauty of Arcadia. Plant life weaves through silver and white buildings designated for housing and office space. A few skyscrapers tower above the clusters of small- and medium-sized structures.
We exit through glass doors, and I’m met with a rush of warm air. My sweater quickly becomes too hot, but if my crystal is still glowing, I don’t want anyone to notice—especially Luca. So, I leave the thick garment on.
Luca steps ahead to the curb and raises his hand. A few seconds later, a small vehicle pulls up.
“Our ride is here,” Luca says as the door opens.
He leans in and places my bag in the middle of the seat and gestures me inside. When I’m settled, Luca slides in from the opposite side. He swipes at a small screen on the inside wall and then presses his hand to the computer. The screen glows green and beeps and then the vehicle drives forward.
“How long is the trip?” I mumble.
“Not long,” he snaps, probably annoyed by my lack of desire to be around him. Luca taps on his Connect and a hologram pops up. He keeps his attention on the display as he texts words I can’t see. Probably reporting to Hammond about my sour disposition.
I turn my attention to outside the window as we depart from the port. Up close, the city is even more stunning. Not too far up ahead, I glimpse how the builders wrapped plant life across the buildings in intricate patterns, perfectly melding the organic with inorganic. The city is small enough that many people can walk to their destinations or take public transportation. The streets are busy with pedestrians and a few self-driving vehicles, like the one we’re riding in now. A sleek commuter train zips off in the distance. Even a white sanitation bot hovers over the sidewalk and scans for trash and debris.
Our transport takes us deeper into the city until, after about a fifteen-minute journey, the vehicle stops in front of a tall building. Not a skyscraper, but at least twenty stories high.
My door slides away, and I grab my bag.
“Is this it?” I ask Luca over the top of the vehicle.
Luca nods and motions me to the entrance. “I need to be at a meeting soon. So this will be quick.”
“Fine by me.” I clutch my bag and follow him as I gaze up at the building and sky. Instead of the blue on Earth, the sky on Arcadia has a cyan tint. I’m pretty sure Dad told me once, but I probably wasn’t paying much attention.
I follow Luca inside, where he has already used the call button for the elevator. The doors slide open, and we take the cab to floor seven.
I know Dad showed me photos of our on-planet unit, but I wasn’t paying much attention then either, since I didn’t want to go. Now I wish I had.
We exit the elevator and end at a door marked “740.”
“Well, here you go,” Luca says, hesitating to meet my eyes. “Place your thumb on the lock pad. That’s your key.”
I do, and above the pad a small light shines green as the lock beeps. The door clicks and I enter my new home.
“Hammond or I will be in contact, if need be.” Then he turns and walks toward the elevator.
I swing my attention to him. “Wait. That’s it? I have no idea what I’m doing here.” Ugh, maybe I should have been nicer to him.
Luca spins on his heels but keeps walking backward. “Your roommate will fill you in on everything.”
“Roommate?” I turn and face the opening again, and inside is a studio apartment. I sweep my gaze around and take in a set of bunk beds and a small kitchenette. “Dad and I had a full apartment provided!”
Luca shrugs and turns away again. “The situation has changed. That apartment has been re-allocated.” He disappears inside the elevator while I’m still in the hall, now alone.
I pinch the bridge of my nose and close my eyes. Re-allocated? Meaning: Dad’s gone and I’m no longer valuable. After a beat, I open my lids and gasp when I see a young girl with dark skin and hair standing in the doorway. Although her face is young and fresh, something about her eyes appears much older.
“You shouldn’t just stand out there,” she says.
“Where’d you come from?”
“A girl goes to the bathroom, comes out, and has a roommate now.” She gestures me inside.
I exhale slowly through clenched teeth and then follow her suggestion. Once inside, I scan the small space again. A few dirty dishes are stacked precariously in the kitchenette’s sink, and my forehead wrinkles.
“Don’t mind those,” she says. “I wasn’t expecting anyone.”
My lips thin into a frown and my stomach sinks. Hammond has apparently taken everything from me and there's not anything I can do about it.
“Let me give you the tour,” she says and points to the bunk. “Bedroom. You get the top.”
Great. I would’ve loved that when I was ten. Absently, I twist Mom’s ring and gnaw the inside of my lip.
Quickly she directs me around the open room. “Kitchen, office, living room, bathroom—and we’re back at the bedroom again.”
The “office” consists of two thin chairs and a fold-down desk with two laptop computers called DataPorts, while the “living room” has two small, padded chairs and a media screen affixed to the wall. Next is another door, which must be the bathroom. The whole space can’t be more than two hundred square feet.
“I’m Irene, Irene Parks.” The girl holds out her hand to me.
I reposition my bag on my shoulder and reach out to her. Irene clasps my hand and shakes it with more vigor than I’d expect.
“And you are?” she says and releases me.
“Oh . . . I’m Cassio—Cassi.” I decide not to give her my last name. From her demeanor, I’m not sure she knows yet, and since I’m not familiar with her, I don’t want her feeling sorry for me.
Irene eyes my bag. “You can put that down, Cassi.”
“Oh, yeah.” I dump the bag next to the bunks.
“You got other stuff coming?”
I nod. “But I’m not sure how I’m going to fit everything in here.”
“Then you’ll need to pay to store it.”
“Pay?” Dad always took care of the finances. I have no clue what I’m doing here.
Irene sighs. “You know . . . like CosmicCoin.”
“Of course. Where do I access my account?” Whether or not Hammond has transferred my dad’s funds is another issue, though.
She gestures with her head toward the DataPort. “That should be connected to your ID and thumbprint. You can log on and check.” She raises a brow. “This was all discussed in orientation . . . were you asleep?’
“Just overwhelmed.”
“Well, I get that. What’s your job assignment?”
I stare at her, speechless. Assignment? Sure, I’ve been training in planet terraforming, but it takes years to learn everything. And Arcadia already has Dad’s development plan.
She clicks her tongue. “You better get it together fast. We’re all expected to pull our weight around here. I work in the tech lab at Extra Solar. If you don’t figure out a solution, Hammond will have you confined.”
The hair at the base of my neck stands on end. As Richard Foster’s daughter, I was never one of the passengers who risked being jailed for failing to secure a job. But now I’m no one. Anger mixed with terror churns in my gut. How did any of this happen? How could my life be such a mess, and no one really cares? I press down the thoughts because if I don't, I might explode.
“I’m just tired,” I explain with a faint shrug. “I haven’t slept in a few days.”
“Well, your luxury suite awaits.” She indicates the top bunk. “And I have errands to do anyway.”
Irene grabs a messenger bag off a hook by the door. “See you later, Cassi.”
I exhale deep and long with exhaustion and then climb the ladder to the top bunk, where I quickly bury myself under the comforter. I twist toward the wall and pull out my pendant and rub the surface between my fingers. It’s no longer glowing and just looks like a regular crystal, albeit an unusual color.
How am I supposed to uncover anything about Dad if I’m not sure what’s even going on around here? As I hold the crystal, a sensation of warmth and safety permeates me. Maybe this is what Dad meant when he said the planet made him feel closer to Mom. My eyelids droop, and I drift into dreams of a blue-green world.




Chapter 7
Ilog onto my computer and check my account. Apparently, Dad had prepared for the possibility of something like this happening. Without me knowing, he had set up a year’s worth of CosmicCoin in an account under my name. The sum is a modest amount, enough to cover my basic expenses. I’ll need a job in the next couple weeks, though, simply to pay for any extra needs.
I stare at the number and sigh. Even with Dad gone, he did the best he could to make sure I’d be okay. And the funds mean that I won’t have to worry for a while about being sent back to Earth against my will.
I log on to check the status of my belongings. I use a small amount of my funds to have Dad’s and my long-term stuff put into storage for now, at least until I can figure out what to do with it. But the tracking number is nonexistent. I send a help message to find out what's going on.
On top of that, my personal items haven’t arrived at the dorm yet, either. I tap the link to see what’s taking so long.
Arrival delayed. Expected delivery time unknown.
“Well, that’s encouraging,” I mutter. At least I brought most of my clothes in my bag, and Irene let me borrow a few toiletries.
“As long as you pay me back,” she had said.
Before I forget, I transfer currency into her account. Don’t want my roommate mad at me the second day I’m here.
I log off and close the DataPort’s lid. I’ve been so used to fancy computers with glass touchscreens that this basic model feels positively ancient. But I guess the Board wouldn’t stay in budget if they provided top-notch equipment to the planet’s workforce. And it will do for now. I should be grateful the computer was here in the first place.
I rise and study the cramped room, pinching my lips together. Irene is at her job already, so I can’t have her show me around the city. Well, standing around here does nothing for me either. I might as well use the time while unemployed to see if any rumors are circling about the explosion or Dad’s disappearance. People should be talking about the incident, I would think.
I grab a pear from a bowl of fruit on the kitchenette counter and head out the door.
For the last time, I check for any messages from Max. Still nothing. What happened to him? I want to be mad, but part of me knows whatever went down was not his fault. He would have been here for me if he could. Hammond has to be involved.
What’s her problem? My dad was the one who made it possible for her to even bring people to this planet. I have no clue why she’d be treating me so poorly, no matter what their differences.
I push the thoughts away since they’ll only distract me from my goals.
Out on the street, I inhale a deep breath. Amazingly, the air feels good. Clean. Luca was right that I’d adjust to the atmosphere quickly. Most of the air on Earth has grown bad from pollution, especially in the cities. I was lucky Mom and Dad made sure we kept our home in the country where the air remained decent. But even with that, I’m not sure I knew what I was missing.
The air on Arcadia fills me with life as if it’s strengthening me. I throw back my shoulders and lift my chin. Now, if I only knew where to start.
As I scan my new surroundings, pedestrians hurry past me, probably to work. A silver airship cuts across the sky to transport either people or supplies to another part of Primaro. A few blocks over I spot the tallest building, and I can only assume it’s the Board’s headquarters. Many of the other metal and white clad structures are labeled with corporate names. Some I’m familiar with, others I’m not.
Irene did mention that Extra Solar was only a thirty-minute walk from the dorm and she didn’t want to waste her currency on paying for the train. That’s why she left so early this morning.
The street is busy with pedestrians and as I scan their faces, a person across the street catches my eye. He stands a few inches taller than the rest of the people, and unlike the pedestrians, he’s standing still, as if he were a river rock allowing rushing water to flow past him. His hair is nearly black, and he stares my way with dark eyes. The same boy from the bay. The one who ran away.
My heart thuds so loudly that I'm positive anyone on the street can hear it. The skin under my crystal grows warm. Don’t be glowing. Don’t be glowing. I want to look, but if I take my attention from him, he could bolt.
“You have information,” I whisper to myself and start off in his direction.
He remains still for a beat; but as I check the street for vehicles and step off the curb, he does precisely as I predicted. I pick up the pace and don’t let him out of my sight.
No chance you’re getting away this time.
Newfound energy races through my veins as if I were a track star. As if running for sport was what I was born to do.
My feet pound across the street to the other sidewalk as I watch the boy take a passage between two buildings. My mind abruptly flashes with new information. Without a second thought, I tear into the building in front of me, nearly tripping over a sanitation bot. There’s an exit out the back, and I can head him off. I have no idea how I know, but I’m not going to question it.
I weave through the people inside with ease and follow the map in my mind toward the rear of the building. I slam my hand to the lock and push the door open. Using a final burst of energy, I surge outside, and the boy skids to a stop right in front of me.
His eyes widen, and before he has the chance to escape, I grab his arm.
“Stop running,” I growl, panting for breath.
The boy looks at the spot at my neck where the pendant hides under my shirt. Not letting him go, I glance down at the glowing gem and then back at him.
His shoulders rise and fall as he regains his breath, too. But he doesn’t fight or attempt to escape. It’s almost as if his feet are frozen in place. He’s tall with a broad chest and shoulders, and I’m instantly overcome by his strength despite his inaction. I know he could break free if he wanted to.
As I clutch him, my hand grows warm, just like the crystal’s sensation. My chest tightens with emotion. Sadness, fear—terror. But the feelings are not mine.
I choke back tears and grip him tighter. I’m not sure, though, if keeping a hold is for comfort or to keep him from escaping.
“You—you know what happened on the ship,” I force myself to say while pushing away the unwanted emotions.
But he doesn’t answer.
I lock onto his eyes as the dark irises seem to swirl with cyan.
“Tell me!” I shout. “You know what happened to my father!”
The boy’s brows wrinkle with concern, and for some reason I’m certain it’s for me, for my dad. “Your father was a good man.” His voice is deep and rich and curiously filled with song. At least, that’s the best way for me to describe his speech. The melody behind his words seeps into my very being.
The space around us warps, causing me to close my eyes to center myself. But when I do, my mind transports to another place. Memories that aren't mine flood my brain. A woman with a soft smile and cyan eyes comforting me in her tender arms. I sink into them until just as fast as the first came, another memory replaces it. I run with my friends through the forest, laughing without a care in the world. Joy, sadness, pain, loss, wonder. Thousands of feelings and experiences latch on and become part of me.
Clicking steps echo behind me and rip my attention from him, and without thinking, I release the boy’s arm. The rush of memories halts, but their imprint remains. A blond girl in a blue dress, close to my age, approaches from ten feet away. I turn from her and stretch for the boy again, but he’s halfway down the walkway, and with him, the intense energy I had experienced in his presence. There’s no way I can chase him down again.
The girl speeds up and stops by my side. “Are you all right?”
I point toward the boy who’s still in sight. “He got away.”
She looks the way I’m pointing and turns to me, eyebrow arched. “Who got away?”
“The boy who was just here,” I say, raising my voice. I glance back toward the walkway to find he’s disappeared.
“Um . . .” The girl, who stands several inches shorter than me, gnaws the inside of her lip and blinks her eyes nervously before saying, “No one was with you. I could see you from all the way back there.” She gestures to the way she came. Then she brings her hand to my forehead. “At orientation, the speaker said that in rare cases we might feel a little sick for a few days. Maybe you should go home and lie down.”
I slap her hand away, still reeling from whatever just happened with that boy. “I don’t want to lie down.”
“Whoa, fine. I’m just trying to help. I saw you arrive at the dorm yesterday and figured you were still trying to figure things out,” the girl says, her hazel eyes staring me down.
I relax my shoulders. “I’m sorry. You must be right.” I don’t want this girl to think I’m crazy, even though there’s a good chance something isn’t right with my head. “I haven’t slept well in the last few days, and I have no idea where I’m going in Primaro.”
She smiles. “Believe me. We’re all still learning. How about if I show you around? I had an interview today.” She glances down at her dress. “And I planned to explore the city myself. Oh, I’m Alina, by the way. Alina Morse.”
“I’m Cassi.”
“Well, we better get going, Cassi. In a few, there’s a gathering I wanted to see in the square a couple of blocks from here.”
“A gathering?”
Alina nods. “President Hammond is making an announcement.”
Hammond? Not as if I want to see her, but maybe I could speak to her about the investigation.
“Yeah. That’s a good idea,” I say. “Thank you.”
“No problem.” She continues walking the way she was originally heading before she stopped for me.
I know the boy is real. There’s no way he’s not. But how did he know my dad? Or that he was a good man? My heart skips with hope.
Alina leads me down a street a few blocks over. She talks the entire way, but I barely hear a word. I’m too busy hunting for the boy, but he’s nowhere in sight. Overhead is a faint outline of the two moons hanging above Arcadia. They still haven’t disappeared into the morning light. One is larger than the other. It’s going to take time getting used to this alien view.
As we approach the square, more and more people gather, but Alina wants a front row view and pushes her way through the crowd. I just follow, figuring the closer I can get, the better chance I have of earning Hammond’s attention. After several dirty looks, we arrive at the front of a portable stage and in direct line with a metal podium.
Cheers come from the crowd behind us, and I turn around to see why. To the left, on the street, a large white vehicle slows. The door has the Board’s emblem on the surface. It must be Hammond.
The transport rolls to a stop. Two large men dressed in black exit from the front and flank the emblemed door just as it slides away. Luca steps from inside, followed by Hammond. Her lips turn up into a tight smile and she motions to the crowd, which immediately bursts into applause. Luca and her guards fall in behind her as she proceeds toward the stage. Once behind the podium, she raises her hands to quiet the enthusiastic crowd. Many still clap and roar with an occasional cheer.
“I am so privileged to join you today.” Hammond gestures to the two moons. “Can you believe what an amazing place our new home is?”
Of course, the crowd erupts again, and she has to do the thing with her hands to quiet the people down. While she does, I flip my attention to Luca, who’s staring my way. But when our gazes touch, he looks to Hammond and clasps his hands loosely in front of his waist, shoulders straight back. The two guards in black take up space below the stage at each corner and wear expressions apparently meaning business.
Beside me, Alina is just as engrossed in Hammond as the rest of the crowd.
“You all are the heart of Arcadia. Your dedication to transform our new planet into a home that humans can be proud of is the very foundation this relocation project is built upon,” Hammond says. Hanging her head a moment, she waits a fully charged second before facing the crowd once more and saying, “We all share a great sadness over the explosion on the starship Pathfinder and those who died.”
My stomach tightens. Maybe she is going to give us some information.
“Please know that we are doing everything we can to examine the explosion’s cause,” she says. “But so far, investigation shows this just to be a terrible accident.”
I pump my fist at my side. She must be lying.
Hammond goes on for at least fifteen more minutes, but I don’t hear much of it. All I want is a chance to give her a piece of my mind. But she’s probably going to return to her vehicle as soon as the speech is done, a feeling I can’t shake.
I lean into Alina. “You said you live in the dorm, right?”
“Yeah . . . 725. Why?”
“I don’t think I can do our tour today.”
“Sure, okay.” She returns her attention to Hammond.
“Excuse me,” I push past the people in the front row and head toward the vehicle. All I need to do is be in her walkway, and then I can get her attention.
“Thank you, thank you,” Hammond says, and I pick up the pace to make sure I have a clear view of her for when she comes down the stairs.
I keep my attention glued to her location and press past a few more people. “President Hammond,” I shout.
She turns to me and locks eyes. Immediately, one of her guards steps in front of her.
Hammond sighs, and reading her lips from across the stage, I can see she tells him,
“It’s fine,” and then she waves me forward.
I step toward her. “Tell me more about the explosion in the bay.”
“Miss Foster. As I’ve already shared, the Board is working on it, but so far the details are classified. You know I can’t give you what you want, let alone in this setting.”
I knit my brows. “Richard Foster’s my father, and I deserve to know what happened to him. You stuck me in that dorm with no information. It was cruel!”
She hushes me and gives a tense smile to the people around us. From behind her, Luca steps from the crowd and leans in to her ear.
“We need to go, President Hammond,” he says.
“Yes.” She turns her attention back to me. “When the investigation is complete, you’ll have any information I’m able to release. But I make no guarantees.”
“But—”
“No, Miss Foster. The explosion was unfortunate. But it happened. Be grateful you have a roof over your head and food in your mouth. Now go and make a new life here.”
One of her guards eases toward me and touches the weapon on his hip.
Hammond turns to Luca, her nostrils flaring. “Would you please escort Miss Foster to ensure she makes it safely from the gathering?”
Luca motions to me, but I quickly spin on my heels and storm through the crowd, my palms sweating.
Was that a threat? Why wouldn’t I be safe?




Chapter 8
Through the swinging door’s small window, I check that no one is coming and then push open the white swinging door from the kitchen. In my hands are a tray of plated chicken and roasted potatoes and a medium rare steak with a side of green beans. The food’s smell wafts up into my nose and makes my stomach growl.
Three days ago, and right after I spoke to Hammond, I received a message that I was assigned as a server at Spectra, the only fine dining restaurant so far in the city. I suppose it could be worse.
Still . . .
Only one more hour until my shift is over.
In a few seconds, I arrive tableside to the well-dressed couple with my best fake smile. I learned quickly that if you forget to smile, patrons tend not to tip you much at the end of their dinner. In graceful motions, I place the ordered food in front of the diners.
“Enjoy your meal.” I lay on the thick, sweet tone. “Is there anything else you need?”
The man looks at the woman and then shakes his head. “No, I believe we are fine.”
I nod and turn toward the kitchen to retrieve an order for my second table, when a person catches my eye. A dark blond boy dressed in a sharp suit enters the restaurant.
Max! My heart skips with excitement. But it quickly stills since I still want to be mad at him.
He glances around the room and spots me. His face lights up, and any anger inside of me melts. Max is just far too nice to justify any lingering offense.
“I’m sorry,” he mouths before my supervisor, Suzanna, approaches him. Then he turns his attention to her and starts a conversation I can’t hear.
Taking as few steps as I can toward the kitchen, I watch out of the corner of my eye as Max shakes Suzanna’s hand and points to me. She glances my way and nods, then gestures Max through the restaurant.
Soon enough, Max is by my side. “Go into the kitchen. I’m supervising as you pack a to-go order for the bigwigs.”
The two of us push through the doors.
“Where were you?” I say as the doors shut behind us. “And why didn’t you answer my messages?”
Max tips his head. “You think I did any of that on purpose?”
I sigh. “No, I was just checking.”
“Ever since Hammond shuffled me off the ship, I’ve been looking for you. All my contacts were deleted off my Connect. I finally got a tip-off last night when one of my assignments mentioned a friendly girl with long strawberry blond hair as their server.”
Well, at least my act makes an impression on a few people.
“I was a little unsure about the friendly part, but—” Max smiles and I smack him in the arm. “But other than that, I was pretty sure it was you.”
I shake my head at him. It’s good to have Max back. “But what are you doing here?”
“I convinced today’s assignment that having a fancy meal sent to their quarters for a working dinner meeting would be a good idea. Earlier in the day, I had overheard him saying how he wanted to try the food here.”
Remembering my other table, I glance up at the screen on the wall, displaying the completed meals. It’s not ready.
“What’s your order number?” I ask.
Max taps on his Connect. “Thirty-six.”
I recheck the screen. “Okay, it’s still going to take about ten minutes. But I can start the salad.” I lead him to the salad station and pull on a pair of disposable gloves.
From the side, one of the other servers gives Max a strange look. Probably because he shouldn’t be in the back.
“He has to oversee the order for a client. Suzanna cleared it,” I say to her.
She shrugs. The restaurant patrons tend to be picky, so she apparently accepts my explanation, grabs a basket of rolls, and then returns to the restaurant floor.
“Suzanna did clear it, right?” I lean into him.
Max nods. “But we don’t have a lot of time, and I have information for you.”
My stomach drops as I grab the recyclable container for the salads.
“Did you find out something about the explosion?” I whisper and peek over my shoulder to ensure none of the other staff are nearby. “Or about my dad?”
“Not yet,” he says. “But the last of the Board are arriving from Skybase today. Hammond decided to keep a few of the members onboard until all of their offices and housing had a thorough sweep with additional surveillance installed.”
“And what does that mean for me?”
Max tips his head. “Not all of the Board sides with Hammond all the time. There are one or two you might be able to plead your case to. Lia Hirata and Lawrence Cooper would listen to you.”
I load the containers with lettuce and other salad ingredients. I glance at the order screen again for the dressing types and pour the correct ones into their dishes and snap on the lids.
“I tried talking to Hammond the other day,” I say. “She has guards all around her, and then I ended up here.” I gesture around the kitchen. “I’ve never served food, and the first day I nearly got myself fired. I’m pretty sure Hammond is happy for any excuse to send me back to Earth so I stopped asking questions. What do you think would happen if I try to approach a Board member in broad daylight?”
“Well, I would never suggest you talk to them in broad daylight,” Max says. “I have pretty good information that those two work late into the night at their offices. And might be meeting without Hammond tonight.”
A small amount of hope swells in my chest as I load the salad containers into a delivery bag. “And you know the location?”
Max’s lips curl into a devious smile. “And I have the codes to get you into the Capitol building.”
“Are you coming too?”
He shakes his head. “No, you’re going to need to do this on your own. I have an assignment, and you need to move quickly before you lose your chance.”
I glance to the screen again and see that both of my tables’ orders as well as Max’s to-go order are ready.
He taps his Connect and holds the device to mine. “There. I sent you the codes with Hirata and Cooper’s office locations. The building codes change daily, so tonight is your only chance for this. I don’t know if I’ll be able to get access again.”
I throw my arms around his neck as tears sting the corners of my eyes. “Thank you,” I whisper into his ear.
“It’s the best I could do. I’ll make sure to be in contact soon.”
Suzanna steps into the kitchen. I immediately release Max and step around him to retrieve the ready orders.
She raises her eyebrow but says nothing, and then moves off in the opposite direction.
All too soon Max is gone with the delivery bag in hand, and I’m back on the floor apologizing for the lateness of my table’s meal. But the couple is quick to forgive when I give a sweet smile and promise a slice of cheesecake when they finish.
∆∆∆
 
After my shift ends, I message Irene that I won’t be home until late. I have no idea if she cares, but I figure informing her is the polite thing to do.
The two moons hang overhead, making the sky considerably brighter than on Earth. Stabbing pain shoots from my toes and into my feet from hours of standing, but it’s only about a fifteen-minute walk to the Capitol building from the restaurant, so I do my best to ignore the sensation.
A few pedestrians mill around on the street and the train is still running. But overall, the city is much quieter than the morning bustle. Most of the jobs are long hours, and my guess is that a lot of people are simply tired. I know I am. If Max hadn’t shown up today, I’d probably have gone straight to bed when I got home. If that’s what the dorm is—a home.
As I walk, I twist mom’s ring on my right ring finger while I mull over the plan I made for once I get into the building.
I’m still wearing my serving clothes and have my work ID for Spectra. The instructions Max gave will lead me through the service entrance in the rear. The guards change shift right at 8:00 p.m. I should be able to slip in then. If I get caught, I’ll just tell them I was hired to serve at a meeting held tonight. The plan is probably a terrible idea, but right now, it’s all I can come up with.
The map on my Connect leads me down to what appears to be a shortcut through the backside of a few buildings. Native plants twine up building surfaces in random patterns and recolor the wall’s metal gray to various shades of green. I run my hands along the leaves to calm my nerves and notice how the vines boast tiny white flowers now twisted closed for the night.
As I graze a bud with my fingertip, a faint glow comes from beneath my chin and I look down. The crystal is glowing again! Another light catches my eye and I halt all movement. The flower beside me has opened and emits a soft cyan light. I turn and see that all of the flowers on the metal surfaces behind me are now open and glowing.
Well—this is a terrible way to try and sneak into a building.
I pull my hand away from the leaves, but it’s too late. Whatever action I put into motion is already well on its way. On the building in front of me, the flowers dotting the structure’s metal walls are lighting up, one by one.
A lump forms in my throat, and I do my best to swallow it. But no use.
The building I need is two blocks over. Maybe if I don’t touch anything else, I’ll be fine. I stuff my hands into the pockets of my pants and pick up my pace. All the while I try to ignore the glowing flowers that seem to be traveling up the building and onto the next layer of foliage. Maybe it was a coincidence. I don’t know everything about the plant life on this planet and maybe what happened is totally normal.
I reach the building’s end and step out onto the street when a tall, thin man with pure white hair nearly walks into me. I jump back and throw my hands shoulder high into the air. The thin man turns. But it’s as if he stares straight through me before pivoting away. Odd. His hair is white as if he’s very old, but his face seems younger than Dad’s.
I knit my brows in confusion. “Sorry about that. I guess I was distracted.”
The man whips his head around and mutters a few words in a strange language, one I’ve never heard before. The words lilt in a way similar to the strange boy’s voice. Like music.
Almost out of nowhere, a young woman appears on the street before me. She’s older than me, but not by much. Her long wavy hair is dark, but I can’t tell the exact shade. Under the waning light, it’s difficult to discern much about her. But I can see that her skin appears rich, like a tan, and her features eerily remind me of the strange boy.
The girl uses her hands when she speaks, and I can’t understand a single word. But by her rushed tone and the tension in her jaw, I can tell she’s anxious. And by the calm tone of the man’s response, it seems as if he’s attempting to reassure her reasons for distress.
I shouldn’t stay. But their language reminds me of the boy. The ship did carry a significant portion of international passengers, most of whom do speak English as a second language. They could know him.
“Excuse me,” I say, fully aware this is a terrible time to get their attention. But it might be my only chance. Who knows if I’ll see these people again.
But the two only continue their conversation.
One last try. A little louder.
“I’m wondering if you could help me locate a person. I think he speaks your language.”
Still nothing.
I throw my hands into the air when, beneath my chin, the crystal glows again. I start to raise my hand to hide it, but immediately the girl and the man spin my way and stare directly at me. My heart instantly kicks into a gallop and thuds against my rib cage.
The man speaks with his melodic accent. I have no clue what he says, but for some reason all I want to do now is leave. I try to lift my foot, but it’s stuck to the sidewalk.
In a blink, the man vanishes and then reappears directly in front of me. I gasp as his face grows pinched and he rattles off a few phrases, his tone now terse.
“I don’t understand you,” I yelp and throw my hand to his chest.
Just as my palm makes contact, the girl lunges for me and her hands wrap around my throat. My brain tells me to scream, but I can’t.
I thrust my hands out to make her stop, and as I do, a shadow enters from the corner of my vision. A figure rips the girl off me, and the two bodies crash to the ground with a thud.
I grab my neck while struggling to breathe.
The white-haired man backs away from the two fighters. My savior jumps to his feet and pulls the girl with him. I get a good look at his face—the boy.
He pushes her and yells words in their language. Breathing hard, he swivels his attention between the two people and points to the left and down the street.
The girl glances at me and narrows her eyes. My breath hitches when the irises swirl with cyan for a split second. But the two turn and race down the street, and then disappear into the darkness.
The boy turns to me, his chest still heaving. “I’m sorry about them.”




Chapter 9
“Sorry about them?” I rub my neck where the girl’s fingers had wrapped around it a moment ago. I try to clear my throat, but it aches as I swallow. A shiver shudders down my spine with the memory of her hostile expression and swirling irises.
“What about you? I’ve only been trying to talk with you about what happened on the ship, and all you do is run away.”
Across the street, two people walk together, casually glancing over here. The boy whips his neck toward the couple and back at me.
He lowers his voice and gestures us into the walkway behind the building. “Well, I’m not running now.”
“No way!” I dismiss him by waving my hand. “I’m staying out here where everyone can see me.” Part of me wants to trust him because of the connection I've shared with him, but the other part thinks the whole thing could be an illusion.
The boy, dressed in a loose light-colored shirt, maybe tan, lets out a sigh and shakes his head. “You wouldn’t say that if you knew what was going on.”
I step toward him and he eases away, keeping his distance.
“That’s exactly what I want to uncover—what’s going on,” I growl.
The boy throws a nervous glance in the people’s direction, but the couple is now out of sight.
“Who are you?” I demand. “And who were that man and girl who tried to choke me? I’ve had enough threats lately. I don’t need any more.”
“Someone else threatened you? Who?” he asks.
I don’t answer. No way I’m going to tell him about Hammond at the gathering.
The boy’s eyebrows knit together, and with genuine concern in his expression, he reaches for my neck. But he lowers his hand and instead says, “Are you okay?”
“No. I’m not okay.” In fact, I can still feel the girl’s hands squeezing me as if I were still a threat to her. “And you should hang around different people! Who are they?”
The boy stares at me and says nothing for far too long. “I can’t say,” he finally says. “But I can help you in another way.”
Frustrated with him, I cross my arms over my chest. “You ran away from me the other day, and now you want to help?” Part of me wants to push past him and say forget it. But my options are so limited. If he has any information about my dad, I should let him say it.
“If you can’t tell me who they are, how about you start by telling me about you?” I ask.
He shakes his head.
I scoff. “I can’t trust you if I don’t even know who you are.”
Conflict brews in his eyes as he whispers, “My name is Javen.”
My chest fills with electricity upon hearing his name. I clutch my shirt, right over my heart, with the sensation’s suddenness. Visions of Javen from when I was unconscious whirl through my mind like a movie in fast-forward. His name is like music to me, a “haven,” just like his name suggests, and everything in me wants to trust him. To be with him—what am I thinking? I barely know this guy. I blink and push all the feelings and memories away. But the best I can do is let the sensations simmer just under the surface.
“My name is Cassi,” I choke out, unsure of how else to respond. Then I remember that he already knows my name. Memories rush back of when he protected me in the corridor.
He bores his stare into me and I know, despite all logic saying otherwise, that he’s having the same set of intense, heart-pounding feelings as me.
“I know your name . . . Cassi.” The way my name forms on his lips nearly draws the air from my lungs. He blinks and adds, “I can get you into the Capitol building.”
I step back, hit by the reality train. How does he know where I’m going? Max and I are the only people who made these plans. Maybe this is a trap. My pulse quickens, now for different reasons as my mind reels between the decision to forget the whole thing or get away from this boy and go on my own.
“You’re never going to make it in without my help,” he says as if he had read my mind. “The codes the male gave you will work to get you in. But Hammond installed too much security. You’ll be caught within five minutes.”
My pulse picks up even more and now pounds in my ears. “Male? You mean Max? What else do you know about me?”
He peers at the ground. “Enough.”
“Are you following me or Max?”
“Not exactly.”
“Well, then what exactly? Suddenly now you want to help me?”
“Cassi,” Javen says, “I’m sorry about the other day. But the time wasn’t right. I didn’t know enough yet.”
His words are so confusing. “Time for what?”
“I wish I could tell you and I do apologize for that, but as you noticed my . . . friends are not too happy about you.” Javen points the way the girl and man went and then lowers his hand to his side. “Right now, I can help you get inside the Capitol building and out safely. That’s it. But I do know you will be unable to speak to the Board members you were searching for.”
“Why not?” He even knows who I’m planning to meet?
“Because on the way here, I saw them leave the building.”
My heart sinks. What good is it to get into the building if I can’t ask Hirata and Cooper for help? “Then forget it.” This is too weird and breaking in isn’t going to work anyway.
Javen thinks for a few seconds. “I could get you into Hammond’s office.”
I open my mouth to protest, but it’s not a terrible idea. In reality, it is a terrible idea, but I can’t let my quest for truth die since that is exactly what Hammond wants. And there’s something about this boy that makes me want to trust him.
Most of my logic cast aside, I gesture forward. “Lead the way.”
∆∆∆
 
Javen guides us around the back of the Capitol building. The plants wrapped around this building do not appear to have any flowers—leaves and vines only—which is a relief. Despite the moons, the overhead light is dim. Thankfully there are no other people in sight. I scan the wall for any surveillance and find no obvious units. Doesn’t mean there aren’t any, though.
As we use the walkway, Javen picks up his pace and raises his right hand. “There, the building’s security cameras will begin to loop. But we don’t have much time. Altering the feed for too long will appear suspicious.”
So, there are cameras. I have no idea what he just did, but I doubt he wants to get caught either, so whatever. I’m going to trust he adjusted the surveillance.
We come to the service entrance per Max’s instructions, and I start to tell Javen the code. But before I get there, he hovers his hand over the lock and the door pops open.
“How’d you—”
Javen is already piloting me inside the building before I get the words out. The space we step into is plain, as I might expect a service entrance to appear. He looks around and holds out his hand as if to tell me to be quiet. I guess that’s something to ask about later when we’re not in a hurry. But he must be using crazy spy tech to hack the building.
“It’s safe,” he whispers. “We have several minutes before the guard arrives.”
I shake my head, having no idea if he’s right or just lying. And if he is lying the joke really is on me.
To the side is a staircase, and Javen motions to it. I check a map outlining Board member office locations in the information Max sent to my Connect. Luckily, Hammond’s office is only five floors up in suite 516 and not in the penthouse. Maybe she’s afraid of heights.
Javen and I race up the stairs, and once at the exit to floor five, he stops me again. His head turns from side to side several times as if he’s listening.
“It’s clear,” he says.
“So, you’re telling me that you can hear whether or not the coast is clear?” I ask, catching my breath.
His dark brows push together. “Of course.”
Of course! As if everyone has super hearing. I shouldn't trust this guy at all because this is crazy. But for some reason I do. I shrug and push open the door into the white-walled office corridor. Overhead, a few dim lights illuminate the space. I scan the hall and then turn right to locate suite 516. I see the office next to a door marked “Briefing Room.”
I race to the correct door and allow Javen to release the lock. It’s faster that way. After he does his thing, the door slides back and we both hustle inside. My heart pounds with the hope I may find information about Dad. But the hope is quickly dashed when I take in the room. The whole space is pretty sparse: a desk, one office chair, and two extra seats. No artwork decorates the white walls, or anything else for that matter. Light from both the city and the moons stream in through the large window, making it fairly easy to see. On the desktop is Hammond’s touchscreen computer. That’s my best bet.
“Can you get into her computer?” I ask since I know nothing about hacking and he seems to be an expert.
Javen looks toward the computer. “Possibly. But I’d need more time than we have.”
Okay. Change of plans. I sprint to the desk drawers and throw them open, one at a time. But mostly they’re empty. A few office supplies, personal items. Nothing that would give us any information about the explosion or my dad.
“She must have all the information all locked up in there”—I nod to the computer—“or she takes anything useful with her when she leaves.”
I plop down in her seat and motion to activate the power. Javen quickly blocks my action with his hand.
“Her log in might have an ID scanner. It could pick up on your fingerprints, DNA . . . anything,” he says. “Let me see what I can do.”
Javen leans in and powers up the tech. The glass lights up, and a new Board symbol splashes across the screen: Earth and Arcadia overlapping while surrounded by stars. Despite having no clue why he can log in and not me, I stand and allow Javen to sit. Instead of using the projected keyboard, he runs his hand in front of the screen and from his fingers comes a slight glow. He closes his eyes and the logo disappears. Computer code moves across the screen faster than I’ve ever seen. Javen’s eyelids pop open, and he watches the scrolling as if he can decipher the information that quickly. No one can, though. It’s not humanly possible. I throw my hands into the air. This is useless.
“Let’s just go,” I say, before my attention moves to the bottom of the screen to a blinking icon. A blinking icon that wasn’t there previously. As I watch, a glow comes from below my chin. My pendant blinks at the same rapid pace.
Why is it doing that? I rest my fingers on the crystal and try to figure out what’s going on. Then reality hits me. An alarm is going off. We triggered a security alarm.
“Javen.” My voice comes out in a shaky whisper, but he doesn’t answer. It’s almost as if he’s in a trance. “Javen,” I repeat, this time louder.
He blinks down hard and the scrolling code stops.
“We tripped an alarm!”
Javen spins toward me in his chair. “That’s impossible.” But then he moves his attention to the crystal pulsing under my shirt collar and his eyes grow wide.
“We need to get out of here. Now,” I say.
Javen springs from his seat and holds his hands out to quiet me. He tips his head as if to listen, again. “I should’ve never logged on,” he mutters. “I knew there wasn’t time.”
There’s no place to hide in here except for under the desk, so I run to the door. But before I get far, Javen grabs my upper arm and I whirl toward him.
“We have to go now!” I yell as I pull for the door.
“Cassiopeia.” Javen’s voice is calm. Way calmer than it should be in this situation. “The guards will be here in twenty seconds and they have weapons. We can’t make it. But I can get us out of here.”
Twenty seconds? I scan the room again. There’s not even a closet.
Javen steps forward, keeping his fingers wrapped around my arm, and gently pulls me close to his chest. My head spins with his scent. It’s like the fragrance of a clear day right after the rain.
“We can’t do this.” I fight the urge to melt into the safety of his body. “If the guards catch us here, Hammond will detain me, and I’ll never find out anything about my dad.”
But Javen only pulls me in tighter, and his hands rake into my hair. I look up, and he inhales deeply. He leans down and presses his face against the top of my head and whispers into my hair, “Trust me.”
Trust him? What is he going to do? Make us invisible? I try to pull away but can’t. Javen’s strong arms hold my body in place until he hurries us up to the window. Still clutching my upper arm in one hand, he throws his free hand forward and emits a cyan-colored blast, blowing the window out from the inside in a deafening roar. As if the scene were in slow motion, the glass shatters and rains onto the deserted street below.
I let out a yelp from the sound. Javen snakes his hand around my waist in one fluid motion and forces me up onto the now-open ledge. Wind blows my hair away from my face.
I glance down and my stomach churns. We’re only five floors up, but I’m unconvinced we’re going to live if we jump. Might as well be the thirtieth floor, for all it matters. Javen glances behind us and grips onto me tighter.
“Hold your breath and jump, Cassiopeia,” he says as a blue-green glow radiates from us.
I want to say there’s no way I’m going to do this, but just as I open my mouth to speak, the door to Hammond’s office flies open and hits the wall in a resounding crack. Several laser blasters target the window and the blue beams shoot past me.
Javen leaps from the ledge, pulling me into the air.
I don’t even scream.




Chapter 10
This is it. My life is over.
The words circle in my mind.
I squeeze my eyelids shut and brace for the hard pavement and certain excruciating pain, but instead my body is plunged deep into water.
I gasp and the shock sends liquid down my throat. I throw out my arms to swim as my eyes shoot open. But of course, I can’t see anything in the pitch-black pool. My lungs burn like fire. Air, I need air.
But I have no idea which way is up. I could be diving deeper for all I know.
My lungs burn for oxygen. Trying to right myself, I kick my legs behind me. But as I do, a pair of strong arms grabs for me and we start to ascend. At least I hope we start to ascend.
Javen and I burst out and onto the surface. I choke, gasping for breath and coughing up water.
Looking around, everything is gone. The city, the buildings, the street, any people shooting at us. Overhead are Arcadia’s moons, but the sky sparkles with cyan wisps that were previously not there. Surrounding the river is a thick forest packed with lush vegetation. Beyond the trees is the same mountain range near Primaro. Everything appears so strange. As if the landscape is a cooler color temperature than I’m used to seeing. But I’m not sure if that’s it.
“Whe . . . where are we?” I sputter as he drops me onto the shore.
When searching for Dad in the ship’s bay and then, suddenly, before the second explosion, Javen was there. And then I found myself in the corridor with him. Can he teleport? I’d thought maybe I’d imagined that, but there’s no way this is all in my mind right now. I glance down at my soaked body and server’s uniform and push a clump of dripping wet hair off my face.
Beneath the collar of my shirt, the crystal glows brighter than ever and illuminates the night-sky darkened earth below me.
I wrench my arms up and turn toward Javen, who’s sitting next to me, his chest heaving.
“What happened?” I demand once I’ve caught my breath. “Where are we?”
Javen drops his head into his hands and says nothing.
“Javen,” I say. “You blew out an entire window with a blue-green glow that came from your hand. People were shooting at us. You threw us out of a window over a street and we ended up in a river. That’s not normal. You need to tell me what’s going on.”
"I'm sorry it had to be that way," he whispers. "Normally I would have cloaked us . . . but it doesn't protect against the lasers . . ." His voice tapers off, and then he groans and slumps to the side and onto the ground in a heap.
My chest tingles with fear. “Are you okay?” I scurry across the grass and sand on the shore. His right shirtsleeve is torn and bloody, and beneath the tear is a significant wound. One of the blasts must have hit him. I pull the tear open further to examine the damage. With a grunt, I roll him over onto his back and search for any more possible injuries. But there’s nothing else.
I turn him around and recheck the wound on his arm. The cut isn’t bleeding anymore and all I can think of is that the laser fire must have cauterized the laceration. But what’s left is angry, raw and red and, by his clenched jaw, causing him intense pain.
“How far are we from the city? I can go get you help.”
But he lies still.
Could the wound be worse than I think? My mind races. I can’t let this boy who saved me die here, in the middle of nowhere. I nibble my bottom lip. You can’t die from an arm wound. Can you? But something is still wrong.
I stand on shaking legs. My head spins as if I’m not receiving enough oxygen, much like when I first arrived on Arcadia. But in a few seconds, my mind clears and I study the area. Other than the mountains, nothing is familiar. And there’s no way I can make it through a thick, dark forest on my own.
My Connect—I can message for help! I look at my wrist and tap the screen. Nothing. It’s blank.
I grit my teeth in frustration and shake the device, then recheck it. But the screen is still black and won’t activate. The device is either damaged from the water or we’re out too far from the city for the device to work.
Javen stirs and taps my leg with his hand. I bend down next to him.
“What can I do to help you?” I ask as my eyes sting with sudden tears. “Do you have a way to message someone?”
His eyes lock onto me and his irises fade from their dark brown state to swirling cyan. My eyes widen as I draw in a sharp breath. Everything about his face is the most beautiful I’ve ever seen, from his angular features, the way moonlight touches his coppery skin, to his full lips. His eyes . . . oh my, those eyes. If things weren’t so messed up, all I’d want to do is fall into his embrace, allow the night to wrap around us, and kiss him. The memories that must be his flicker in my mind and I feel as if I know him—I've always known him.
How can this be when we’ve only just met? The whole thing is crazy, and I know it. I push the feelings away. There's no way they are real.
He reaches up and brushes my cheek with a trembling finger, taking away a fallen tear. Just the caress centers me, and the fear in my core dissipates.
But then he winces, and his grimace shoots me back to reality. Javen gestures to the still-pulsating crystal around my neck.
“I need your Starfire,” he whispers.
I pull away from him, not understanding his gesture or his request. “Starfire? What are you talking about?”
“Your—necklace. Can I borrow it?”
I push my brows together in confusion.
“The energy inside will heal my wound . . . and restore me from the shift, but I need to apply the crystal directly . . . to my arm.” His voice becomes so low that I barely hear him. I lean in closer. “After that jump I need to . . . renew. I’d use mine but”—he hisses in pain—“we don’t usually carry one across because the healing only works on this side.”
He must be delusional from the pain, but I’m not sure what other options I have. Despite my reservations, I reach in and pull out the pendant from my shirt. After I unlatch the clasp, I place the necklace in his hand. The second I release the pulsating crystal, the world around me carousels. Javen is still in front of me, but he’s fading in and out. My lungs struggle for air as if I’m drowning again. I fall forward and catch myself on his chest. Immediately, the spinning stops, and I watch as he places the crystal to his arm while I roll off his chest to the side of his injury. The area surrounding his hand glows for a few seconds, then goes out.
Javen inhales deeply while straightening his spine. The strength in his body returns and he holds the necklace out to me. I dip close to his face and allow him to clasp the pendant around my neck.
“Thank you,” he whispers.
Amazed, I glance at the hole in his shirt. The skin underneath is completely healed. “How does that work?”
Javen shushes me. He swivels around as if he heard a noise. Then he jumps into a low squat. I listen for whatever the sound is he thinks he hears. But other than water lapping onto the shore, it’s completely silent out here.
“You have to go,” he finally says and stands.
“Go?” I look around. “Where? I don’t even know which direction the city is in.”
Concern fills his eyes, his irises now a normal color. “They’ll be here soon.”
I shake my head in confusion. “Who’s going to be here soon? Maybe they can help. How do you know they’re unfriendly?”
Javen holds his hand out to me and pulls me to my feet. “Because I know. My . . . my friends can’t be aware of your presence.”
My mind flashes with the memory of the glowing-eyed girl who tried to choke me. Maybe he’s right. If all his friends are like that, I don’t want to meet more.
“Fine,” I say as I attempt to wipe the grass and dirt from the sides of my pants, but the stains are too bad. And I’m still too soaked.
Javen pulls me toward the water and my pulse picks up.
“Are we going back that way?”
“No,” he says. “It won’t work again. But you need to follow the river.”
I pan over the wide, slow-moving river and then swing my gaze back to him. “What do you mean ‘me?’ You’re not coming? I’m going to get completely lost.”
Javen grips my hand tighter and laces my fingers with his. “I promise. Your Starfire will lead you through the Intersection if you follow the river. It shouldn’t be long, and you’ll find the path to return to your home.”
I narrow my eyes at him. Intersection? Nothing he says makes any sense. We’re nowhere near the city. “Please come with me.”
“I must go the other way to ensure they don’t detect you.” With his other hand, he reaches up and grazes my cheek. “I can’t let them.” The touch makes me want to melt into him. Still holding my hand, he squeezes it. “They shouldn’t, but if anyone tries to approach you or speak to you, keep moving as if you don’t see them.”
“Javen, you have to tell me what’s going on here. If people want to hurt me, how will ignoring them help? And I’m ninety-nine percent sure the river won’t lead me to the city.”
He tenses his jaw and opens his mouth to speak, but then he whips his head the other way. “You must go now. Don’t let anything stop you.”
Defiant, I cross my arms over my chest and don’t move.
“Cassiopeia, if you stay, I may not be able to protect you. I promise that I’ll explain all of this to you soon. I’ll track you again by summoning your Starfire.” And with that, he spins me in the direction he wants me to go and gives me a gentle push. “Now go.”
I twist my head around to ask when soon is, but he’s gone. How did he do that? Well, what choice do I have now? My heart races as I take off along the shore, following the river.




Chapter 11
The farther I go, the stranger this place becomes. My pendant—what did Javen call it? Starfire? Well, whatever the crystal is, it hasn’t stopped glowing since I left him . . . or he left me. And I’d swear the water beside me keeps shimmering with lights. But every time I turn, the glow is gone, like an apparition in my mind. Luckily, I haven’t seen a soul. Although there have been a few strange bird calls I’ve never heard before. I don’t even want to think about the animal life on Arcadia. A few nocturnal wolf-like creatures exist that could gobble me up in minutes.
Up ahead, the trees seem to thicken, and I’m having second thoughts about continuing. Where would I go anyway? Javen said the journey shouldn’t take long and I’ve been walking for around fifteen minutes.
I pick up the pace again and jog through the trees beside the water. As I walk, my crystal grows even brighter, and beside me, the flowers on the trees open and close, illuminating the night as they do. Just like the flowers on the buildings in Primaro. My breath shakes and everything around me fades in and out. The same experience as when I gave Javen the pendant. My stomach churns with the sensation, and I take a deep breath, realizing the air is becoming thin again. Logic tells me to turn back; this place isn’t safe. But Javen’s words float to the surface of my mind.
Your Starfire will lead you if you follow the river. Don’t let anything stop you.
I propel myself forward and through the thick trees. The farther I go, the denser the foliage becomes, the leaves, branches, and vines scraping against my body. But I push forward, believing I’m going to get to where I need to be, even though the hairs standing on end at the back of my neck tell me otherwise. Until this moment, I had never felt so alone, so unprotected. If one of those wolf-like creatures attacked, would anyone in Primaro miss me? What if Dad isn’t dead and can’t find me? I draw in a shuddering breath and blink back the forming tears. I miss Mom. She would know what to say to me right now. She would know how to comfort my fears. I lift my eyes to the stars and, for a moment, pretend that she can speak to me, tell me where to go and how to find Dad. A heavy sigh leaves my body and my shoulders droop. I twist the gold band on my finger and gnaw the inside of my lip. Then I lift my eyes back to the trail along the river, determined to push forward, and freeze.
A faint glow comes from up ahead, and I focus on it. The strange light wasn’t there before. I look back up to the stars, wrinkling my brows before focusing on the light, moving my feet forward with renewed confidence. I reach for the illumination and push away a branch. Instantly, the world returns to normal, and I’m standing on the sidewalk directly in front of my dorm building. My chest clenches, partially with relief but mixed with utter confusion. I make a one-eighty and the forest is gone. There’s nothing but the buildings across the street.
Maybe I’m the one who’s delusional! My Connect vibrates, and I look down to a message from Max. It’s working again.
Are you okay? Message me back. I should never have let you go alone.
I have to get off the street first. Who knows if the authorities are out searching for the people who broke into Hammond’s office. And if the authorities already identified me, I guess I’ll find out when I get to my room.
I sprint into the building and take the elevator to floor seven. Once I’m there, I scan the hall for any activity, but the space is silent. I walk to my room, my feet still squishing in my shoes. At the door, I thumb the keypad and the door clicks open.
The inside of the room is dark except for a small crack down the curtain’s middle, which streams moonlight into the center of the space. Irene must be asleep. I tiptoe in, not wanting to wake her.
“Where were you?” Irene's voice comes from the darkness.
I jump and let out a tiny yelp. “You scared me.”
She snaps on the light under her bunk and stares out at me, pinching her lips and furrowing her brows. “No one had any idea where you were, and—what’s his name again?—Oh, Max . . . Max stopped by. He’s cute by the way, nice too, and you don’t come across many guys like that. So, of course when he was at the door, Alina noticed from her dorm room and came over.”
I stand, not knowing what to say to her. Anything that comes out is going to sound completely crazy.
“I . . . I just wanted to see the city.”
“Max told me who you are. You’re Richard Foster’s daughter.”
I sigh and look away from her. “Yes.”
“He died in the explosion.”
I swing my attention back to Irene. “We don’t know that. No information has been released.” It’s stupid to say, though. Of course he’s dead.
She nods, and the expression on her face reflects momentary guilt until she returns to being all business again and continues. “Alina said that you approached Hammond at the gathering the other day. And from what she could tell, your confrontation didn’t go well.”
“No, it didn’t,” I mutter.
Irene throws off the covers and swings her legs to the ground. “I hacked into the city security system. An alert was released on how Hammond’s office was broken into earlier tonight.” She walks over to me and wrinkles her nose. “Why are you wet?”
My stomach tightens and then flips. I run a hand through my still-damp hair and eye my rumpled, dirty, soggy clothes. “I . . . I, uh, don’t really know how to explain any of tonight.”
Irene shrugs. “Well, at least there’s a measure of honesty in that. Not something I’m used to.” She nods to the bathroom. “Why don’t you take a shower? Then we can talk more when you get out.”
I nod, realizing I can’t wait to get out of my clothes. I grab pajamas from the drawers next to the bunk and head for the bathroom. With the door shut, I start the water and peel off my uniform, tossing the clothes on the floor.
I step into the shower and sigh when hot water flows over my body, washing tonight’s events away. My mind drifts to Javen. I picture his face and wavy dark hair in my mind. The way he speaks to me is a sound that mixes words and music and I have no idea how or why. The way I feel when he touches me . . . my entire being longs to be back with him. He said he’d contact me soon and explain everything. Why can’t it be now?
I shake my mind from thoughts of him.
How can any of this be real? Did I really break into Hammond’s office? Breaking and entering? That’s not who I am. And then love at first sight with a guy who’s—no, focus Cassi. You just met him!
It’s just a weird infatuation.
I reach for Mom’s ring on my finger and study the shiny gold. She’d be so upset with me right now for my behavior. How could I let her down? I grab the shampoo and rub a dollop into my hair to distract myself from my anxiety while working the suds into my scalp. But Mom’s disappointed face is all I can see in my mind.
Yet how can I let her down by not finding Dad? That’s more important, right?
I don’t have an answer. If solving this gets me killed, Mom wouldn’t be very happy about that, either. I sigh and bend my head back beneath the spray of warm water as Dad’s words before the Gala rush back to me.
If I teach you one thing—always follow your principles. There are times when no one will understand your reasoning.
“I need to hold my ground,” I mutter. There’s no way I’m letting the explosion and whatever happened to Dad get swept under the rug. After tonight, I know that digging up information could get me killed, but I need to find out what happened and what Hammond knows.
I finish showering, dry off, and then slide into my pj’s. Before I open the door, I close my eyes and tuck the pendant under my shirt. Dad, if you can hear me. Please help me get through this.
My lids slowly open and I stare at the door handle. What am I going to tell Irene?
I twist the knob and swing open the door, and steam wafts into the living room in a big puff. Irene is sitting on one of the so-called chairs with her legs draped over the side. She spins toward me.
“You look better.” She eyes me up and down. “Now spill it. You can’t live in this room with me unless I know what’s going on.”
I gulp down my nervousness. I could move out and not tell her a thing. But moving isn’t what I want. Right now, I need stability. Maybe if she’s aware of what’s going on, she can help. I take a seat in the chair next to her and begin.
“It wasn’t well known, but my Dad didn’t get along with Hammond at all,” I say. “The two of them had completely different viewpoints about making Arcadia a home for us.”
I tell her the entire story of how I eavesdropped on the secret meeting when Hammond surprised Dad. Irene listens without interrupting the entire time, just nodding and totally engrossed.
“So, you think the Board might have caused the explosion to try and kill your father because of his opposing views?” she finally asks when I’m done.
I nod. “I can’t prove anything, but if the explosion was just an accident, why isn’t Hammond releasing any information to the public?”
“I’m not even going to ask why you were all wet when you came in, but did you break into Hammond’s office tonight?” she asks.
“No,” I say a little too quickly.
Irene stares at me and I just know she’s going to declare that I’m a liar and make me leave, or perhaps that I’m in shock or that the Board is trying to do the right thing—
“None of this surprises me.”
My heart skips with hope. “What? Really?”
“At Extra Solar, I get access to the higher-up projects. Nothing top secret or anything, but the projects made me curious. And curiosity made me dig. When no one was watching, I hacked into the company system and learned . . . let’s just say eye-opening information. I’ve always had to watch my back, and I can’t let my guard down here either.”
I lean closer to her. “What have you found ou—”
A knock echoes at the door, and I swing my attention to our dorm’s entry. What if Hammond found out? And now she’s here. “Who’s that?” I ask.
“How am I supposed to know who’s at the door in the middle of the night?” Irene scoffs as she rises. Without even using the peephole, she swings the door open—Alina.
The blond girl looks as if she just rolled out of bed, and considering the time, she probably did.
Alina yawns. “Did Cassi come home?”
“You came over here in the middle of the night just to ask if Cassi came home?” Irene asks.
Alina shrugs. “I woke up and couldn’t go back to sleep. So, did she?” She peers around Irene and spots me. I wave. Instantly her eyes open wide, and she pushes her way past Irene.
“Excuse me?” Irene says, raising an offended brow, but Alina doesn’t pay her any attention and plops herself down into Irene’s vacated seat.
Irene closes the door and pulls up one of the computer desk chairs, all the while glaring at Alina, who still doesn’t notice Irene’s body language cues.
“So, where were you? Were you meeting with a guy or something?” Alina says, suddenly completely awake.
“A guy? No,” I choke out. But why would she say that?
“Well, then what?” Alina asks.
Maybe I could tell her, too. Really, she’s been nothing but helpful. She tried to take me on a city tour, and she’s checking in on me now.
I open my mouth to speak.
“Did that guy Max happen to message you?” Irene interrupts.
I swing my attention to Irene, and she shakes her head slightly.
“Max is really cute,” Alina says with a sigh. “You think he’s single?”
Maybe more than one confidant is a bad idea for now. I follow Irene’s lead. “As far as I know, Max doesn’t have a girlfriend.”
Talking about boys seems to make Alina forget all about her original question.
“Are you into him?” she asks.
The question takes me aback. I haven’t even thought about Max that way. He has been nothing but sweet and helpful. And she’s right; he is good looking. But I’m not here for boys. Especially after everything that has happened. A relationship would complicate everything further. Not what I need.
So why can’t I get Javen out of my mind? My insides quiver with just the thought of his name. “No,” I say, almost too forcefully. Softening my voice I add, “Max and I are just friends.” I’m not sure if that statement is entirely true or even how Max feels, but figuring that out is way beyond my emotional capacity right now. Stifling a yawn, I mutter, “You know what, though? It’s late, and I’m super tired.”
“I have to be at work early, too,” Irene says and looks a little grateful for the change in topic.
Alina checks the time. “You’re right. Glad you’re okay, Cassi.”
“Thanks for checking in. Good night,” I say and head for my bunk. I scale the ladder and, once I’m up there, throw the blanket over my head.
The door opens and shuts. I peek out to see if Alina is still here—gone. I let out a relieved breath.
“We still have talking to do, Cassi Foster,” Irene says.
She’s right. We do. But I say nothing. Instead, I place my hand over the Starfire and wait for sleep to come.
∆∆∆
 
My Connect buzzes and my eyelids flutter open. I bring my wrist to my face and squint. It’s Max. My stomach does a flip when I see it.
Where are you?
I completely forgot to message him.
I’m so sorry. I’m fine. Can we meet later?
I send the message and another returns almost immediately.
I can be there at 11:00 AM.
I check the time; already it’s nine-thirty.
See you then.
I swing my head down to the bottom bunk. Irene’s bed is already made, and she’s nowhere to be seen. I’m not sure how she sneaks out of here so quietly or gets up so early in the morning without waking me up. But I scurry down the ladder and change from my pajamas into a white T-shirt and a floral skirt. I caress the green sweater in my drawer but decide against it since I haven’t been cold since I left the ship. Without much thought for the style, I run a comb through my hair, brush my teeth, and then I’m out the door.
In the lobby, I head straight for the exit, but through the window I spot Luca. He’s getting out of a black vehicle with the Board’s symbol etched onto the door. Maybe Hammond knows I was in her office.
I one-eighty and speed walk toward the elevator. I palm the call button and glance above at the screen displaying the elevator’s location. Ugh. It’s still several floors up. Instead of waiting, I turn to take the stairs. Maybe I can hide on the stairwell until he’s gone.
“Miss Foster,” Luca’s voice calls out from behind.
I stop in my tracks and slowly spin toward him. What am I going to say?
Think, think.
He stops a few feet in front of me. “I’m so glad I caught you. Do you have a few minutes? I need you to come with me.”
A shudder runs down my back. I could run, but what good would it do?
“Um . . . okay. I was leaving to do an errand.”
“This won’t take long.”
I glance around the foyer and outside. His vehicle is gone, so it’s not as if Hammond is arresting me. Relieved but wary, I reluctantly nod and follow him. I have a feeling that declining isn’t really an option, despite his attempt at politeness.
Luca and I walk for about three blocks before he says anything else. “So, how are you settling in?”
Now that’s a stupid question. “How do you think I’m settling in, Luca?
“I was just trying to be polite. You know, small talk.”
“If you want to be polite, put in a good word to Hammond about me. It isn’t kind to keep information about my father from me. And I’ve done nothing to deserve unkindness. Nothing.”
Luca stops in front of a building and considers me a moment. “Well, you’re also holding back from us.”
My jaw clenches at his words and I look past him to where he’s led me—the Capitol building. They know. A knot forms in my throat. I wasn’t paying attention along the way at all.
“Holding back?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.
A faint smile plays across his lips. “Why didn’t you tell Hammond you’d been training as a terraformer under your father’s supervision?”
My body relaxes and Luca tilts his head, waiting for me to reply. A lock of wavy brown hair falls over his unnerving blue eyes, which continue to watch me closely. When my thoughts catch up with me, I say, “My studies weren’t official or anything, so I didn’t think it was worth mentioning. Especially since it takes years to become an expert.”
“Well, Hammond viewed your training sessions through your father’s account, and she thinks you’re good enough to start a new project.” The faint smile grows.
My mind shouts no, no, no, and I gaze up at the building in panic, when a thought hits me. “The job, it’s here?”
He nods.
“I’m still not certain of my skill level, but I’m willing to try.”
Luca fully smiles now. “Well, that was easier than I thought. I’m glad you’re seeing things our way. You’ll begin the day after tomorrow.”
If you only knew, Luca . . .
“I’ll take care of informing the restaurant of your new employment. What do you think about meeting for dinner there tomorrow night to discuss the details?”
Without a thought, I take a step back. Apparently, my body wants nothing to do with that request either. But Luca is a means for information.
“Sure.” I force my lips into a smile. “What time?”




Chapter 12
Iopen my door at precisely 11:00 a.m. and smile. Max is striding down the hall toward me, a bag slung over his shoulder. Just the familiar sight of him calms my nerves.
“I’m really glad to see you,” he says, concern in his eyes.
I step out into the hallway and pull the door closed behind me. “Let’s go. I gotta get out of here,” I say, pointing to the elevator.
A few minutes later we exit the front and Max slides a glance my way. “I can’t believe I let you go out on your own last night with those codes. I’m basically never forgiving myself. When that meeting I was staffing at let out early, I thought for sure you’d been caught. Everyone was on edge.”
“Then you don’t know?”
Panic fills his face. “Know what?”
Max is already aware of too much for me to hold back on a confession. He’ll find out about the break-in eventually. But I don’t have to tell him about Javen.
Leaning into Max, I whisper, “They were probably on edge because of me.”
His eyes widen. “So, you did go to the Capitol building?”
“I made it inside. But I just got scared and left.” I hate lying, but I need to feed him something. “I don’t think anyone saw me. Guards entered the building after I’d left. I might have accidentally set off an alarm.”
Max sighs. “Well, I’m glad you’re safe.”
“Me too.”
“And you’re sure they didn’t identify you?”
“If the guards did, I’d think the authorities would already be here.”
“Yeah, I suppose that’s true.” He gestures to his bag. “I brought an early lunch, and there’s a park about five blocks from here.” My stomach rumbles at the mention of food. I haven’t eaten anything since last night at the restaurant. Max eyes me humorously and asks, “Hungry yet?”
“Starving.”
The park is small, barely more than a separation between the two buildings flanking it. Especially small compared to the vast forest I was in last night with Javen. Even so, the park has a few trees, green grass, and four stone tables with benches. An Agrowbot buzzes through the space, tending to the plant life.
Max flops his bag onto a table and starts to unload the food, placing two red apples on a plate. The fruit looks suspiciously like the ones we had on the ship before we left. It could be a complete coincidence, but the offering also makes me wonder if Max is perhaps interested in more than just friendship. I mean, what guy pays attention to details—like apple type—unless he likes a girl?
“I wanted to be able to talk with you about the meeting I was working at last night,” Max says, pulling me from my thoughts. “The minute I heard what was going on, I knew you’d be interested. Then a call came in, and the meeting broke up quickly. After everyone left, I messaged you but you didn’t answer. That’s when I started worrying, so I went straight to your dorm.”
My mind lights up with the events of last night—how Javen blew out the window, our jump, and how we landed in a river. “Everything was so crazy,” I begin. “I finally noticed your message after midnight, but I was so scared from almost getting caught that I forgot to reply.”
“I still can’t believe you were nearly caught.” Max hands me a paper-wrapped sandwich. “I brought turkey and cheese. I hope that’s okay.”
“It’s fine. Thank you.” I unwrap the sandwich and bite into it, ignoring the apples. “So, what’s your news?”
He leans in closer to me. “You’re not going to believe how things are heating up on the Board. With your dad's absence, there’s a spot open.”
I place my sandwich down on its paper. Every ounce of my hunger dissipates with those words.
“But the Board is divided on who should take the seat,” he continues. “Hirata and Cooper made several recommendations of well-respected men and women who worked on your dad’s team. But Hammond has rejected every one of their recommendations.”
My chest burns with anger. I’ve met Dad’s team, and they’re good people who agreed with his vision. No wonder Hammond doesn’t want them. “Who does she want?”
“That’s the thing. It doesn’t make sense.”
“Who?” I urge.
Max’s lips form a thin line, as if he doesn’t want to tell me.
“You’re the one who brought the topic up,” I say.
“Luca Powell.”
“Luca Powell!” I shout and jump to my feet.
“Hey, I was just as shocked as you”—Max’s eyes grow wide and he looks around— “but please, sit down.”
I drop into my seat and shove the sandwich across the stone tabletop. If I thought my appetite was gone before, now I’m certain hunger will never return.
“Luca Powell can’t be older than twenty,” I practically snap, my voice low. “And he knows nothing about terraforming. Why would Hammond want him on the Board?” And then an idea clicks. This is why she’s pulling me in. A sick feeling rounds in my stomach.
“He’s nineteen.”
I scoff. “Hammond wants a person she can control, making Luca the right guy for the job. You know, he came to my dorm this morning.”
Max nearly chokes on his sandwich. “Why?”
“To offer me a job.”
“A job?” he asks. “What about the restaurant?”
I lift an eyebrow. “Apparently my terraforming skills aren’t being realized there.”
Max is silent for a moment. “Hammond wants you to work for the Board so they don’t need anyone else on your father’s team. You’re young . . . controllable.”
“Apparently.”
Max has completely recovered from choking and proceeds to down the last two bites of his sandwich. “You told him no, right?”
“Actually, I agreed.”
“What? Why?”
I take a slow, deep breath and, deciding that I might be able to eat again, pick up my lunch. “Working there gets me inside the building without having to sneak around. On my own, I’m not going to get the information I need. But working inside the Capitol building? I’ll have better access to the people I need to speak with.” I take a small bite.
Max grabs one of the apples. “Okay. Well, I can see your point. My guess? Hammond is going to do what she wants when it comes to filling the open seat. So, being on the inside might work.” He bites into his apple with a loud crunch and says, mouth full, “Just be careful.”
I need a new topic, even if just for a few minutes. “Why’d you come to Arcadia, Max?”
He finishes his bite and sets the fruit down. “My parents paid for my trip.”
I look at him, eyes wide, because I fully expected him to say he was trying to claw himself out of a terrible situation on Earth . . . but in essence, he’s a patron. Max’s family is rich. “Then why are you working?”
Max shrugs. “I want to, like to. And most of the people I work for know me . . . or at least they know my family. Either way, they trust me because of my connection, which keeps me stocked with information.” He pauses and lifts a half-smile. “Information is valuable. More valuable than CosmicCoin sometimes.”
I shake my head. Max is clever. And the fact that he’s only seventeen definitely helps him to fly smoothly under the radar. I lift a half-smile of my own as new questions pop into my head.
“Who’s your famil—?” I barely get the question out when, from out of the corner of my eye, I see a figure enter the park. I glance at the person and my stomach does a flip—Javen. He’s dressed in simple khaki pants and a gray T-shirt, and his head is down as if he’s uncomfortable or trying to avoid notice. He glances up at me for half a heartbeat and then focuses on the grassy earth.
Max turns his head to see where I’m glancing. “What are you staring at?”
“Um . . . oh, I just thought we should be careful what we talk about when other people are here at the park.”
He twists around again. “Other people? Uh, we’re the only ones here.”
Confused, I look to Javen and then to Max. Can’t Max see Javen? It seemed as if Alina couldn’t see him the other day, either.
“I only meant if more people were here.”
Max squints at me and then returns to his apple.
Needing an excuse to speak with Javen, I check my Connect for the time. “Thank you so much for lunch, but—”
Max peers down at my mostly uneaten sandwich. “Not that you ate.”
“Too much is going on for me to feel very hungry. Thank you for doing this anyway.”
“No problem,” Max says.
“I’ll message you soon to keep you up to date.” I glance at Javen, who’s still waiting. “But I have to go now.” I wave goodbye to Max and head toward the edge of the park.
“Why are you here?” I whisper to Javen as I reach his side, but I keep my back to Max. “And why can’t anyone else see you?”
Javen studies the ground. “That’s difficult to explain.”
“Well, I’m listening.” I look at Max who is staring our direction and then return my gaze back to Javen. “We need to find someplace more out of the way.” I wave goodbye to Max, hoping I appear natural.
Not far is an empty walkway, and both Javen and I duck into it. I check the neighboring street, relaxing when it appears we are hidden from view.
“Javen, what’s going o—”
Before I have a chance to finish, his hands are in my hair and he’s pulling me into his arms. All my questions turn to mush in my brain.
“I had to see you again,” he says in a deep voice, deeper than I remember hearing him speak before. "When we touched—in the city, something happened. I saw you. I saw everything about you. It's as if we've always been together.”
My knees go weak, and thankfully he continues to hold me or I’m pretty sure I’d find myself on the ground.
“I saw you, too,” I say, breathless, and cup my hands over his shoulders to draw him even closer.
He leans down until our noses touch, and before he closes his eyes, I see his dark irises swirl with cyan. Then his soft lips touch mine and my breath hitches in both shock and excitement. Without any hesitation, I sink into the kiss, delirious. The world around us shifts. My mind transports to the blue-green dream world from when I was unconscious on the ship, where I saw him and reached out to him but couldn’t connect. His memories, now stored in my mind, flutter through my consciousness. Kissing him makes them feel all the more real. I grip onto his neck, never wanting to let go now that he is here with me. Never wanting our kiss to end.
But a blazing white light ends the vision, and I snap open my eyelids, breathless.
Javen loosens his embrace, though longing remains in his expression.
“How is all this possible,” I whisper. “What’s happening to us?”
He lets out a long breath. “It’s more than that now, but the effect has to do with the Starfire.”
I ease from him. “The Starfire? I don’t understand.”
“Yes, the Starfire has powers. You experienced what the crystal could do. It's bonding us together.”
Is this why I’ve been experiencing all these longings against my better judgment? I shake my head in confusion and then move to lean on the building’s metal wall. It's as if an outside force is compelling us together. But something in me doesn't want it to stop. "I still don’t understand what’s going on.”
“When I saved you on the ship, the Starfire connected us. Somehow . . .” He pauses as if he’s trying to identify the right words.
My thoughts race far too much to wait for him to finish. “So, is what we’re feeling even real?”
Javen stares deep into my eyes and whispers, “More real than anything I've ever known.”
Everything in my body longs to fall into his arms again. But I force my mind to remain focused so I can be certain I understand what is going on. I think back to when I was chasing Javen on the street and knew the layout of the building I cut through—a building I had never been in before. “So the Starfire transfers some of your knowledge or memories to me?”
“Yes. Melding our memories. Our life experiences.”
I nibble the inside of my bottom lip. “So, why was the Starfire in my dad’s jacket?”
He tips his head as if the question catches him off guard. “It was given to him as a gift.”
“A gift? By whom?”
“The Council,” Javen says.
I have no idea what he’s talking about.
Javen leans against the building near me and offers a shy smile. As if sensing my thoughts, he says, “My people live on Arcadia, too.”
“Your people?”
He nods. “The Alku. We were here first on Paxon.”
I step away from the wall and face him. “Paxon? Arcadia was uninhabited before our ships came.”
“I can assure you the Alku were here first. We’ve lived on Paxon for a very long time. This planet is ours.”
I swivel my head to examine my surroundings. “Where are they? The place from last night?”
“That part is difficult to explain. But essentially, we inhabit the same space but in a different plane of existence—”
Is this guy completely crazy?
I take a single step back and dart my eyes around the street.
“—The Starfire is the link between our two worlds. When your kind came and began building, it disturbed the crystal deposits and began to damage the Intersection between the two planes.”
There’s no way any of this can be true. Questions reel in my mind and anxiety burns in my chest. But I manage to ask, “So, how do you speak English?”
He thinks for a moment. “When your people first interacted with the Starfire, many of Earth’s languages were transferred to my people.” Javen’s face grows sad. “After the discovery, your father came to the planet. I don’t understand all the details. But I do know my people’s Council watched him and trusted his judgment. They met with your father, and he tried to inform your World Senate that Primaro would need to be relocated and the Starfire left alone.”
“Dad came here? When?”
Javen pauses. “Several years ago. Soon after the work on Primaro had begun.”
I think back. The only time Dad went out of town for more than a few days was when he and Mom attended a research conference in Europe. Why would my parents have kept this a secret from me? “Did my mom come, too?”
He shrugs. “She may have, but I only know about your father. I could ask if you’d like.”
Tears burn in my eyes. Maybe this is why the planet made Dad feel closer to Mom.
Concern washes over Javen’s face. “Have I made you upset?”
I hold my hand up to him and touch his chest. “No, not exactly.”
In a flash, he takes me into his warm embrace. “Your father’s goal was for my people and yours to live in harmony. But from what I understand, that isn’t what’s happening. Tension is high among my leaders, and I fear something very dangerous is on the horizon.”
A chill runs down my spine. “Could your people have caused the explosion in the bay?”
He pulls my chin up to him. “Your father and his ideals were important to the Council. I had orders to be there to help protect him. And I regret not being able to do more for your family.”
“Why do you care about my family so much?”
“The Council trusted your father. They listened to his story of Earth’s plight and found it compelling. They wanted to help.” He looks away.
For some reason, a sudden heaviness grows in my heart. “What else is there?”
“The Alku believe helping the humans to be a sort of atonement.”
“Atonement?”
“We must make up for our past mistakes.” Javen steps back and angles slightly from me.
“And is this how you feel, too? As if you need atonement?” I touch my hand to his shoulder and allow my fingers to graze over him. His energy seems to transfer through my skin, making my breath tremble.
“Yes,” he whispers. “Sometimes, I do.”




Chapter 13
My mind blazes with a jumble of thoughts about the Starfire, Javen, and his people. Then how my dad knew everything about Arcadia.
After leaving Javen, I race into the dorm and to my room. I throw open the door, ready to research the Board members I might be able to approach for help.
“What are you in such a hurry about?” Irene asks.
I jump since I thought the place would be empty. “Why are you home and not at work?”
Irene returns to chopping a head of lettuce at the kitchen counter. “My boss sent a bunch of us home early. I have no idea why. But Extra Solar is still working out all the shifts.”
I glance at the computer on my desk. But what I want to do will need to wait until I have privacy. I’m not sure how much more I want Irene to get wrapped up into this whole thing. I slip off my shoes and place them to the side of the door.
“Why don’t you take a seat? I’m making a late lunch.”
“Oh, I ate already.” I think back to the few bites I had of the sandwich Max brought.
Irene gives me a once-over. “Sit. You’re eating.”
“You sure are bossy.” I chuckle and walk to the barstool at the kitchenette counter and sit.
“That’s what happens when you raise three kids younger than you for six years.” She dumps the lettuce into two bowls and moves on to slicing a tomato.
“Three?”
She shrugs. “My cousins. Two girls and a boy. My parents left when I was just a little kid, and my aunt ended up taking me in. But only if I cared for all her kids. I was only nine, but otherwise I’d have been out on the streets.”
“Why couldn’t your aunt take care of them?”
“She was working. I didn’t ask what kept her out so late and she didn’t tell me,” Irene says as she finishes up the salads and brings our lunch over for us to eat. “She’s a good person, though.”
“Where’d you live?”
“Los Angeles.”
I cringe. I’ve heard about LA. It’s dangerous, and the city’s air quality is awful. There are days you can’t even leave your home without a respirator. And if the smog doesn’t kill you, the people there might.
“I know what you’re thinking. How’d a girl from the slums of LA end up working for Extra Solar, right?”
I glance at her as she places a fork next to my bowl.
“Not really. I was thinking about the bad air.”
Irene laughs. “The bad air is exactly what got me here.”
I tip my head, not understanding.
“I spent so much time indoors that I needed a hobby to not go crazy. So, I turned to computers—games, hacking, and legit stuff too, like school. Pretty soon people online took notice of my skills, and I started picking up odd pro jobs. When the exams came up for a chance to come to Arcadia, I jumped at the opportunity. And only because my identity would be blacked out from the judges until after the scores were in. I guess somebody at the top was valuing skills over breeding—or maybe a few of us were hungrier and willing to leave everything we knew.”
“Your cousins?” I pick up my fork and stab at the salad. “Did they come with you?”
“I agreed with my aunt to transfer part of my wages to Earth. It’s the same CosmicCoin here as there. In a couple of years, I might be able to get them out of LA.” She places a bite of salad in her mouth.
“Do you miss your family?”
“A lot,” she mumbles with her mouth full of food and then finishes swallowing. “But what I can make is more than I could swing on Earth, even if most of the funds are to pay off my incurred debt for getting here. My aunt agreed that one of us leaving LA was better than none. Even online, most employers won’t pay you as much if they know where you’re from.”
“Why would it matter if you were the best for the job? How strange.”
Irene plops down her fork. “Are you that out of touch, Cassi?”
“Seriously, what do you mean?”
“How much money you have and where you’re from matters. If you’re from a place like LA, you’re going to have a hard time digging your way out, even if you’re smart. Even if you’re the best at what you do. The rich don’t really want people leaving the slums unless it’s to their advantage. So, when I found out the testing for traveling to Arcadia only needed my name and that’s it, I knew I had the only chance I was going to get. And here I am.”
I study her face. Something glinting in Irene’s dark eyes reflects a soul who is way beyond her years, and now I understand why. “You’re a strong person.”
“We all do what we have to do,” she says and munches on another bite of salad, and then motions to my food. “Now, are you going to eat that? Don’t you waste my money.”
I poke the greens with my fork and stuff a bite into my mouth. The salty, sharp taste of the dressing zings across my taste buds. “It’s good.”
“Thanks. It’s my grandmother’s salad dressing recipe.”
“It’s delicious.” I take another bite and then another. “What’s in it?”
She shakes her head. “Nope . . . family secret. But all this fresh produce available here has me inspired. We didn’t get much where I lived, and when we did, I always figured out how to make it taste as good as it could.”
“Well, you have a gift,” I say and finish up the rest of my salad. Irene finishes her lunch at the same time, so I take our empty bowls to the sink and drop them in. “Speaking of gifts, I need you to help me again. If you’re willing, that is.”
“What?” she asks.
My request is big, and my chest tingles with anxiety for even thinking to ask. But Irene is right. The people in charge want to maintain power, and they do that by keeping the weak in their place. This whole thing could be so much bigger than I thought, and I might not have time to wait for Hirata and Cooper. “I need someone—you—to hack in and search the video feeds from the day of the explosion on the ship.” The words tumble out and I look away, afraid to see her reaction.
“No problem,” she says.
“Really?” I swing my attention to her.
“It’s going to take a little time. But I can do it. If your dad is still alive, I want to help you find him.”
I squeal and then throw my arms around her neck and hug her. She returns the embrace with less enthusiasm and pats me on the shoulder just as both of our devices vibrate simultaneously.
I glance down at the screen as a message appears.
President Hammond will be making an important announcement at 2:00 p.m. Please tune in to the Arcadian Information Feed or gather in the city center to view.
“You want to head down there?” Irene asks.
“No, too crowded and we only have a few minutes. Let’s watch the announcement here.” I walk from the kitchen and activate the media screen on the wall. The Board’s symbol displays.
A light knock echoes from the door.
My breath hitches when the first person I think of is Javen. But I push those thoughts away since there’s no way he’d come to my dorm.
“Who is it?” I call.
“Alina,” the muffled voice returns.
I look to Irene.
“Well, she knows we’re here. So you have to let her in now,” she says, and her lips pull into a smile.
I open the door and Alina is standing in the hall, dressed in a coral T-shirt and jeans.
“You going to let me in?” She raises both of her eyebrows.
I gesture Alina in and shut the door.
“Hey, Irene,” she says as she steps inside.
“Why aren’t you at work?” I ask Alina.
She scowls and flops onto a chair in front of the media screen. “Because I don’t have one yet.”
“What do you mean?” Irene asks. “A job is required to be here.”
“You think I don’t know that?” Alina snaps. “The one I had secured was eliminated due to restructuring.”
“What about the one you were interviewing for the other day?” I ask.
“Nope, didn’t get it,” she says. “If I don’t secure a position soon, I don’t know what’s going to happen. There’s no way I can live in the dorm if I don’t have a job. Eventually, they will detain me.”
“Even if you’re actively searching?” I ask.
“I think we have two weeks,” Irene says.
“There’s a server position open at Spectra,” I say. “I just got a new position at the Capitol building.”
“Server?” Alina throws her hands into the air. “I didn’t get a top score on my executive assistant exams to come here and serve people food.”
“What?” Irene asks me, ignoring Alina’s outburst. “You didn’t tell me this.”
“It happened this morning. Sorry. But I’m not that thrilled about the job.”
Alina scoffs. “You go from working as a server in a restaurant to a job with the Board, and you’re not that thrilled about it? What’s wrong with you?”
My chest tightens at her words. Alina still doesn’t know what is going on with me. “It’s just . . . my dad was caught up in the ship explosion, and the Board wants me to take over part of what he was doing.”
Alina’s eyes widen. “Richard Foster? You’re his daughter?”
“Cassi is short for Cassiopeia,” Irene says and shoots me a warning glare.
“Oh, wow,” Alina says. “I didn’t know.”
“I didn’t tell you.” I pull up a desk chair beside Alina and Irene sits in the other living area seat.
On the screen, the Board symbol disappears and we quiet. A camera pans over the Board members, who appear to be indoors while an orchestral piece plays, I suppose to inspire us all to greatness.
I’m not very familiar with all of the members, but Hammond is of course there. And I spot Lawrence Cooper and Lia Hirata, the two I need to contact. Hirata is the youngest member, probably in her early forties, Asian descent, and with long, straight black hair that hangs down her back. She sits with her hands folded in her lap, but her jaw is tense. Hirata throws a look at Cooper, who returns the gaze, raises an eyebrow to her, and then releases a long breath. Cooper has dark skin, ultra-short hair, and is somewhere around my dad’s age.
To Hammond’s left is Enzo Leon. His wavy, dark hair is graying at the temples, and from the times I’ve heard Dad mention him, Leon is Hammond’s puppet. A smug smile makes its home on his lips. There are two others, both women I know little about, but I intend to soon.
Hammond stands, and the Board members look to her.
“Greetings Arcadians,” she says, staring into the camera. Her white, shoulder-length hair frames her sharp features.
I wonder if she’s speaking to us or the people who lived on this planet first?
“I called you here today because I have important news that is about to change our lives further,” Hammond continues. “As details play out, we continue to restructure companies and available jobs. I know many of you are worried after the unanticipated changes since we arrived on Arcadia. But it is my goal that each of you will find your place among us on this new journey. The Board has decided to extend the deadline to secure a job, and if one is not found by that time, those who are still unemployed will be offered a temporary position.”
I glance at Alina as she swings her legs to the floor and sits taller in her seat.
“When the initial scouts came to Arcadia, we knew the ground was full of vast riches, including mineral deposits and precious metals. But what we continue to discover amazes us more each day. We have discovered an ore the Board believes will change our very existence.”
Electricity races through my veins. Hammond can’t be talking about the Starfire. I lean toward the screen and wipe my sweaty palms across my skirt.
“Additional ships are arriving from Earth over the next week with thousands of new passengers to start up a mining colony. We will also be amping up building production in the city, which will create an opportunity for more jobs as well as bring tens of thousands more people from Earth well ahead of schedule.”
Hammond pauses, and a crowd of journalists in front of her erupts with questions.
“What is this new ore?” one shouts.
“Will this discovery bring new tech jobs to the city?” another calls out.
Hammond raises her hands to quiet their questions. “I won’t be answering any questions. But my—our—vision of the project is evolving. The Board is prepared to feed new information to the public, as necessary.”
The crowd of reporters breaks into shouts again.
“I will not be answering questions,” she insists. “But I will announce that we have a new Board member.” She gestures to the side, and the camera pans back. Luca emerges.
“Luca Powell may be young, but he has incredible ideas about our rising future,” she says as Luca joins her at her side.
I knew this was going to happen, but seeing him makes my teeth grit. I shoot to my feet and shout at the screen, “Why is she doing all this?”
“What’s wrong with you?” Alina says. “It’s all amazing news.”
I swing around to Alina and then flick my attention to Irene. “I need air.” I grab for my shoes next to the door and slip them on. Then I throw open the door and march out.
“I don’t get it,” Alina says.
“She’s just emotional. A lot has happened in the last week,” Irene says before the door slams shut. I want to be angry at her, too. But I know she’s only covering for me.
I race from the dorm to a mostly empty street, fury burning in my chest. Hammond has to be aware of Javen’s people, and if the Alku own the Starfire, we can’t just take it. The people must know what is going on. I speed to the Capitol building to locate anyone who will listen.
Out of nowhere, a dark figure appears on the sidewalk, and I slam into their frame. I step back. “I’m so sorry.” Rubbing my chest, I look up to Javen.
“What are you doing here?” I ask.
“Stopping you.”
“Stopping me, why? Someone has to do something.”
An expression of worry washes over his face, and Javen motions me away from the middle of the sidewalk. I follow his cue since I keep forgetting that no one else can see him.
“How do you know where I’m going, anyway?” I ask.
“I’m not sure. A few minutes ago, I was drawn to your Starfire, and I knew you planned to tell people about us. It’s the effect of the crystal.” Javen takes my shoulders. “You can’t do this.”
“Why? Someone has to.”
“Someone did. Or at least attempted to.”
I move from his touch. “Then take me to them. Maybe they can help me.”
Javen’s expression grows sad. “I can’t. That person was your father.”
I narrow my eyes at him. “My dad obviously wanted to work with you.”
He shakes his head. “I know, but making the knowledge of my people public is a mistake. One that could get you killed.”
I know he's right and I need more time to make a plan.
“Fine. But I won’t let my parents’ vision be destroyed.” I turn from him and walk away.




Chapter 14
Part of me wants Javen to follow me, but the other part wants to be alone. I glance around, and he’s gone. His absence steals the breath from my lungs for a moment.
I graze the ring on my finger. What do I do, Mom? I listen for any kind of response, but nothing comes.
As I walk, a few pedestrians move from the buildings onto the street. Hammond’s announcement must be over. I walk the streets until I identify the park Max took me to and plop onto the nearest bench. I study one of the trees and notice a blue bird building a nest in the highest branches, one I’m completely unfamiliar with, sporting a long-feathered tail.
I have no idea what kind of bird it is; I’m sure a native species of this planet. Maybe it’s an Arcadia pigeon. If so, they’re a lot prettier than Earth pigeons. My shoulders droop a notch. The bird weaves a few twigs into her project, just as any mother bird would do on Earth. Strange how I’m so far away from home, but essentially life here is the same.
I gaze at Mom’s ring, and my lips stretch into a sad smile. I’d better get back.
∆∆∆
 
I open the door to my room and find Irene alone and lounging on her bed with a DataPort perched on her lap.
“Alina left?”
“Finally,” she mumbles without looking from the display while continuing to type. “That girl talks and talks and talks.”
I flop into a chair and spin the seat around to face her. “She say anything else about me after I left?”
Irene stops typing and glances up. “Be careful around people. I’ve seen enough that you can’t be too careful about who you can trust.”
“Worked out okay with you.”
She clicks her tongue. “That could’ve turned out bad, too.” Irene turns the computer screen toward me. “I’m progressing with hacking into the ship’s feed.”
“How long do you think it’ll take?”
“I’m not sure. Maybe by tomorrow.”
I move from the chair to her bunk and sit. “How do you do it?”
“Hacking?”
“Yeah.” I peer at the screen, and it looks like nothing but a bunch of garbled symbols.
Irene laughs. “It’s not a skill I could teach you in a few hours.”
“I know. But I’m a fast learner.”
Irene nods and runs me through the program she’s using. Admittedly, I don’t understand half of it, but a few of the steps and terms make sense.
“So, you think you know enough for a job at Extra Solar now?” she teases.
I let out a chuckle. “If only. The day after tomorrow I’m going to start my job at the Capitol building.”
Irene closes the lid to her DataPort. “How did that happen? I mean, it’s good, right? It gets you inside, at least.”
“That’s exactly why I took it. Between you and me, we should have information on my dad soon. I have no idea what we’ll do with it. But I’ll think of something. If we get hard evidence, someone will listen, right?”
Irene shrugs. “I hope so.”
My Connect buzzes with a message from Max.
Meet me downstairs. I have good news.
“Max wants to meet me,” I say and scoot off the bunk.
“I’ll be here.” Irene returns to working on her DataPort.
“See you later.” I hurry out the door and downstairs to see what news he has.
When Max sees me, he smiles. “Come with me. I have a person for you to meet. I was able to get a permanent hire with one of the Board members.”
I follow his lead. “Who?”
“Lia Hirata,” he says. “I was assigned to a position on her security team.”
“How’d you swing a job like that? Your parents?”
“No. The last guy I was working for is a sympathizer with a lot of pull. He doesn’t agree with Hammond. The two of us have spent a lot of time together over the last few days, and I’ve expressed a few concerns about the secrecy of the explosion, how everything looks like it was swept under the rug. I knew he was close to Hirata, so I asked for him to put in a good word. Two hours ago, he messaged that she was increasing her security team.”
“Right after the announcement?”
“Pretty much,” he says. “She wanted to meet with me right away, and I didn’t hold back. I told her about what’s going on with you and that you needed help.”
My breathing picks up, and my thoughts turn to my conversation with Javen. If I speak to Hirata, I’m only going to keep to the explosion and my dad. I told Javen I wouldn’t bring up his people. And I have no idea how much Hirata knows when it comes to co-inhabiting Arcadia anyway. One thing at a time. But if she can help me with Dad, I can trust her with the rest.
“Let’s go meet her.”
Max and I hurry the rest of the way to the Capitol building. As I study the large structure the next block over, my stomach drops. What if Hammond sees me here?
“You don’t need to worry,” Max says as if he’s read my mind. “Hammond gave you a free pass into the building by hiring you. I had Hirata add you to the security list early. Anyway, Hammond left after the announcement. Probably to avoid questions.”
His words don’t help my churning stomach, but I keep my feet moving forward. We pass through the security checkpoint easily, then use the elevator to the twentieth floor where Hirata’s office is located. Once there, Max palms the security pad on the side of the door.
With her back to us, Hirata gazes out a large picture window. She turns as we step in, her arms crossed over her chest and worry seeped into her expression—until she recognizes Max. Relieved, she uncrosses her arms and makes a beeline toward us, extending her hand.
“I’m so sorry for all you’ve been through.” She takes my hand and squeezes my palm tightly.
I realize, as her words comfort the ache in my heart, that she’s the first adult since the accident who has said anything like this to me. A wave of emotion overtakes my body.
“Thank you,” I say, clutching her hand. “You don’t know how much that means to me. Do . . . do you know what happened in the explosion, to my dad?”
Hirata releases my hand and gestures Max and me toward two chairs in front of her desk. We each take a seat, and she rounds the desk to her chair.
“I wish I knew more, but Hammond isn’t releasing information from the investigation. The residents of Primaro have already accepted the incident as just a horrible accident. Publicly closing the case made it easier for everyone to move on with their new lives.” Hirata taps the top of her desk and a hologram of a building appears. “What I do know is that your belongings are being held in here.” She points to the building.
“How will I be able to get in?” I ask.
“That’s the strange thing,” Hirata says. “The boxes were sent to public storage and haven’t even been pulled yet for the investigation. But anyone can enter the facility.”
“What about the code?” Max asks.
“I have it.” Hirata pulls open her desk drawer and reaches in. She hands me a slip of paper with the building’s address and a set of numbers on it.
25504
4508129543
I study the numbers and stuff the paper in my pocket.
“The first is the storage room and the second is the code to open it,” she says.
My heart picks up its pace. “And you think there might be something in there that can help me?”
Hirata lifts a delicate shoulder in a slight shrug. “To be honest . . . I don’t know, Cassi. But it’s the best I can do right now. Hammond shouldn’t be keeping your father’s things from you.”
Frustration brews in my chest. Hirata must be aware of more than she’s telling us. “You’re on the Board. Why don’t you use your influence to do more than get me the code and location of my dad’s possessions?”
“She’s only trying to help.” Max’s eyes narrow in confusion. “We have to start somewhere.”
I stand and stare at her. “No. This is so much bigger than you’re admitting. My dad knew about the Starfire, and you know about it too.”
Hirata’s eyes grow wide. “How do you know about the Starfire? That word is classified.”
“Starfire?” Max asks.
Hirata stands and moves her gaze between Max and me. She looks down and taps away at the hologram. “I’m on your side, Cassi. But the Starfire is not a topic I’m able to discuss with you right now. I suggest you forget this . . . information . . . and go check your father’s items for anything sentimental. If I learn anything concerning the investigation, I will let you know.”
“You know this whole situation needs more thought on your part,” I say.
She tips her head, and her tense expression softens. “Of course I do. But if I make waves before I have the evidence I need, there might be another unexplained explosion.”
Her words punch me in the stomach, and I gape at her.
“Max,” she says. “I’d like you to escort Miss Foster to the storage facility and then return when you’ve seen her safely home.”
Max stands. “Yes, ma’am.” He eyes me and I gesture with my head to the door.
“Please think about what I said,” I say to Hirata before we exit.
“I hope you locate what you need in your father’s belongings,” she responds.
I push out of the office, clenching my teeth.
“What were you talking about in there?” Max whispers, leaning into me. “Starfire? I thought we were here to talk about your dad?”
“Cassi, Max.” A female voice comes from behind, and I swing toward the source.
Alina walks toward us, all smiles and dressed in a pair of blue pants and an aqua shirt.
“Why are you in the Capitol building?” I ask, hoping she didn’t overhear anything Max had just spoken to me.
Alina looks from me to Max, lingering a second too long on him. She clears her throat. “I had a job interview.”
“You did? What position?” I ask.
She looks away. “It’s not great . . . probably the assistant to an assistant. I’m sure I’ll end up getting coffee for everyone if I get the position.”
“But it’s something, right?” I say, trying to stay positive for her but, all the while, itching to get out of here.
“Exactly,” she says.
“Sorry, Alina,” Max interrupts. “But Cassi and I have to go.”
Alina smiles at him. “No, problem. Maybe I can see you later?”
“Maybe,” I say and pull Max’s arm. But I’m fully aware she’s not talking to me. “Good luck with the job.”
Max follows my lead and we hustle to the elevator.
“Bye,” Alina says from behind.
Max and I step out onto the ground floor and walk to the street.
“Can you tell me what happened back there?” Max asks.
I rub my temple. I don’t really know what’s going on anymore. Everything I could tell Max sounds completely crazy. People are living on this planet no one can see but me. And magic crystals have to do with all of this . . . weirdness. He’ll think that I’m experiencing a mental breakdown or something. I swallow back the fear and consider my friend.
“I’m not sure,” I answer quietly. “All I know is Hammond’s announcement means something bad is going to happen on Arcadia. And my dad knew about it.”
“And what’s this word ‘Starfire?’”
“I must have heard my dad say the word one time.” I place my hand in my pocket and pull out the paper Hirata gave me. “Let’s go to the storage unit.”
Max doesn’t say anything for a few seconds. I’m sure he knows that I’m avoiding his question. “I recognized the building on the hologram. It’s about eight blocks from here. You want to walk or grab a ride?”
My body radiates with nervous energy. “Walking is probably best.”
About thirty minutes later, we arrive at the facility. The front doors slam behind us and echo in the cement space. I glance around the long gray hallway lined with wide metal doors. The place is empty.
“What’s the unit again?” Max asks.
I uncrumple the paper from my hand. “25504.”
He scans the directory. “That’s on the second floor.”
Max and I take the stairs to the second floor and locate the unit. I enter the code, and as I open the door, an automatic light comes on overhead. Inside, at least twenty-five storage boxes crowd the unit, stacked several high. None of them are labeled.
“Well, one at a time,” Max says.
I tip my head. “I guess I don’t have anything to do until tonight.”
My stomach sinks when I remember how I’m supposed to eat dinner with Luca to discuss my new job.
“You start on the right, and I’ll start on the left,” he says.
“Okay.” I walk to the nearest box and open the lid. Inside are items I recognize from our home on Earth. Another time, I’d probably be happy to see them. But this isn’t a time for keepsakes.
I dig through the box and several others, finding nothing to help me. Max’s boxes are no better. I do spot my missing items, but to be honest, I haven’t needed anything and there’s no room in the dorm, so I might as well leave everything here.
“This is useless,” I say, plopping onto the cold ground. “These are all just personal items.”
“There’s still a bunch more.” Max lifts the top off a new box and rifles through the contents. He lifts out a smaller container and opens the top. “Your dad went to Europe? Did you go too?”
My ears perk up at his words, and I spring to my feet. “No, what did you find?”
“Souvenirs?” He shrugs and pulls an item out. “And I think this is a thumb drive. It’s pretty old tech. I haven’t seen one in a long time.”
I snatch the device from his hand. “We need to get this to Irene.”
Max tips his head in confusion. “Now your dad’s vacation pictures suddenly interest you?”
“My parents never went to Europe. They came to Arcadia.”




Chapter 15
Max and I burst through the door to my room, and Irene slams shut the lid to her computer.
She exhales, relieved. “It’s you two. Alina has been by here two times while you were gone.”
I close the door. “We found something . . . I might need your help.” My breath comes out in pants as I hold the thumb drive out to her.
Irene puts aside the computer and stands. She walks to us and glances from my hand to Max and back at my palm. “I haven’t seen one of those in a long time. I can’t access the data here, though. I’m going to need specialized equipment. What do you think is on it?”
“It could be nothing,” I say, my breathing finally returning to normal. “But I got access to my dad’s missing stuff, and this was in it.”
“And you think what’s on the drive has to do with the explosion?”
I shake my head.
“Cassi’s parents came here on a secret trip,” Max blurts out. “The drive might tell us why.” His Connect buzzes, and he lifts his wrist to look at it. His shoulders sink. “Hirata needs me at the office.” He looks to me. “You let me know if you find anything.”
“We will,” I say.
“I’ll message you when I get off work,” Max says as he slips out the door.
I nod, but I doubt he sees me. “So, how is the progress with the ship’s feeds?” I ask Irene.
“Good,” she says. “I thought it would take me longer. But I’m nearly in. I should have access by tonight.” She walks to the bowl of fruit in the kitchen and grabs a plum. “How soon do you need whatever is on this thumb drive?”
I press my lips together. I need all of it now. “As soon as you can.”
Irene takes a bite of her plum and peers away as if she’s in thought. “I’d like a break anyway. I can head to work and use equipment there to transfer the files to my DataPort.”
My Connect buzzes.
Reminder: Dinner with Luca Powell at 5:30 PM
My heart sinks at the sight of the words. It’s the last thing I want to do.
Irene leans into me and glances at my wrist. “You’re having dinner with Luca Powell?”
“It’s not a good thing,” I scoff.
“Oh . . . I knew that guy was a slime ball the minute I saw him. But you’re the one who wants information, and he might have it if you play your cards right.”
I wrinkle my nose and sit on the barstool in the kitchen. “That’s the whole reason I even agreed. Our dinner is to discuss my new job.”
Irene takes another bite of her plum and raises an eyebrow. “He didn’t need to ask for a dinner date to talk about your job, though.”
“Like you said, he’s a slime ball. I’ll be careful.”
Irene finishes her plum and tosses the pit into the composter. “I might not be back by the time you leave. Message me if there are any problems.”
“Sure thing,” I say.
She grabs her DataPort and heads out the door.
∆∆∆
 
Five-fifteen comes too soon, and I’m dressed in a floaty yellow dress with cap sleeves. I hate dressing up for Luca, but I need to play the part. A pit forms in my stomach when I think of the last time I met Javen. I was angry at him for not wanting me to tell anyone about the Alku. I still think it’s the only way to stop Hammond from mining the Starfire before we know how it will affect Arcadia.
I straighten the chain of my necklace and fasten one more button on my dress to ensure the crystal stays hidden under the fabric.
I message Irene.
I’m heading out.
But nothing comes back. She must be busy.
With a sigh, I head for the door and make my way down to the street. I search everywhere for Javen. I want to tell him I’m not really interested in having dinner with Luca. What if Javen thinks I was so angry at him that I’m doing this to spite him? I shake the silly thoughts from my head. I’ve barely known Javen a week, and strangely, there’s a part of me that’s not even sure if he’s real. But my mind returns to the kiss we shared. That felt real. More real than anything. The feeling of his mouth on my mine and his incredibly strong arms wrapping around my body . . . my cheeks flush, and heat spreads to my chest.
I look up and Spectra is right in front of me, and the sight jolts me back to my appointment. I gulp in a breath of air and enter the front door. Inside is Suzanna, the manager. Her eyes brighten when she sees me.
“I heard you were promoted,” she says.
A weak smile stretches across my lips, and I gather up as much fake excitement as I can. “It was fun working here, but duty calls.”
“Yeah,” Suzanna says. “You’ll be set.” She glances down at the computer screen on the hostess station. “Luca Powell is already waiting for you. He reserved the entire back room.”
My heartbeat skips with anxiety. I don’t want a private room. I force another smile. “Sounds good. Lead the way.”
Suzanna steps in front of me and walks toward the rear of the restaurant. On the way, we pass several couples and groups who are already enjoying their dinners. She opens the door to the farthest room, where Luca sits at a solitary round table, studying a menu.
As we enter, he looks up and smiles. Luca is a handsome young man, but something in his expression sends a shiver down my spine, and suddenly I wish I’d brought my sweater.
Luca places his menu down on the table and stands. “Hello, Cassi.”
“Hello, Mr. Powell.”
He frowns as he pulls out a chair, positioned a bit too close to his for my taste. But I sit anyway. Suzanna leaves and the door shuts behind her.
“I had hoped we might be beyond such formalities by this time.” He lowers himself into his seat and leans his elbows on the table. “I’d like it if you called me Luca.”
Inside I’m frowning, but I can’t let the expression get comfortable on my face. If Luca thinks I don’t like him, I’m never going to get anywhere.
A sweet smile overtakes my lips instead. “I’m sorry . . . Luca. I’m very nervous.”
Luca returns the smile. “Nervous? There’s nothing to be nervous about.” He gestures to the menu. “We’re only having dinner.”
“And discussing my new job.”
He waves his hand in the air. “Oh, that. Just a little business before pleasure.”
My stomach sinks at the word “pleasure,” but I try to hide my distaste by letting a chuckle escape my lips. “So, at the Gala, you mentioned that you don’t have any family on Arcadia.”
Luca smiles. “You have a good memory. I don't have family here, that’s correct. Unlike me, they don't have a lot of ambition. But I always have. When I was thirteen, I took an unpaid training program offered by the World Senate in D.C.”
“Washington?”
“Yes, that's where I'm from. My scores in school qualified me for the position and all of my teachers recommended me.”
“Your parents must have been proud,” I say.
“Not really.” A muscle in his jaw twitches. “They hate the World Senate and wanted me to keep my nose out of things. So, I ended up forging their permission slip and doing it anyway.”
“Didn't they know you were gone every day?”
Luca shrugs. "They barely noticed when I was there, let alone when I wasn't.” Sadness darkens his eyes and I start to feel a twinge of pity for him, until I remember who I'm talking to. “Anyway,” he says, “I did that every year until the end of high school. That's how I met Hammond. Instead of college, I was hired straight onto her staff.”
“Lucky you.” I don't really want to dig into Luca's life, so I change the subject. “How about you tell me what I should expect in the morning?”
Luca pauses as if he’s thinking for a moment. “Well, you’ll receive a tour of the building first. That way you know where you’re going.”
“Of course.” I lean in and place my elbows on the table to show him my intense interest.
“Then you’ll be escorted to your new office—”
“I’m getting an office to myself?”
He nods. “Yeah. Your job requires clearance with the Board, so you’ll need a measure of privacy. Then Hammond will probably speak to you about the current project.”
“The mining project?” My muscles tense at my words.
“Yes. There are several details we’ve not been able to resolve. The Board needs an expert to come in and modify the existing terraforming plan.”
“And I’m an expert?” I lean back in my seat.
“I’ve not seen your simulation records. But Hammond seems to think so. I do think you should come prepared though. She’s having you dive right into work. No honeymoon period.”
I’m not here to talk about me, so I grin at Luca and formulate a way to steer our conversation’s focus back onto him.
“So . . . can you believe your luck with being placed on the Board?”
He chuckles. “Luck had nothing to do with it. I’ve worked very hard to secure President Hammond’s trust over the last year.”
“What do you know about the mining? Will this new ore really change our lives?” I lean into him again and place my hands on the table.
The door to our private room swings open and an unknown server appears in the opening.
Luca holds up his hand to him. “We’ll be ready to order in a few minutes.”
The server nods and returns the way he came. The door shuts behind him, and reluctantly I return my attention to Luca.
He raises his hand onto the tabletop, placing his fingers over mine. A nervous jolt travels through my stomach, and everything in me wants to pull from him. But I resist. I need to stay focused on why I’m here: information.
“You were about to discuss the new ore?” I prompt.
His lips curve into a hint of a smile. “No. I don’t know much yet. She and I have a meeting tonight after this dinner. But I’m sure Hammond will fill you in as much as you need tomorrow.” Luca leans toward me, considerably closer than comfortable. “But I can tell you it’s something big, and I’m thrilled both of us are a part of it.”
I stare at him, not moving. Unexpectedly, Luca reaches his hand into my hair and bends closer toward me. My heart jumps. He’s trying to kiss me!
But before Luca gets that far, a cyan glow appears between us. Cold overtakes my body. Luca’s eyes grow wide as he jolts his hand back from me, as if shocked by electricity.
“What was that?” he asks, eyes still wide with shock.
I jump to my feet. “Uh . . . I don’t know. I’m going to go ask Suzanna if anything is going on outside.”
“No, don’t do that.”
“It’s fine; I'm feeling a little sick, too,” I say as Luca’s voice is already behind me. I dash for the door and throw it open. As I step through, a hand grips my arm. I gasp and swing around, expecting Luca. But instead, the scene shifts and bends and my surroundings change from the restaurant to a heavily wooded forest.
I swing my head around, and a pair of strong arms pulls me into a safe embrace.
“I’ve got you,” Javen says, and I sink into his chest.




Chapter 16
Although I have no desire to, I pull from Javen’s embrace. My heart is still racing at the thought of Luca trying to touch me—kiss me.
“How did I get here?” I look up at him. “Was that you who made the Starfire glow? To keep Luca away from me?”
“Luca? The new member of the Board?” Javen’s hands form into tight fists and a vein forms on his neck. “What was he doing to you?”
My pulse batters at my eardrums. If Javen doesn’t know Luca tried to kiss me, I’m not sure telling him is a good idea. And I want to forget the whole thing happened anyway. “I was meeting with him to talk about my new job, which starts tomorrow. But mostly I was there to try and get information about my dad and maybe the new mining project.”
Javen’s face softens. “It’s dangerous for you to be seeking out information like this. I should never have taken you into Hammond’s office. You’re going to get yourself hurt.”
“I have to know what happened in the explosion. I can’t move on if I don’t,” I say. “But did you bring me here?”
Javen shakes his head. “I didn’t do anything. I was out in the woods alone, and then suddenly you were here, but . . .” He pauses. “But not fully. You were transparent. I reached out and then you were solid and in my arms.”
I glance around at my location. It appears very much like the place Javen brought me to the first time I was here, except no river. Still no signs of civilization: no other people, no city skyline in the distance, no buildings or structures. Above is only the setting sun. Arcadia’s two large moons hang in the night sky, out of sight, and wait to make their appearance. I can make out what might be a few dots of bright stars in the distance.
“So, you didn’t use the Starfire to bring me across the Intersection?”
“No, you must have crossed yourself.” He turns and rakes his fingers through his thick, dark hair. “I’ve not seen an Earthling be able to complete the transfer alone. As far as I know, only my people can because of our link to the Starfire.” Javen twists my way and runs his hand over his face, revealing a tense jaw.
His gesture sends a sick feeling into my stomach. “I don’t understand. Is this a bad thing?”
“I’m not sure what your crossing the Intersection on your own means at this point, but I’m concerned how my people will take the news. It could change things.”
“For good?” From his expression the question is a long shot, but I have to ask.
“I’m afraid not.” Javen lowers himself to sit on the ground. “The girl who attacked you the other day . . .”
I sit beside him. “How could I forget?” The ghost of her fingers encircling my throat hovers around my skin again, and I reach to touch the spot.
“Her name is Beda, and she’s my cousin. The man she was with is my uncle Wirrin.”
Cousin? That’s why she reminded me of Javen. “Why would your cousin try to strangle me?”
“My people are peaceful. We’ve always had everything we needed on this planet. The Starfire is a clean energy source and allows us to travel long distances without things like the trains and vehicles you’ve brought here. We do not need large buildings, either. My people learned to live in nature without giant structures. We can even travel to your dimension for short periods of time. But most of us found little reason to do so. Until humans came from Earth, we had known very little division. However, when your people arrived, their presence created a disturbance.”
“A disturbance?”
“Some of the Alku wanted to go back to the old ways. The ways that embraced war.”
“But most don’t?”
“No,” he says.
“And what about you?” I stare at the angles of his face.
Javen’s lips curl into a soft smile. “I don’t agree with everything the Council decrees, but in this, they are right. The Alku have thrived since we became peaceful, and killing is wrong. I don’t want to return to those ways. Your father was working to repair the problem. The city of Primaro was originally much closer to the Starfire fields. He moved the city as far away as he could and was arranging for safeguards to keep the fields undisturbed. It was a good solution and allowed us to share the planet with Earth.”
“Then the explosion happened and Dad . . .” Emotion wells in my chest and I can’t hold my words back anymore. “Oh, Javen . . . I want to believe my dad is only missing . . . but he’s dead, isn’t he?”
As fast as the words empty from my mouth, Javen folds me into his arms. “I don’t know, Cassi,” he whispers into my hair, his voice like music again. “He could still be alive. I don’t want to give you false hope. But you called on the Starfire and the energy bringing you to this side of the Intersection makes the impossible possible.”
I lay my head on Javen’s chest and breathe in his scent—a fusion between earth and sky, intoxicating my mind and body. Dissolving every thought save thoughts of him. Desire takes over, especially desire for my pain to dissipate, and I snake my hands around his neck while raising my mouth to meet his soft lips.
Javen’s feelings are obviously the same for me because he doesn’t resist. Not even for a second. He wraps his arms around my waist, and then his hands travel up my spine and to my shoulder blades, entwining our bodies closer.
Our kiss is hungry, though not rushed as his soft lips press into mine. So many times. I run my hands through the base of his hair and don’t let him go. My body fills with warmth and excitement, feelings that consume me as my hands roam to his shoulders. I want this moment to last forever. Wonder fills me, and when I crack open my eyelids to peek at him, we’re both enveloped in a cyan glow. At the sight, I pull from his lips.
“Please . . . don’t stop. Stay with me forever,” Javen whispers and opens his eyes, which swirl with color. Then, as if the color were mere mist, the hue dissipates.
He pants for breath but doesn’t loosen his hold on my back.
“Is that normal?” I ask, knowing so little about his people. To be honest, I’m not even sure the Alku are human.
Javen lifts a side of his mouth, as if shy. The look is utterly boyish and my pulse glitters in response. “No,” he says softly, “but I don’t think anything about us is normal.”
I’ve kissed a few boys in the past, even thought I was in love once. But Javen is different. I’m not sure I can determine exactly what my feelings for him mean. Though much of me thinks he was right that the Starfire linked us. My heart is bound to his, I realize. And a smile flits across my lips when I also realize I don’t want it any other way.
I draw in a steady breath and pull him close to me again, eager to fulfill his request to continue where we left off. Javen’s lips part and his hands tighten on my shoulder blades as he lowers to me. But before my lids shut, the world around us shifts. The dirt and trees bend and fade to become buildings and pavement.
My breath hitches as I wonder if we’re simply going to appear in each other’s arms on the streets of Primaro for anyone walking by to see.
“Are you able to stop it?” I ask as the scene before us seems to pulse.
Javen closes his eyes, inhales a shaky breath, and then opens them again. “I can’t control the Starfire this time.”
I grab for the necklace under my shirt. “What if I took it off?”
He pulls my hand away. “No, we have no way of knowing if removing the Starfire could damage this Intersection point. I’ll do my best to cloak us, though.”
I stand, and Javen follows. The pulse stops and the two of us end up on my side of the Intersection. All around us is a light cyan glow. Several people walk by and pay us no mind.
To our left is the restaurant. The front door opens and Luca walks out. Upon seeing him, the memory of his attempt at kissing me floods back and my heart shudders. Apparently, he must not have eaten dinner, not that I blame him after what happened.
Javen’s attention swings to Luca. “He didn’t harm you, did he?”
I study my feet and lift my shoulders and say, “No.” Everything in me wants to leave and return to the dorm. But when I look up at Luca again, an idea forms. “We are invisible, right?”
“Yes. With the Starfire, I can cloak us to be unseen. You are the only person I’m aware of who can see through this cloaking.”
“We need to follow Luca,” I say. “He told me that he had scheduled a meeting with Hammond tonight after our dinner. They might discuss my dad.”
Two lines form between Javen’s brows. “I don’t want to put you in danger.”
I place my hands on his upper arms and gently squeeze. “Javen, you know I can’t let my dad go.”
Javen sighs and nods. “I’ll help you.”
I stretch up and give him a quick kiss and release his arms. “Thank you.” Then I swing around to Luca, who’s already halfway down the block toward the Capitol building.
The two of us sprint after him, and the sensation of moving through the air is exactly how I visualized Javen when I first noticed him in the ship’s bay while he was running through the crowd—like he was swimming. Our movements feel as if we are gliding through water, but with little resistance. I can see everything going on around me, but I’m not a part of any of it.
We eventually catch up to Luca and follow him all the way to the Capitol building. Luca makes his way through the front and into the elevator. Javen and I slip in from behind and stand on the opposite side of the cab from Luca.
Unaware of our presence, he chooses the floor and the doors slide shut. My stomach drops as I study his face. His jaw is tense, and he shoves his hands into his pockets.
Javen stares at Luca, eyes narrowed, and I’m pretty confident that Javen knows I wasn’t telling the full truth about my time with Luca. I slip my hand into his to calm him, and luckily Hammond’s office is only on the fifth floor, so the ride isn’t long.
When the doors slide away, I don’t hear the chime. Luca moves out, and we continue to trail him to Hammond’s office, just past the briefing room.
“Come in,” echoes Hammond’s voice from the other side, following Luca’s knock.
I gulp down my nervousness as Luca steps into the office. Javen and I rush after him before the doors shut automatically. I tap my Connect and scroll through the options, activate the camera, and hit record. I have no idea what Hammond is going to say, but I might need the footage later.
“Give me just a moment, Luca.” Hammond doesn’t even look up from her touchscreen. She slides her hand across the surface, studying information.
“Yes, ma’am.” Luca folds his hands behind his back.
I tug Javen around to Hammond’s side of the screen.
A side-by-side simulation of both Earth and Arcadia displays on the screen. Hammond taps the Earth side, and a countdown begins.
“Come see,” she says and waves Luca over.
It’s not necessary, but Javen and I step back and allow him to come to her side.
“What is this?” Luca asks.
“Just wait,” Hammond says as the counter makes its way to zero.
When zero hits, the Earth side comes to life, spinning on its axis.
“This is a simulation to display the next five years on Earth,” she says.
We all watch as the oceans rise and consume more land until the continents shrink.
“Earth has reached the global warming tipping point much faster than anyone expected,” Hammond says. “Crop diseases will spring up from the shifts in climate, and mass famine will consume the people as a result.”
“I thought the estimates were at least one hundred years out?” Luca says.
Hammond arches an eyebrow. “That’s what we want people to believe to prevent mass panic and to retain the hope that Arcadia would be a viable option. But five years doesn’t give us enough time. Of course, a percentage will be able to cross the universe and help expand our colony, but the cost will be too exorbitant for most people on Earth to journey here.”
Luca tips his head. “So, everyone will die?”
To the side of the Earth’s simulation, the death toll grows higher and higher as time goes on. My heart clenches with this information.
“The World Senate is trying to create options. And when Richard Foster discovered the Starfire ore—”
“Starfire?” Luca asks.
I dig my fingernails into my palms at the mention of Dad’s name.
“Yes. We knew the ore was special right away, but we were shocked by just how. The Starfire has planet-equalizing properties.”
“As in healing?” Luca asks.
“That is our hope. The Senate pushed to start mining right way, and the best scientists were tasked with studying the ore’s properties. We needed to discover if bringing the crystals back would stabilize or even rejuvenate Earth’s atmosphere and surface.”
Luca crosses his arms over his chest. “And this is why we’re mining it.”
Hammond tips her head. “We’ve found a better use, a faster one. When Foster discovered the Starfire, he discovered something else too.”
Luca angles his head in curiosity and my breath quickens in anticipation of her words.
“There are others who inhabit Arcadia.”
“What?” Luca asks, his eyes widening. “Where?”
Hammond gestures to the other side of her desk. “You might want to sit down.”
Luca obeys.
“The Starfire creates a”—she pauses as if in thought—“a rift of sorts called the Intersection. Foster told the Board about the phenomenon a year after he’d discovered the ore. On one side of the Intersection is us—the Arcadia we know. On the other is an alternate Arcadia—Paxon. A small population of people called the Alku live there.”
Luca doesn’t say anything and simply stares at Hammond, stunned.
“Our scientists have discovered that, if we take a large amount of the Starfire back to Earth, we can open an Intersection there—a rift to a new world. They’ve done multiple experiments and it works. We believe a completely untainted world exists on the Intersection’s other side on Earth. If we get enough Starfire there, we can use the crystals to open large rifts for many of Earth’s inhabitants to cross through much easier than bringing people here. And then we can maintain control of two planets instead of one.”
I swing my attention to Javen, whose face has fallen. Though his eyes glint with anger.
“We won’t be able to bring everyone across on Earth, of course. First, we’ll take a sample population over to build, like we’ve done here in Primaro. Then once a new city is complete, those deemed appropriate—the best minds, the young, the strong, as well as those who can afford to pay—can cross over. And Earth will have a new start.”
My heart drops. So, who doesn’t get to go? What’ll happen to everyone not chosen?
“The people on Earth will riot,” Luca says quietly. “They won’t accept that only a selected percentage will have a chance to cross over.”
Hammond taps her fingernails on her desk as if annoyed that Luca hadn’t heard a word she had said. After a few seconds, she leans back into her chair and says, “As I shared earlier, our hope is that the Starfire’s power will rejuvenate the damage on Earth. We’ll use this to create their hope. And there’s a chance the plan might work, but we can’t risk losing everything when the chance at a new world is within our grasp.”
“Will the ore mining affect the Intersection on Arcadia?” Luca asks.
Hammond redirects her attention to her screen for a few moments and then peers up at Luca. “With the mass removal of ore, we believe it will collapse the other side.”
Javen gasps.
“Killing all the Alku?” Luca’s mouth falls open, and then he clamps it and wipes any trace of horror from his expression.
“We’ve estimated their populations to only be a few hundred thousand. It’s a sacrifice those on the World Senate are willing to make. We can’t bring the Alku to this side permanently because of the tensions that their presence will create. It’s just not possible. We tried to negotiate with their leaders, and they would not cooperate.”
I catch Javen’s attention, and he shakes his head no.
My stomach clenches at Hammond's lies.
“We’ve modified Richard Foster’s terraforming program focus from harvesting to a project called Renewal. Tomorrow those simulations will begin, and mining the day after. You will meet Cassiopeia Foster first thing in the morning to have her commence work on this project. But she’s to know nothing about her father’s discovery or the Alku.”
Luca stares at his hands, clasped tight in his lap. “Cassi ran out on me tonight at our dinner. I don’t think she trusts me,” he admits, eventually looking back up.
Hammond arches her eyebrow once more. “You’re smart, right? Figure out a way to remedy the problem.”




Chapter 17
When Luca leaves Hammond’s office, we slip out behind him and use the stairs. We beat Luca to the exit, and as he opens the front with his ID, we race out the door and onto the street.
Breathless, I grab for Javen’s arm and stop him.
“Your people are going to die if we don’t figure out a way to end the mining. Do they understand this is what Hammond is planning?”
“Most have not been willing to fight. So . . . I don’t believe they do.”
I touch his arm. “You must tell them. There’s no other choice at this point. I’ll go with you. I recorded the whole conversation.” I tap my Connect, realizing the video function is still active.
A measure of panic enters his eyes. “No, you can’t come. The Council might accept you, but my uncle Wirrin and his supporters will not. For now, he’s bound to the Council, but bringing you to my side of the Intersection may be too much for those in disagreement with the Council.”
“Do you think you can convince them on your own?”
“There must be a middle ground, and I’ll try to find it.”
The air charges between us as the situation’s gravity and the intensity between us swells. I wrap my arms around Javen’s neck, savoring the feel of him once more. The air leaves his chest, with sorrow or with longing, I can’t tell. Perhaps both. Standing on my toes, I lift my face, my mouth seeking his. And then, with desperation, my lips dance across his to the melody of my thrumming pulse as a mountain of emotions threatens to consume me. Reluctantly I ease away a few seconds later, whispering, “Please, Javen, come back to me.”
“I’ll always come back to you, Cassiopeia,” he whispers in reply, a bit breathless. Looking around, Javen pulls me to a secluded spot in the shadow of a building. “The Starfire will release you now, so you must be careful.”
I nod, my tongue unable to form words, and then he vanishes in front of me. Taking a second to gather my bearings, I inhale deeply. I check my Connect and a message alert from Irene appears on the screen.
There’s something you’ll want to see. Come as soon as you can.
I message Max and tell him to come to the dorm. Whether Irene hacked into the feed or was able to access the thumb drive, Max should be there too. Max’s message buzzes almost immediately in reply.
I’m on my way.
I race for the dorm, avoiding people on the street. A woman looks my way as I brush past her. I had almost forgotten that people can see me now.
“Sorry,” I say without stopping.
At the dorm, Max is already there and about to enter the building’s front door.
“Max,” I call out, and he turns my way.
“Was Irene able to access the drive?” he asks.
“I’m not sure. I haven’t been home all night.”
“Well, let’s find out together.” Max smiles and the expression makes me feel guilty for tonight with Javen. I want to tell Max everything. He’s like my best friend here.
We fly out of the elevator and I say to Irene, “What did you find?” as I open the door to my room.
Irene looks up from a chair in the living area. Her jaw is tense. “Oh, Max. You’re here too?”
“Cassi messaged me to come.”
Irene glances at me, a worried glimmer in her eyes. “Well, shut the door.”
“It’s okay he’s here, right?” I ask.
“You’re going to need to be the judge of that,” she says. “But if he doesn’t mind getting wrapped up in information that could probably get us all arrested, then be my guest.”
Max looks at me, his lips forming a straight line for a moment. “I’m already involved. I’m not going to back out now.”
“Then I want him to stay.” I grab a computer chair and pull it alongside Irene as Max does the same.
“I still haven’t been able to get my hands on the equipment necessary to access the thumb drive,” Irene says, pairing her DataPort to the media screen. “The hardware wasn’t available at work. But I have a friend who does hacking on the side too, and she thinks she can get it tomorrow.”
An image flashes onto the screen and my breath catches. I knew Irene would be showing us the ship’s bay on the day of the explosion. But I didn’t quite know how seeing the footage would affect me. Sickness swirls in my stomach as the feed starts. Staff mill around in the space while preparing the passengers who will disembark.
Max must notice my anxiety and leans forward to set his hand on top of mine. “You can do this,” he whispers.
I grab his hand and squeeze, then let go. “Thank you for being here.”
His lips quirk into a sad smile.
“This is too early,” Irene mutters and swipes her fingers across the screen to move the feed to the correct time frame. “Okay, this should be right.”
I watch as the staff sets up the buffet near where I first saw Javen. He’s not there, but I have no clue if I’d be able to see him on a video anyway, or if he was even in the bay at that time.
“There.” Irene points to the screen’s left.
My stomach tightens as Luca comes into the frame. The security video’s quality isn’t great, but it’s obvious the guy on the screen is Luca. He walks over to the stage area where Hammond had made her speech and then pivots to the left, closer to the location of the first explosion. He looks around and opens his coat but then turns his back, blocking my ability to see what he’s doing.
“Can you zoom in?” My heart pounds.
Irene shrugs. “I can, but it’s not going to give you much more information. With all the technology on the ship, you’d think the security system would be better.” She pauses the video and uses her fingers on the screen to both rewind and enlarge.
I lean forward as the three of us watch the scene again.
“What is Luca doing?” Max asks.
Irene pauses the feed again. “Could he have planted the bomb?”
My breathing speeds up, and I lean to the back of my chair, considering the possibilities. “I don’t get it,” I finally say. “What good would it do for Luca, or anyone from the Board, to plant a bomb? If they were trying to kill my dad, it’s a sloppy way to do it. They’d have no idea if he’d be one of the casualties. I’m no fan of Luca or Hammond, but this doesn’t feel right.”
“There’s more you should see,” Irene says.
She fast-forwards, and on the right side of the screen, Dad appears. He stands as if he’s waiting, and then he turns and Luca joins him. With the low quality and no sound, it’s difficult to tell what’s going on. Their body language, however, suggests an argument. Dad backs away from Luca and raises a pointed finger at him. Luca spins from the conversation and walks off, head held high and shoulders stiffened. Just as he leaves, another man, who if I remember right may be on Dad's science team, hands him something. The man is bald and stocky. Dad takes the item, pockets it and rubs his hands over the tops of his arms as if he’s cold. The man parts ways from Dad and walks to the same area Luca was a moment earlier.
And then I see him. Javen . . . no, not Javen. I squint at the screen. The person looks a lot like Javen, but it’s not him . . . he’s older. He grabs my dad from behind, and they both vanish. A split second later the explosion sends people and pieces of the interior flying.
I gasp and whip my attention to Max and Irene. “Did you see that?”
“Okay. You saw the same thing. I thought I was crazy. But Dr. Foster walked away from the man who handed him something and then disappeared,” Irene says.
Max is wide-eyed.
“Wait,” I say. “Didn’t you see the other man too? The one who grabbed Dad right before the explosion?”
Irene squints at me in confusion. “There was no one else.” Her gaze moves from my face down to my neckline.
“What’s that?” Max says to me.
I look down to the Starfire, which is glowing beneath my dress. I slam my hand over the crystal to block the glow. “There was another man,” I mutter, hoping the distraction works.
While still holding the DataPort, Irene throws her free hand onto her hip. “I already thought this whole thing was weird. And now it’s getting weirder. So, start talking.”
I stare at both of my friends. “You’re never going to believe me.”
“We both just saw your father disappear into thin air, Cassi,” Max says. “That in itself seems unbelievable.”
“It’s not likely the feed has been tampered with,” Irene says. “And even if it were, why would someone make the footage look like Dr. Foster disappeared?”
Nervousness races around in my chest, but then a thought hits me. “If this is real, my dad is alive. He didn’t die in the explosion.”
“But where is he?” Max asks.
The excitement rushes from me. “With the Alku.”
“The Alku?” Irene asks as she sets the DataPort down.
I reach under my collar to pull out the Starfire, which has stopped glowing. I unhook the clasp and hold the crystal out. “This is a piece of the ore Hammond talked about on the announcement.”
“How did you get it?” Irene asks.
“I was holding my dad’s jacket when the explosion happened. The crystal was inside a pocket.”
My thoughts flit across several options on how to explain the Starfire and Javen’s people. But every single one sounds ridiculous. Then a thought comes to me. I have no idea if it will work, but I was able to call on the Starfire’s power to cross me over to Javen’s side of the Intersection. So I might be able to use it to make them understand.
“Can you rewind to the part before my dad vanishes? Right after he argues with Luca?”
Irene raises her eyebrow as if she thinks I’m stalling.
“Please,” I ask.
She picks up the computer again and swipes to the earlier time frame. The feed starts.
“Now, I need you both to touch the crystal in my hand.” I open my palm and reveal the Starfire. They both give me a look of confusion but do as I ask. I gesture with my head to the large screen. “Now watch.”
Max and Irene turn their attention to the screen, and my stomach turns as I once again watch my dad walk away from the argument. From nowhere, the man who reminds me of Javen appears.
“Where’d that guy—?” Irene asks.
But before she gets the words out, Dad and the man disappear.
Irene removes her hand from me and pauses the feed.
“Did you see him too?” I ask Max.
“Uh . . . that man wasn’t there the first time we watched,” he says.
“Yes, he was. You just couldn’t see him. He cloaked himself from our view.”
Irene plops on the floor. “Well, who was he?”
I take a deep breath. “He’s an Alku. They live on Arcadia. They were here before us.”
Irene's mouth goes slack and Max leans in, his hands clasped as I explain everything. I tell them about the Alku, the Starfire, the Intersection, but I hold back on the conversation I heard between Hammond and Luca. They can know about the Starfire and how mining it will affect the Alku. But until I find out more, I don’t want to share how the Earth will die in five years.
Then I tell them about Javen rescuing me in the bay and how we have this connection I don’t understand. Max gently pulls away from me and stares at his hands. My heart sinks to my stomach. Before I can say anything to Max, Irene speaks again.
“You think the disappearing-guy was one of these Alku?” she asks.
Max remains silent, brows knitted together.
“That’s the only explanation. It’s the reason you could see him with the help of the Starfire.”
“So, basically, Hammond is planning to mine all the Starfire and send the ore to Earth?” Max finally asks. “Even though she knows doing so could collapse the Alku side of the Intersection?”
I nod, relieved he’s still engaged. “They could all die,” I choke out, “and she’s not allowing them to cross over to this side.”
“Then we need to help them,” Max says with a sad smile my way. “I want to heal the Earth too. But it’s wrong to take from the Alku to do it. There must be a better way.”
Irene lifts a grim smile as well. “I’m in too. What do we need to do next?”




Chapter 18
Ishoot off my pillow as rustling sounds drift up from below. I peer over the side of my bunk and see Irene packing up her bag for work.
“I was about to wake you. I wasn’t sure if you’d set an alarm.”
I rub my eyes. “Letting Max stay here until 3:00 a.m. was a bad idea.”
“Especially when you need to be sharp for your first day on the job.” She lifts an eyebrow. “Okay . . . so my friend is meeting me before work to give me the equipment needed to access the data on your dad’s drive. As soon as I find something, I’ll let you know.”
I throw my legs over the side of the bed and reach for the ladder to climb down. “Sounds good,” I say as my feet hit the floor. “Hopefully, there’s data we can use on it.”
Irene throws her bag over her shoulder. “So, how do you get in contact with this guy Javen to find out if he told his people about Hammond’s plan?”
“That’s the thing. I don’t really understand how the Starfire works. I tried calling for him last night, but nothing happened. I’ll just need to wait for him to come to me.” My stomach churns. I need to know who that man was, the one who looked like Javen.
She sighs. “Well, for now, we need to gather as much information as possible.”
“Hopefully I can go through my dad’s terraforming simulations today.”
Irene opens her arms to me and pulls me into a hug. “We can do this. We’re going to figure out where your dad is and stop Hammond from destroying the Alku.”
I nod, trying to stay strong, but in truth, I wonder how in the world we’re going to pull this off. She releases me and then exits the room.
I check the time and realize there’s not enough for a shower. So instead, I pull on a pair of black pants and an aqua shirt from my drawer and fashion my hair into a low ponytail. I slip on a pair of comfortable boots for walking.
My Connect buzzes with a message from Max.
Don’t be late. I’ll see you there.
I’m leaving in a few minutes.
On the way out the door, I grab my bag from beside my bed and a peach from the fruit bowl, which I finish on my walk to the Capitol building. Once there, I pause on the street, gaze up at the building and say under my breath, “You can do this, Cassi.”
I enter through the glass door at the front and check in at the ID station. Then, with a group of employees, I ride the elevator to the twentieth floor, the same location as Hirata’s office. The door to the elevator opens, and I’m met by Luca, standing about ten feet away.
He turns to me and smiles. The expression sends a shiver down my spine since I still don’t know if he was involved with the explosion on the ship or not. But I force a smile of my own.
“I saw you checked in at the ID station below, so I decided to meet you.” Luca walks toward me as I step from the elevator’s cab.
You mean Hammond told you to meet me here.
“I’m sorry you weren’t feeling well last night. Did you go home?” He gestures me forward, down a hall to the right.
I grit my teeth. “Yes. I think with my job starting today, I was too nervous for any social interaction.”
“I apologize if I made you feel uncomfortable in any way.”
I nod, but his apology doesn’t make me feel any better about him.
“Here’s your office.” Luca stops and opens a door marked “2015” to reveal a small room boasting a view of the city, complete with a desk and a touchscreen computer. “All the programs your father used are loaded for you to begin,” he says as we step inside.
“And his older simulations? I’ll need the files to study what worked and what didn’t.”
“If necessary for the project, those should be loaded as well.” Luca stuffs his hands in his pockets and looks at the floor. “All your instructions for the current project should be on there too.”
“Will Hammond be stopping by?”
He shakes his head. “Probably not today. She’s out on location.”
My eyes flit to him. “Location?”
“The mining site.”
My stomach drops at his words, but there’s nothing I can say at this point. “Well, maybe tomorrow.”
“Yes.” Luca presses his lips together and then lets out a sigh. “If you need me, send a message through the company system. I’ll get it right away.” With that he departs, sparing me a quick glance over his shoulder as he disappears through the door.
As I round the back of my desk, I look out over Primaro. The city is beautiful and, in my opinion, expertly integrated with the landscape of Arcadia. It’s what Dad wanted. He’d hoped to build a new civilization that would be in harmony with the planet. Earth had destroyed itself, and he didn’t want to repeat history. Unlike Hammond, who is planning to destroy the planet in a whole new way.
I bring my attention to the room I’m in and sit in the chair behind my desk. With a tap, I activate the screen and launch the terraforming program. It’s the same one I’ve been training on for the last couple of years.
I open the current project, and a 3-D map of Arcadia’s topography for the area around Primaro opens. On the left side of the map, about one hundred miles from the city boundary line, is an area marked “Mining Location #1.” My eyes flit around, hunting, searching. Is there only one location? Zooming out, I purse my lips together in concentration—only one site that I can see.
I hide the window and access the older files, including Dad’s simulations. I want to see his failed scenarios and at what point he moved the city farther away from the Starfire fields, like Javen said he had.
But as I scroll back, there are no sims from before the time he must have visited Arcadia with Mom. I slam my fist on the desk in a burst of frustration. Hammond isn’t a fool. Why would she want me to have that information? If I did, I might start digging and find out too much.
A rap echoes on my door and I jump. “Um, come in?”
The door opens, and Max’s face pops through the opening. “I see you made it.”
“Yeah, I’m having a great time,” I say while rolling my eyes.
“Well, hopefully, I can improve your mood. Hirata and Cooper are in a meeting and have a few things to discuss with you.”
“What about Luca? He was just here.”
Max shakes his head. “Luca is in Hammond’s office downstairs. Come on.”
I tap off the screen and rise, and Max escorts me to Hirata’s office again.
“I’m not staying. But I’ll wait outside,” Max says.
“Okay,” I say as he opens the door. Lia Hirata and Lawrence Cooper wait inside, studying a hologram of the planet. Cooper looks up at me and stands. A tense smile crosses his dark lips and he reaches out a hand, gesturing to a seat beside him.
It’s been a while since I’ve seen Lawrence Cooper. But he worked with my dad, so we’ve crossed paths before. His short black hair has more light specks of gray mixed in it than I recall from a few months ago.
“Hello, Cassiopeia,” Cooper says as Max closes the door behind me.
I politely smile at him and sit when he does. “You have questions?” I figure we might as well skip to the important stuff.
“We have an update on your father,” Hirata says as she taps off the hologram.
“I didn’t feel right to keep information from you anymore,” Cooper says. “Richard is a good man, and I know what you are going through would cause him great pain.”
“So . . .” I whip my attention between the two of them. “So, he’s alive?”
Hirata sighs. “That’s not what I said.”
“Then what are you saying?” I ask.
“We are working to find out more,” Cooper says. “But it’s difficult.”
I narrow my eyes. “You mean you think I’m too young to understand.”
“Cassi,” Hirata says and leans her elbows on the desk. “Please trust we are doing everything we can.”
“Richard was my friend,” Cooper says. “I want to do whatever I can to help his family.”
I stare at them in silence. “This is about the Alku, isn’t it?” If they deny my question then I won’t push.
Nearly in unison, both Hirata and Cooper lean back into their seats and look at each other. If the situation weren’t so dangerous, the scene would almost be comical. They definitely know.
“I’m aware of them,” I say.
“How?” Cooper is the first to speak. “I know it wasn’t Richard. He was sworn to secrecy.”
“It doesn’t matter how. But Max does too. And we both know about the Starfire and Earth.” Tears sting at the corners of my eyes while the weight of the information bears down on me. “And that my dad’s disappearance involves the Alku. I think the Alku saved him from the explosion—or at least tried to.”
“You may be right, and we are trying to get more information. We didn’t want to give you false hope,” Cooper says.
“But you’re not doing anything about the Starfire?”
Hirata sighs. “You are so young. You have no idea what it’s like to go up against Hammond and the World Senate. If we push too far too fast, they’ll simply find a way to remove us from the Board. Then there will be no one with differing views.”
“Do you think the Senate was attempting to remove my father from the Board?” My mind shifts to the security feed and how Luca may have planted something in the bay.
“We don’t have the answer to that question yet,” Hirata says. “There’s still a possibility the explosion was terrorist activity and Richard Foster simply got caught in the middle of it. Not everyone on Earth wanted us to settle Arcadia.”
A chime resonates from Hirata’s touchscreen.
“We need to wrap up the meeting.” She looks to me. “I’ll let you know as soon as any information I can share comes in. Promise.”
Hirata stands, and Cooper follows her lead.
“Thanks for your time.” I stand and turn for the door.
“I’m sorry we can’t do more,” Cooper says.
I lean toward him, lower my voice, and say, “There might come a time when you can. So, I’m going to hold you to your desire to do more.” I don’t wait for a response and exit the room.
Outside Max waits as he said he would, and I wave my hand for him to follow. Just as we start to walk, Alina rounds the corner, holding a package in her hands. A smile spreads over her lips when she sees us.
“Hey, you two,” she says, her voice chipper. Way too chipper for my mood right now.
I paste on a smile. “Are you working here now?”
The three of us meet near the hall’s opening. “Yes, I got the job I interviewed for.” Alina glances at Max and gives him a grin.
“Good for you,” Max says, his lips mashing together after he says it.
“It’s not much, but it’s a start. I was right. I’m basically a deliverer of coffee. But I know I’ll get promoted when they see how dedicated I am. I just need to figure out a way to prove it.”
In the office foyer, the elevator chimes and the doors slide away. Luca steps out.
Max touches my arm. “You should return to work, Cassi. I have to go too.”
Alina turns in the direction we’re looking and then to us. She squints in thought and then in confusion.
“I’ll see you both later,” Max says and walks back toward Hirata’s office.
“Bye,” I say and then swing my attention to Luca, whose back is to us. He’s speaking to a person I don’t know. Here’s my chance to go to my office without him seeing me.
“Good luck with your job,” I say to Alina and walk in the direction of my office. But she sticks to my side, apparently not taking the hint.
She leans into my ear and whispers, “Why are you trying to get away from Luca Powell?”
“Um, I’m not,” I lie. “I need to work.”
Alina continues to follow me to my door. I open it and look to her. “I’ll see you later.”
She lifts her hand to wave and realizes she still has a package in her hand. “Oh . . . this is for you. It’s a rush delivery. Just came in.”
“For me?”
“Yeah . . . apparently I deliver packages and coffee.” She hands the parcel to me.
“Thanks.”
“No problem.” Alina turns and finally leaves.
I enter my office, shut the door, and then glance down at the box. There’s no sender listed on the label, only where the package was sent from.
Extra Solar.
It must be Irene's.




Chapter 19
Itouch the Starfire around my neck. “Where are you, Javen?” I mutter as I hold the thumb drive and a small, portable data viewer that Irene had sent over. I re-read the note tucked inside.
This might be the info we need. Check it out.
A part of me is dying to see the data, but the other part is terrified. It may not be what we need. And if the evidence is there, what if the Board won’t listen?
I need air, so I throw the data viewer into my bag and exit my office. Outside, Luca is gone and there’s no sign of Alina. Without anyone noticing me, I make it downstairs and swing around to the rear of the building to a bench. I inhale deeply as I check to make sure no one is around before I gather the data viewer from Irene in my bag. I plug in the thumb drive, and the files appear on the screen.
They’re mostly videos.
I take another deep breath and tap the first one, marked around the date my parents were supposedly in Europe. My breath catches as I see Mom and Dad. Mom is smiling, and Dad wraps his arm around her waist and just stares at her.
She laughs and smacks him on the arm. “Make the video, Rich.”
“I’m too busy looking at you,” he says.
My eyes sting as tears form and my lips tremble while I touch her cheek on the screen. “Hi, Mom,” I whisper, my voice shaky.
Mom chuckles and points to the camera. “The video.”
“Fine.” Dad steps aside to reveal an amazing scene. A vast hillside covered in a light cyan mist.
“These are the Starfire fields of Arcadia. We’re not entirely sure what they do yet, but we are working on it. It’s the reason we came here.”
So, my parents did come to Arcadia.
The mist above the ground sparkles as it pirouettes and bends in the air. I touch the screen. My parents are so close to me.
The video stops and I choose one farther down the list.
This time Dad’s in his office. The one in our home on Earth. He sighs and runs a hand through his hair, then looks at the camera.
“Hammond and the World Senate won’t listen anymore. They’re just avoiding any facts about how the Alku exist on Arcadia . . . or Paxon, as the Alku call their side of the Intersection. I guess when you discover people are occupying the same space on a different plane of existence, it’s easy to write it all off as impossible. After one visit, Hammond won’t even cross the Intersection to meet with their Council. On the other hand, Isabel and I have practiced with the Starfire crystals given to us by Vihann, the leader of the Alku. It has allowed us to bridge a mind connection to him while also allowing us to communicate in a way I didn’t understand at first. It’s as if we are in a dream that spans the universe.”
Memories of my dreams of Javen, after he rescued me from the bay, bubble to the surface. Was this the kind of experience Dad was talking about?
“These are incredible people who’ve lived their lives so differently than the people on Earth. They have everything they need through the Starfire and live in complete harmony with their world. There’s so little discord among the people. But our coming to Arcadia might threaten this. So, I’ve started work on a plan that I’m calling ‘Renewal.’ The first step was convincing the Board to move the city away from the field, and with coaxing, they’ve allowed me. And after I explained how the Earth is in such terrible shape, the Alku Council helped form a solution. We can mine the older Starfire crystals; the Alku call them seeds. Their Council already agrees those may be harvested and taken to Earth. These can essentially be planted to start a renewal of the planet. It’ll take time and a lot of hard work, but the Earth will eventually improve. Our people can live in symbiosis.” Dad leans into his seat and rubs his face. “But the World Senate is too impatient. There’s talk that the Earth’s time is short, but I’ll know whether we can begin Renewal once the repopulation ships arrive. But I’m afraid the temptation to make money off the crystals is too strong. At this point, the Alku don’t have a means to protect the fields. I must make the Board listen.” His lips form a tight line, his eyes sadden, and then the video goes black.
Attached to the video is a map of future cities, with areas blocked off for just the Alku and separate areas for Earth colonization. He outlines ways new buildings can be erected to not harm the Starfire fields on our side of the Intersection.
So, Javen’s people have already made a compromise that will help Earth. And Dad said his plan would work. Why isn’t the Board doing this? Why aren’t Hirata and Cooper fighting harder for a solution where everyone can win?
I tap the last video on the list, and my stomach turns when I see the date. It’s around noon on the day of the Gala. The same day Hammond caught Dad in the meeting I overheard.
On the screen, Dad slams his fist onto his desk. “We got all the way here, and Hirata and Cooper aren’t going to support me! Hammond storms into one meeting and now they’re too scared to go up against her.” He looks straight into the camera. “Well, I’m not. Coming here was my and Isabel’s dream. I won’t have that dream tainted by greed and cowardice. I’m going to the Gala tonight, and I will show everyone the beauty of Arcadia. Then, when I get to the surface, I’ll meet with the Alku Council again. I think I have a way to protect the fields with or without the Board.”
I grit my teeth, and my hands form fists. Hammond and the World Senate cannot be allowed to steal from and murder Javen’s people! The Alku offered help and allowed us to settle on their planet without resistance.
Earth must know. I won’t allow this darkness to continue. There must be a way to get the word out. I pocket the thumb drive and stuff the data viewer into my bag and then message Irene and Max.
Meet me as soon as you can after work.
At this point, I don’t have any option but to go to my office and work on the mining project until the end of the day. If I leave work for too long, it might bring suspicion, and I can’t have that. I race around the front of the building and into the entrance, dreading the next seven hours before I can get to my dorm and figure this all out.
∆∆∆
 
Max is still stuck at work and Irene hasn’t messaged me since this morning, but I check the time and know that she should be home soon.
I’ve watched Dad’s videos two more times since I got back to the dorm, but I need for Irene and Max to see the footage before we come up with a way to speak to the more flexible members of the Board.
Maybe they didn’t know there were alternatives for living with the Alku and healing Earth. If they can see the videos, too, I know their eyes will be opened. At this point, I can’t see any other option. There’s no way three kids are going to be able to change the minds of Hammond, Luca, and the World Senate. We need pull from the other Board members and their connections.
Nervousness spins in my chest, and I close my eyes to call out to Javen again through the Starfire. But once more, nothing changes. It worked at the restaurant; why isn’t it working now?
Even though I have no desire to eat, I decide that I might be able to force down a sandwich. A knock sounds at the door before I reach the kitchen, however, and I swing around. Max!
I rip open the door.
“Hey,” says Alina. She pokes her head in through the door. “Where’s Irene?”
In surprise, I withdraw, unfortunately giving Alina additional space to come in.
“Uh, she’s still at work I guess.”
Alina slips past me. “How was your first day on the job?”
I close the door and try to think of a way to get rid of her, but nothing comes to mind.
She drops into the nearest chair and my attention trains on the data viewer on the side table. My first instinct is to grab it. Alina is so nosy there’s not much stopping her from noticing the tech and wanting to take a peek.
“It was . . . long,” I finally answer, diverting my attention to her.
“Same for me.” She glances around and locks on to the viewer. “What’s this? Looks old.”
My heart jumps, and I lean forward to snag the drive from her hands. “Um. It’s . . . vacation videos my dad made.”
Alina pinches her lips together. “I’m really sorry he died.”
I drop the data viewer to my side and sigh. “See, that’s the thing. I don’t think he did.” I know I shouldn’t breathe a word of this, but the more people who can see how Hammond isn’t completely trustworthy, the better. “President Hammond might be covering up the explosion.”
Alina narrows her eyes in confusion. “What?”
“I have information.”
“Like what?”
I shake my head. “I can’t tell you. But I can say Hammond is keeping a lot of information from the people.”
“Why would she do that?” Alina asks.
“Because there are things about Arcadia she doesn’t want everyone to know.”
Alina opens her mouth to speak, but my Connect buzzes and I don’t hear what comes out of her mouth as I look at the words on the clear screen.
Get out of your dorm now. Irene was taken into custody. I’m on my way.
“Uh . . . I gotta go.” I race for the door and reach for the handle.
“What’s going on?” Alina asks.
I round to her. “If anyone comes for me, tell them I left and you don’t know where I went. And forget everything I just told you about my dad. I didn’t mean to get you all wrapped up in this mess.”
I throw open the door and race down the hall.




Chapter 20
Irace out of the building, and a vehicle screeches to a halt right behind me. I glimpse over my shoulder and my heart nearly leaps out of my chest as the door flies open and a figure jumps out.
I don’t wait to see who the person is and take off down the sidewalk.
“Cassi!” a male voice shouts from behind.
I swing around to the voice. Max is sprinting toward me.
I skid to a stop as he catches up to me and grabs my arm. “Hirata sent me to bring you to her. She can protect you.”
“Hirata and Cooper have been almost useless in this whole mess.”
“They’re doing what they can.”
I yank my arm from his hand. “Well, it’s not enough. So, what makes you think they’re going to be able to keep Hammond from locking me away or worse?”
Our Connects buzz at the same time, and I glance down. The hologram activates, and my eyes widen at the words scrolling across it—something about a group of people who are not committed to the new direction of Arcadia’s settlement and, therefore, must be located and detained.
Irene’s face flashes onto the screen as already found. Several other unfamiliar faces appear and then a girl with long strawberry blond hair—me!
I swing my head around, looking for other people who might recognize my face, but the street in front of my dorm is pretty sparse. And I’m not waiting around to see if any people within the vicinity notice me.
“I . . . I have to go.” I turn and dart down the sidewalk again. But Max keeps to my side.
“Where are you going to go, Cassi? The authorities are going to find you.”
“The only place I know the Board can’t follow for now.”
“And where’s that? Your best chance is for me to take you to Hirata. She promised to help,” he pants as he runs alongside me.
I don’t answer him and keep running full speed, focusing on the Starfire around my neck.
I have to get to Javen, to his people, to his side of the Intersection.
As I run, the space around me shifts and bends, making my stomach roil. But I press on, concentrating. This has to work.
A cyan glow surrounds me and a crack in space appears. I jump for the break as a hand grabs my arm again from behind. I plunge to the ground with a thump. A person crashes on top of me, and I let out a groan. Pain rakes up my side, and I push Max off of me.
Max scrambles to his feet and looks around, eyes wide. “What the . . . where are we?”
I swing my attention up. The city buildings are gone. Max and I ended up in an open field, flanked by forest. Above us, a cyan mist hovers in the darkening sky.
“On the other side.” I breathe a sigh of relief and stand as I wipe the dust from my clothes.
“The other side? The other side of what?” His brows crease in confusion. “I was running to catch you. All I did was grab your arm, and then we are here, out in the middle of nowhere.”
“We’re on the other side of the Intersection.” My stomach drops. “Did you see the entrance?”
“I didn’t see anything. We were there and then suddenly here.”
My nervousness dissipates. “We need to find the Alku and get help.”
Max lifts his hands and takes a step back. “Okay, we’ve gone through this before, but this is crazy.”
“I know, but it’s real. Hammond can’t just take the Alku’s world away from them.”
Max looks around. “Fine, I'm just going to ignore that whatever is happening is completely nuts. But where are these people? Are you sure they’re even here?”
I exhale a long breath as I realize I don’t know the answer to that question. I have only seen Javen and two others. They could be right over the hill or a thousand miles away. Panic starts to rise in me. What if we are out in the middle of nowhere? I have no idea where to go if Javen doesn’t find us. And is he even aware we’re here?
With a deep breath, I push away the thoughts. I brought Max and myself across a whole dimension; I’m not going to get us lost in the woods.
“I have an idea.” I sit on the ground and close my eyes.
“What are you doing?” Max asks.
“Give me sec. I just need a little quiet.” I keep my eyelids shut. “I’m new to this whole thing.”
“Okay.”
In my mind I let all my thoughts settle, and I focus on Javen. I focus on his face and bronzed skin. I focus on his voice and how the sound fills me with music. I focus on how his arms feel encircling my body.
Like a magnet, I pull his presence closer, and like a mist his consciousness surrounds me. I open my eyes, and Javen sits before me, a crooked smile on his lips. He leans forward and presses his mouth to mine, and as he does, my body longs for him. I run my hands over his shoulders.
But remembering Max, I snap back and flit my attention to him.
Max still stands to my side, his mouth agape, and what might be hurt fills his expression.
“Um,” I say, feeling embarrassment and guilt all wadded up in my stomach. “This is Javen.”
Javen spins to Max in surprise. He must not have known another person was here. “You brought someone with you?”
“That’s Max. He came by accident.”
Javen stands and is nearly a head taller than Max. The two stare, sizing each other up.
“We need your help, Javen,” I finally say. “Hammond knows I’ve been digging up information about my dad and she sent out an alert for my detainment. My face has been shown to every member of the city. And my roommate was already taken into custody.”
Javen looks at me. “Why was she taken?”
“Because Irene knows too much. And Max does too, but Hammond is apparently not aware of that yet.”
Max loosens his tense shoulders and squares himself. “I’m working for one of the Board members who is open to opposing Hammond. But she needs support. Without it, she can make very few moves. If your people can help, there may be others who will rise up.”
Javen gaze slides back to me. “I’ve told you, most of my people are resistant to fighting.”
“But not all,” I say. “Your uncle is willing to resist.”
“The Council still wants to settle on a peaceful resolution to this situation. War will change our people, our way of life. It’s not who we are anymore.”
“But your people might die. Please let us talk to them.”
“Us?” Javen asks and looks at Max and me. “I can’t take you both to the Council. They’ll never accept it.”
“Then just take me,” I say.
Javen presses his lips together and finally says, “You do have an unusual connection to the Starfire. Maybe my people will see that and know your heart is true.”
I look to Max. “We need to send you to the other side. Hammond isn’t searching for you, so go and try to find out more about Irene's location. Maybe Hirata can have her released or at least ensure her safety.”
Max nods and I can’t tell what he’s really thinking or feeling. “You message me as soon as you get back, okay?” A worried smile softens his expression.
I smile at him in return. “I will,” I say, hoping he sees that I do care about him.
Javen touches Max on the shoulder, and they both vanish. But in a split second, Javen returns. He catches my gaze and then pulls me into his arms.
“You summoned me,” Javen says into my ear.
“Summoned?”
“The method my people use to call each other through the Starfire.”
“Maybe it works that way for everyone. You just haven’t tested it,” I say.
“I could be wrong,” Javen says, “but I don’t think so. Your father could not make summoning work, no matter how hard he tried.”
I squint in thought. “You did say the Starfire linked us. Maybe our connection is allowing me to use the crystal’s power.”
Javen sighs. “Yes, but I’ve never seen anything like it. All I can hope is that my people will see this bond as a good thing.”
I lay my head on Javen’s chest and drink him in. “Take me to them.”
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“I’m bringing them to you,” Javen takes my hand. “When a gathering is necessary, we summon our people through the Starfire.”
“All of them?”
“No, not all, mostly representatives as well as the Council. But the Starfire will”—he stops as if he’s searching for the word—“will transmit to all of my people so they’re aware of whatever is decided.”
My chest clenches at the thought of all of Javen’s people watching me.
“I’ll make sure you have the chance to speak,” he says. “I can make no guarantees it’ll change their minds, though.”
I nod. “I’m ready.”
Javen squeezes my hand and closes his eyes.
I study how his body relaxes and how the space around us grows still in response. Below my chin, the Starfire I wear begins to pulse and glow, and a familiar chill encompasses my body. A thought hits me. I was bundling up on the ship, same as Dad, unlike everyone else. Was it my connection to the planet?
My body shudders and a cyan glow emits around Javen and me. A jumble of voices permeates my mind. The sound grows louder and more chaotic—some angry, some curious and some excited. I let go of Javen’s hand and drop to my knees, covering my ears, but it’s no use since the voices are not coming from the outside. I grit my teeth against the sound and look up at Javen, who’s still in a trance.
My Starfire pulses faster and the glow around us presses into my body with such force that I struggle to draw breath. I open my mouth to tell Javen to stop just as the feeling releases, and I fall to the ground in a heap.
“Cassi!” Javen says and drops next to me. “Are you okay?”
I gasp and all the compression on my body and mind is gone. “I . . . I think so.”
“My people don’t usually learn to use the Starfire so quickly. The power must be overwhelming you.” His face fills with concern.
I straighten. “I’m fine.”
Javen stands and holds out his hand. I take it, and he pulls me up.
“Where are they?” I scan the landscape. “Your people.”
“They’ll be here.”
“But you came so quickly when I summoned you. I opened my eyes, and you were there.”
Javen smiles. “That’s because I always want to be at your side. My people will require more convincing.”
Warmth from his words fills me, making me almost forget about the pain I endured while he summoned his people.
I begin to relax when the space around us lights up as far as I can see. I raise my hand to shield against the glare. Silent figures begin to appear, and my breathing speeds up. Here we go.
Javen interlaces his fingers in mine, and the action instantly calms my nerves.
Like flashes of light, more people appear—some as singles, others in groups—until a large crowd completely encircles us. Beyond them, the grasses and trees sparkle with flickering lights, as if fed by their energy.
Javen squares himself and plants his feet as a man appears about ten feet in front of us. My breath hitches at the sight of the man.
He’s tall with dark hair and his eyes swirl with cyan. He’s the person who made my dad disappear as seen on the explosion’s video feed. I flit my attention between Javen and the man. Javen releases my hand and steps forward, then bends on one knee. He bows his head for a beat and looks up.
“Thank you for coming, Father.”
Father? This is Javen’s father? My mind races and excitement bubbles in my chest. Then he might know if Dad is alive.
The man nods, and Javen stands. But then his father locks his stare onto me and my chest constricts.
“Who is this?” the man asks in a rich voice that sinks deep into my core and rattles my waning confidence.
Javen straightens his shoulders and raises his head high. “This is Cassiopeia Foster. She’s from Earth and has requested to speak with the Council.”
Javen’s father doesn’t drop his attention from me, but his gaze softens a fraction.
Three women and two men step ahead of the crowd and join Javen’s father.
“Javen,” says a woman with long white hair and pale skin, whose eyes also shift between cyan and brown. “You know it is against our custom to bring in an outsider without the consent of the Council.”
Javen turns to her. “I know. But Cassiopeia is Richard Foster’s daughter.”
The woman, dressed in a long white tunic, tips her head in interest.
A man with dark salt and pepper hair and an angular face steps forward. I stare at him. “Nevertheless,” he says, “the Council has the right to refuse anyone to come to our side of the Intersection. I will not have this intrusion.” The man glares at me and the expression sends a shiver down my spine.
I scan the crowd of people. They remain silent as if they’re merely taking in everything being said. Javen’s people are as diverse as the passengers who came from Earth to Arcadia. Some are short, while others are tall, and their skin ranges dark to light. The only difference is the limited hair color, which seems to either be dark brown, nearly black, or white.
“The Starfire has chosen her,” Javen announces.
A collective gasp from the people whips my attention around to Javen.
“What?” I ask.
Javen’s father tilts his head. “That’s not possible, Javen. Only our people are born of Starfire and can be chosen by it. Outsiders are not.”
Holding his head high, Javen keeps his stare locked onto his father. “Cassiopeia has linked with the Starfire and crossed over the Intersection two times on her own. This gives her the right to be heard by the Council.”
The three women and two men gather around Javen’s father and speak in hushed tones.
I study the group of Alku Council members. Did Dad and Mom meet with them all when they were here? Were they friends with my parents, and if so, does that mean they will be friends with me? I have so many questions I can't ask. Nausea from waiting to hear what the Alku will say coils in my belly and I run my trembling hands over my midsection.
Finally, they part and Javen’s father looks directly at me. “Please step toward the Council, Cassiopeia Foster.”
I inhale deeply and put one foot in front of the other, trying my best to ignore my shaking legs and the many pairs of eyes staring my way.
“Yes, sir,” I say to him when I stand about three feet away.
He holds out his hand to me. “My name is Vihann. I am the chosen leader of my people.” He pauses. “May I please have your hand?”
I offer it to him, and the moment my fingers touch his, my mind goes blank.
With a snap, the world returns to me, and I gasp for breath.
Vihann holds my gaze and releases my hand. “You are bound to my son, as well,” he whispers to me as he furrows his brows in confusion.
My breathing speeds up. Bound to Javen? I know we had discussed our connection, but that sounds official.
“My son is correct,” Vihann says in a much louder voice. “This Earthling has been chosen by the Starfire, and this gives her the right to be heard.”
Each of the Council members nods in agreement and Vihann stretches out his hand to gesture me to the people.
I turn and look to Javen, whose face is full of hope.
I wish I were so confident, but I gulp down my fear since I’ve never spoken in front of a crowd of this size. Convincing the Alku isn’t going to be easy.
As best as I can, I tell the Council and the gathered people everything I know: that Hammond and the World Senate plan to mine and take the Starfire to Earth to create an Intersection to a new world; that there are members of the Board who are more reasonable and may help. I tell them that I know of an alternative that my father was working on, a project he called Renewal.
“Hammond knows you are unwilling to resist, so she’s just going to take the Starfire from you,” I say with all eyes on me.
When I’m done, Vihann frowns and addresses the Council. “We are aware of all of this. Scouts have been sent to your side and have seen your ships and mining equipment coming to the surface. We have nothing here to stop their plans from happening.”
“Not true,” a female voice shouts from the crowd.
I swing around to the source and watch as a young woman pushes her way through the people. My jaw tenses. It’s Beda, Javen’s cousin. She wears a pair of form-fitting cotton pants and a sleeveless tank. Scowling, she glares at me as she walks forward.
Why? I have no idea. I’m the one trying to help.
She steps between Vihann and me, looking his way now. “You know there is another way. It’s been done before.”
“Beda,” Vihann says. “You are my kin, so I will allow this intrusion to pass.”
“Uncle,” she growls and picks up her booted foot and slams it to the ground. “There are those of us willing to risk it.”
Beda still scares me, but she really is the voice of reason here. I look to Javen, but he only glances away.
Vihann puffs up. “Our ancestors were violent. Using the Starfire in the way you speak relives their mistakes. Our people will only use the Starfire for good.”
My heart clenches as I hear his words.
“What if you could use the alternative my father spoke of? The older Starfire can be given to help heal Earth.” I step to Beda’s side, and her feet remain planted.
Vihann returns his attention to me. “Your father is gone.”
My breath hitches at his mention of Dad. Vihann is aware of what happened to him. But I push the thoughts away. Now is not the time. “Then come to the other side. Show yourself to the people in Primaro. Hammond is hiding your existence, but if everyone knows you are here, then there’ll be those who will stand up for you. No one will be able to deny that the Alku are real.”
“If what you say about Hammond is true, it will start a war the Council is not willing to engage in,” he says.
Beda bares her teeth at Vihann. “You are all cowards.” She flings her hand at me. “Only this stinking Earthing is not.” She twists and pushes her way back through the crowd.
“If the people of Earth simply knew of your existence, I’m certain there would be support to work out a solution to benefit everyone involved,” I say. “Make yourselves visible. Bring your people to our side of the Intersection.”
Vihann raises his head and studies me. “I’m very sorry, Cassiopeia Foster, but we will not cross over the Intersection to your side to prove our existence to your people.”
“But it would be better than staying here and dying,” I cry out.
Vihann tips his head. “I don’t think you fully understand. Staying on your side of the Intersection is not a permanent solution for us. We can only renew ourselves with the Starfire on this side, and without the ability to renew, the Alku will die anyway.”
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Javen and I are left standing in the field as the last of his people disappear.
“What did Vihann mean that your people will die on my side of the Intersection? You have been fine there.”
“You saw what happened after we jumped from that window in the Capitol building.”
“But you had been shot. That was different.”
Javen’s shoulders slump. “It was extreme, not different. We have used the Starfire for so long that it almost functions as a life-force of my people, almost like eating and drinking.”
“And you can’t do this on the other side?”
“It only works on this side.”
“Then why won’t your people listen?” I shout. “They are just lying down and giving up.”
“Because my father is right. Our ancestors used the Starfire for evil. People were enslaved, and wars were great and terrible.”
“And you think Hammond and the World Senate won’t try to misuse the Starfire themselves? The cycle will only repeat itself.”
Javen lets out a deep sigh.
“If the Alku will not save themselves, then I’m going to try,” I say. “My dad wanted our people to live in peace, and I’m not going to let him down.” I think for a moment and come up with a plan. There’s probably no way it’ll work, but I don’t have time for Hirata and Cooper. “We need to go to the other side and locate Irene.”
“Irene? Why? You said she had been detained.”
“She has, but Max is working on finding out where she’s being held and then convincing Hirata and Cooper to have her released. If you can get us into the Capitol building, Irene can help me do what I need to do.”
“You can’t do this, Cassi . . . you saw what happened to your father for trying to help us.”
I gaze up at Javen. “My dad’s not dead, and your father knows where he is.”
Javen’s eyes widen. “What are you talking about?”
“On the video Irene showed me, Vihann was there, and he disappeared with my Dad right before the explosion.”
“I don’t understand. Why wouldn’t my father tell you?”
“I . . . I have no idea. But intuition tells me that he’s alive, and we must show the settlers your people exist. I also think one of the Council members had something to do with the explosion.”
Javen eases back in shock. “Who?”
“I’m not sure yet. But I recognized a man from the feed. He was in the same area the blast came from.” I steel myself and hold out my hand to Javen.
He entwines his fingers with mine but looks away from me and out over the field, whispering, “My people wouldn’t hurt others.”
“Javen,” I whisper back, “’if I don’t try and find out the truth, you’ll die and . . . and I may also never see my dad again.” My chest tightens. “I’ve already lost so much. Please. I need you.”
His eyes return to me and his jaw tightens when a tear slips down my cheek. I’m asking him to betray his father and his people. He doesn’t say anything, but I sense his understanding. Relief touches my pulse until another fear enters my mind. If I’m caught, I have no idea what Hammond will do to me. Kill me? What will happen to Javen if his father learns of his involvement to help me? I push away all my fears and ignore the ache of never seeing Javen or my dad again.
“It’s time,” I say with more confidence than I feel.
I wipe away my tears and then close my eyes, visualizing the two of us on my side of the Intersection. Energy pulses through me, and when I open my eyes, Javen and I stand beyond the edge of the city under a cluster of trees.
My Connect buzzes, and I tap the face. A holographic message pops up from Max.
I was able to locate Irene. She’s being held at the Detainment Center. Cell 408. That’s all the information I could get.
“Show me the Detainment Center’s location,” I say into my Connect. The display shows our current location in relation to Irene's. It’s at least two miles away. “Can we just . . . teleport there?”
Javen shakes his head. “It would take too much energy. We need to reserve the Starfire’s strength in case of an emergency. But I can cloak us.” He takes my hand. “Don’t let go, or you’ll become visible.”
I grasp onto him, and we begin to run through the dark city streets.
On the way, my pulse drums in my ears as we pass the occasional security vehicle and pedestrian. As each passes by without seeing us, I let out a sigh of relief.
I look up as we finally make it to the Detainment Center.
“408,” I say. “Can we grab Irene from inside and bring her out here?”
Javen thinks for a moment. “It will drain my energy to take you both.”
“Then I’ll hide while you get her. Then we need to get into the Capitol building.”
We race into the shadows of the walkway between the Detainment Center and the neighboring building.
Javen squeezes my hand. “See you soon.” He lets go of my hand and vanishes.
I press my back against the wall of the building, knowing I’m now fully visible. Panting from our run, I hang my head and bring my hand to the Starfire pendant. Nervousness crushes my chest.
“I know you’re out there, Dad, and I’m going to find you,” I whisper to the shadows.
The sound of pebbles crunching nearby jolts me back to reality and my eyelids shoot open. Right next to me is Javen with Irene in his arms, his hand covering her mouth as she struggles against him. Her wide eyes are the only part of her face I can see under the light of the moons and streetlights. If he lets her loose, she’ll scream.
I peel off the wall and turn to them.
“It’s okay, Irene, you’re safe!” I whisper.
Her eyes relax when she sees me, and Javen loosens his grip. Irene wriggles from his grasp and thrusts her arms around my neck. “Cassi,” she cries into my shoulder.
“We have you.” I look to Javen. “But it’s time to go.”
“Cloaking all three of us is going to be difficult for me,” Javen says.
I bring up directions to the Capitol building on my Connect. “It’s not that far. All you have to do is get us there and into the building. Do you have enough reserves for that, you think?” He nods, though the movement is faint.
“What are we doing?” Irene says and turns around to Javen. “And who are you?”
“Javen,” he says.
“Javen is one of the Alku. Hammond is starting the mining tomorrow, and we need to stop it. His people could die if we don’t. I need your help. I’ll explain when we get there.”
Worry washes over Irene's face, but she nods. “I’m not sure I can be in any more trouble than I’m in anyway.”
“Take Javen’s hand and don’t let go,” I say.
Irene does as I say as I grab for Javen’s other hand. Immediately, a colorful glow emits off our group. We race from the shadows and head toward the Capitol building. As we do, the blare of an alarm blasts behind us. The Detainment Center. They must have discovered Irene is missing.
Security vehicles speed by us and airships hover in the sky above, shining spotlights onto the street.
“Settlers of Primaro,” a voice comes from one of the ships. “For your safety, please return to your homes immediately.” The recording continues to play as we run, and my Connect buzzes with the same message.
“They’re looking everywhere for us,” I yell to Javen.
“Stay with me. I’ll get you there.”
But, just as he says it, I watch Irene stumble. She releases Javen’s hand, and instantly the glow around her dissipates. Clinging to each other’s hands, Javen and I skid to a stop. But the light of an airship snaps to her. Two vehicles on the ground stop and the doors fly open.
Irene raises her hands in surrender as officers exit their cars, weapons trained on her.
My heart stops in my chest and I almost cry out for my friend. Before I can, Javen swings his attention to me.
“Where do we need to go inside the Capitol building?”
The jumble of thoughts in my head works to coalesce. “Floor five,” I somehow manage to say, then look to him, trying to tamp down the urge to panic. “But you’ll use up all your energy.”
“I have to get you both off the streets.” With that, in what seems like slow motion, he pulls me toward Irene and holds his other hand out toward her.
When he makes contact, a cyan burst of light floods my vision, and when the color stops, I’m thrown into a wall. I inhale a sharp breath as I open my lids. I’m inside a corridor. Confused, I swing my neck around and look for Irene and Javen. Javen lies across the hall on his back and Irene is on his right. Both are moving.
I dart my attention around to see where we are and realize we made it to the Capitol building on the floor with Hammond’s office and her briefing room. I scramble to my feet, and Irene pushes off the ground and scans the surroundings too. But Javen doesn’t get up. My heart leaps into my throat, and I rush to his side.
“Javen,” I say and grab his shoulders.
His eyes flutter open. “I have to go to my side,” he mumbles. “I need to recharge my Starfire.”
“I can give you mine. It healed you the last time.”
Javen draws in a shuddering breath. “The Alku maintain and care for the Starfire fields. In return, the crystals fuel us . . . give us the powers to teleport or protect ourselves. But we often have to use them to recharge and I . . . I can't do that on this side of Intersection . . . I must go back.”
Tears sting the back of my eyes. I have no idea what is going to happen next. “Please tell your people to come. It’s the only way this is going to work.” I tap my Connect.
6:14 AM
People should be waking up soon.
“I won’t have much time before Hammond discovers I’m here after I make the announcement.”
Javen nods. “I’ll come for you as . . . as soon as I can.”
I bend to press my lips to his. But when I release the kiss, he’s gone.
I swing to Irene, who is standing behind me.
“What’s going on, Cassi?” she asks.
I stand, grasp Irene's arm and pull her toward the briefing room. “I’m so sorry I involved you. But I can’t do this without you.”
I stop us at the briefing room door.
“But what are we doing?” she asks.
“I’m going to send out an emergency message to all of Primaro, and you’re going to hack me into the feed to do it.”




Chapter 23
“And you think I’m bossy.” Irene stiffens. “Cassi, I don’t know. This whole thing is stupid.”
I look down at her shaking hands.
“And now this!” she continues. “How did that guy—Javen or whatever—get me out of my cell? Hammond is going to catch us, and then what’s going happen? Will we be shipped back to Earth with nothing and no way to pay off the debt from getting here? What’s going to happen to my aunt and cousins now that Hammond knows I’m involved? They need the currency I’m sending to them.”
“Irene, the Earth is doomed if we don’t work with the Alku. Like, billions of people will die.”
Her mouth slackens as fear sparks in her eyes.
“My father had a plan to use the Starfire to regenerate Earth and still maintain the Alku’s side of the Intersection,” I press. “Hammond and the World Senate don’t want to wait. They want to use the Starfire on Earth for only those deemed worthy. They’ll create an Intersection there, but the only people who will pass through are those with enough to pay for the right or who have a skill needed on the other side. We have no idea who that’s going to be.”
Irene's face pales to a sickly shade. “Why didn’t you tell me before?
“Because I needed to know more first. If there was a way of saving everyone. Now I know there is.”
“I doubt my family will be among the chosen,” Irene says, her voice thick with anger, and color returns to her cheeks.
“This is why we have to stop the Senate. People need to know what’s really happening. Help me do this. I have a recording of Hammond admitting to everything. And then Javen will come and transfer us out of here.”
Irene nods, and I grab her arm and pull her toward the briefing room. We burst through the door and look around. This is the same place Hammond made her announcement about mining the Starfire, but it’s smaller than it appeared on the video. At the head of the room is a podium atop a small stage with six rows of chairs set up for the audience and reporters. At the rear are several white camera bots for recording any announcements. To the left are five touchscreen computers and control panels for the cameras.
“Can you get us into the system?” I ask Irene.
“I can get into anything. The question is, do we have enough time?” She throws herself into a chair in front of the computers and activates the system. Her fingers fly over a screen as icons pop up. She taps at several and swipes the rest away. A program begins, and it’s almost as if Irene goes into a trance while she works.
I turn from her and gaze at the podium as I nervously spin Mom’s ring on my finger. I guess that’s where I’m going to need to make the announcement. My mind shifts to Javen and nausea begins to swirl in my stomach. Is he okay? I can only hope he’s convincing his people to show themselves on this side of the Intersection. It will make a stronger case for what I’ll say.
“The system is online,” Irene says.
I swivel to her, and the five screens are active. Two are showing security inside the building; two others are wide-angle views of outside for street-level security. It’s still early, but as the sun is coming up, people on their way to work are starting to mill on the street. The last system is the computer and screen she’s working at hacking into for the broadcast.
“I jammed the Capitol building security. They’ll have a hard time getting in here once they realize our plan. I’ve just about got you in to make the mass announcement. You said you have a video of Hammond on your Connect?”
I look down at my device. “Yeah, it’s the last one I took.”
“Bring it here. I need to sync it.”
I hold my hand out to her and she brings my wrist to the screen. A beep emits from the system and a still from the video shows as a thumbnail on the display.
“That’s the one,” I say.
“Okay. You take your place and nod to me when you’re ready.”
I gulp down my heart, now beating fiercely in my throat, and then walk to the set of stairs next to the stage. As I climb, my feet feel like bricks, but I force them up and take my place at the metal podium. I nod to Irene, and the bright room lights snap on, causing me to squint. Ahead of me, the camera bots spring to life and hover above their tripods.
On the largest, a light blinks a countdown.
10 . . . 9 . . . 8 . . .
My heart skips as I know when the bot declares “one” there’s no chance of turning back.
3 . . . 2 . . . 1 . . . Live.
I stare into the eye of the camera bot as my hands wring together and words fail to leave my mouth.
“Cassi, speak.” I hear a muffled version of Irene’s voice in my mind. My thumb and index finger pinch Mom’s gold band, and reality returns. I need to do this for her, for Dad. They were brave and stood up for their principles.
“Settlers of Primaro. You may not know me, but my name is Cassiopeia Foster, the daughter of Richard and Isabel Foster. They’re the reason you are here today.
“As you already know, there was an explosion on the Pathfinder right before passengers were allowed to disembark. President Hammond has released little information concerning this, and I believe it is because she’s covering up information that she and the World Senate don’t want you to know.
“Arcadia was populated long before Earth came here. It’s inhabited by a group of people called the Alku, who live in a second dimension bridged to ours by the Intersection. The Alku use the Starfire for power and transportation between their dimension and the one we live in.
“If we mine this new ore”—I bring out the piece of Starfire around my neck and hold the crystal out to the cameras as one of the smaller bots swoops in to get a closer peek—“the new ore President Hammond spoke of, it’ll likely destroy the Alku and their dimension. My father, Richard Foster, was aware of this and had an alternate plan that would benefit Earth as well as the Alku people, and all without stealing from them. Their leaders agreed to this plan, but Hammond and the World Senate are greedy and want to take the Starfire all for themselves.”
I nod to Irene to play the video of Hammond. My heart pounds as I watch the scene play out on the screen—Hammond admitting the destruction of Earth decades before it’s expected and how most of Earth’s inhabitants will not be saved.
“Cassi?” Irene says in a hushed voice and nods toward the other screens. “I locked this floor down, but security is trying to override it. We need Javen to get us out of here, or we’re going to end up dead.”
As she says the words my face pops up on her display and I bring my attention down to her picture-in-picture screen where Hammond’s video was previously showing. It must be over.
“We must not allow this to happen. I have my father’s plans to heal Earth and keep the Alku safe. We can live in peace.” I look to Irene. “Cut it.”
She taps her screen, and the video bot’s light deactivates. She jumps from her seat and glances to the building security cameras. The display shows a large group of officers armed with large rifles. They must be in the Capitol building.
My vision tracks between the other screens where the ground level outside is now bustling with activity. I race over to Irene and take her hand. “I might be able to transport us out of here to the other side of the Intersection. I’ve completed the journey twice.”
I grab her hand and close my eyelids to focus.
Bam!
The sound shakes the room, and my eyelids fly open. On the street-level screen, it’s now chaos outside. Security ships are flying through the air and settlers are being rounded up and pushed from the streets.
“Get us out of here, Cassi!” Irene cries as the pounding continues and a blast hits the door.
My breathing speeds up, and I rush us out of the doorway’s sightline to give myself a few more seconds. I hunker down with Irene in the corner of the room and close my eyes again. Take me to Javen, I think.
Wham!
The door flies open and hits the wall, and the sound of pounding boots hits the floor.
“Please—”
I barely get the words out when someone grabs my shoulders and yanks me to my feet. Soldiers hold Irene and me in place, guns trained on us. The room goes silent save for Irene's soft whimpering.
A pair of boot steps click into the room, and from around the corner, President Hammond appears. She stops in front of me and looks me up and down, then reaches for my neck and grabs my Starfire pendant. With a snap, she rips it from me.
“Take these ladies to the secured cell we’ve been working on.” With those words, she spins on her heels and walks out of the briefing room.




Chapter 24
The door to the empty room slams shut behind us. Irene rushes to the small window set in the door and stands on her toes to peer out.
“What are they going to do to us?” she says as she whips my way.
I drop to the cement floor and cover my face with my hands. I have no idea how Hammond is going to deal with us. All I know is that we’re not dead yet.
Sighing, I reach to the spot where my Starfire used to rest and an ache fills my heart. An ache for what losing the crystal means—losing everything. Javen, his people, his world—and if Dad is still alive, only Vihann seems to know anything about it. Without the gem, I can’t cross the Intersection.
It’s more than likely Hammond has now refuted everything I said on the announcement. She’s probably making me appear as if I went crazy after losing both my parents and ended up all alone on Arcadia.
Bam! Bam! Bam!
I startle and look up. Irene pounds on the door and yells, “Let us out!”
“It’s over, Irene,” I mumble, but she doesn’t stop.
Bam! Bam! Bam!
She throws her fists to the door again.
“Stop it!” I yell, and she spins my way.
“I have to do something!” Irene's eyes are wide with terror. “Where’s that guy Javen? Was this just a sick joke?”
I shake my head. “Javen won’t be able to get here without the Starfire and Hammond took it.”
She stares at me. “So how did Javen find me at the Detainment Center?”
“We knew the cell you were in.”
“So that’s it? We’re done? Hammond wins, and everyone else loses?”
I shrug. “Except the select few.”
A muffled boom thunders outside the building, and I scramble from the floor. “What was that?”
Irene throws her hand onto her hip and narrows her eyes at me. “And how am I supposed to know this when I’m stuck in here?”
Well, at least her attitude has returned.
Several more booms sound. I scan the room as if the walls might give me information. They don’t. I race to the window in the door to get a glimpse into the hall, but Irene beats me to it, and I slam into her back. Disappointed, I ease from her.
“What do you see?”
“Nothing,” she says. “There were two guards out there before, but now the corridor is empty.”
I push her aside to steal a look for myself, and she’s right. The hall is empty.
A louder boom rumbles from outside, and this time the building shakes and the lights flicker overhead. I suck in a quick breath.
“We have to get out of here,” Irene says and starts pounding on the door again. “Hey!” she shouts.
Biting back tears, I back away. I can’t watch her anymore or fear will consume me completely. Instead, I move into the center of the room and sit down. Summoning Javen without my Starfire is just as pointless, but I have to try.
I close my eyes as another explosion shakes the room. With a long breath I place my hands onto the floor and settle my mind, focusing on the experiences I’ve had with the Starfire. I gasp as the ground under my fingers starts to tremble, and the vibration continues up my arms and into my body. My eyelids shoot open and a cyan glow is filling the room. As if in slow motion, I watch as Irene turns away from the window and takes several steps toward me when, behind her, the door flies open. The cyan disappears as the door slams into the wall.
Irene ducks down.
I scream and scramble backward as soldiers file into the room. But not human soldiers—the Alku.
A faint cyan glow illuminates their bodies. At the exit, several fall back. From the opening a young female Alku shoves her way inside, a female Alku with black hair, bronzed skin, and what appears to be a permanent scowl—Beda.
My eyes widen at the sight of her and I push into the wall.
“Take them both,” she says with a growl.
Two soldiers step forward. One grabs Irene and the other reaches down and pulls me to my feet.
“Where’s Javen?” I say to Beda as she spins on her heels and exits the room.
She doesn’t answer, and the soldiers pull us out of the room and into the hall.
“At least tell us what’s going on,” I demand.
“Where are you taking us?” Irene says from behind.
But no one answers.
The soldiers, led by Beda, take us out into the street. Damaged buildings crumble all around Primaro and airships dot the sky. More Alku soldiers wait on the street, as well as human guards dressed in World Senate uniforms.
“Cassi!” a male voice calls out, and I swing my head toward the sound.
Max is jogging toward me, followed by Hirata and Cooper.
The soldier who holds me lets go, and I race over to Max. “What’s going on?”
“When your broadcast went live, Hirata couldn’t live with herself anymore. She transmitted the feed to the World Senate, and the representatives split and declared war. There were military craft at Skybase that came in over the last several days for those siding with us, just in case something like this happened. So, troops were sent in to locate Hammond, but she’s gone. The only reason we’re holding the other side off is because of the Alku.” He looks around. “A group of their people just showed up . . . and apparently the Starfire can be used as a weapon. They took out several of Hammond’s ships and have made a protective shield over critical portions of the city.”
My chest tenses, knowing that Javen and the Council did not want to use the Starfire this way. I look around. “Do you know where Alina is? Is she safe?”
Max pinches his lips together. “We went back to get her but she was already gone.”
I pat my pocket and my stomach drops with the knowledge of what’s not there. “I left in such a hurry I must have left my thumb drive with Dad’s videos on it with her back in the dorm.”
Hirata steps toward me. “We need to get you to safety, Cassi.”
“And where is that?” I ask.
“You must go with the Alku,” Cooper says and hands me a Connect. I affix it to my wrist. “They’ve agreed to hide you, protect you. And they will not allow you to stay with us anyway.”
“Why not?” I move my attention over to Beda, who’s standing about twenty-five feet away with her arms crossed.
“They will not say,” Hirata says.
Part of me wants to go with Beda and return to Javen. But Javen’s father is nowhere in sight and I fear it’s not only the World Senate who has split. Javen may not be where they take me.
“Can you make sure Irene stays safe?” I say to Max.
“I’ll do my best, but I’m not sure any of us are safe yet.”
I wrap my arms around Max’s neck. “Don’t get killed either,” I whisper in his ear. “You’re my best friend here.”
Max pulls from me, and his gray eyes swim with emotion. “Cassi—”
“It’s time for you to go,” Cooper says, and I separate completely from Max.
Tears threaten to fall and never stop as I turn toward Irene. “Go with Max.”
She nods and then I race toward Beda.
“I’m ready,” I say as I reach her side.
Silently, she raises her hand and smacks her palm on my shoulder. A pulse shudders through me and I gasp and close my lids.
“Sorry that was so rough,” Beda says.
I open my lids, and she has a smirk on her face. She’s not sorry at all.
“You are not free here,” she says. “I’ve warned my father your link to the Starfire is dangerous . . . unstable.” She leans in. “And your bond with my cousin is even more so. I’ll be watching you.”
She narrows her eyes and leaves me. I sweep my gaze across a small, simple town. But it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. All the buildings, dwellings, and shops are entirely made of organic materials, though lights shine inside of each one. And a cyan glow emits from every structure. The Starfire? Everything the Alku do must be powered and controlled by it.
I crane my head around and stop when I see him. Javen. My heart bursts, lit on fire, heat pulsing through my veins with every beat, and I move without thought as if an unseen force compels me toward him. And I go, throwing my arms around his neck when I reach him. Javen’s arms coil around me, too, and I press into his warm chest and finally allow a few tears to fall. I’ve never felt so glad to see a person again.
“I’m so sorry I couldn’t get back to you.” His voice is thick with sadness and he wipes away a tear on my cheek. “I had to convince my uncle to go against the Council’s wishes to remain neutral. Beda is right. We cannot sit by and allow our people to be destroyed. Using the Starfire as a weapon is a risk. But we must take it.”
I open my mouth to speak and stop when, all too quickly, he loosens his grasp and takes one step back. My mouth clamps shut and I gaze up at him. But he’s gazing behind me. I turn and see his uncle Wirrin walking in our direction. My heart twitches and my hands tighten at my side as the man with snow white hair and pale skin slows about three feet from us.
“Cassiopeia,” he says and reaches into the pocket of his light jacket. “I have a message for you.”
He pulls his hand out of his tunic pocket and opens it. On his palm rests a blushing red apple, a Pink Lady, my favorite—Dad’s favorite.
I look up at Wirrin in confusion.
“Your father, Richard Foster, needs your help. And we may need his.”
∆∆∆
 
Book one of Cassi's journey is at an end, but you can find out what happens next in Dark Matter.
 




DARK MATTER
BOOK TWO OF THE STARFIRE WARS




Chapter 1
Ever since the day Mom died, I became certain there is one rule. Life is unpredictable.
My mind carousels as I study one of Dad’s favorite kinds of apple, now resting in my palm. The pinkish red flesh coated with a thin layer of dust contrasts Mom’s shiny gold band. Mom is gone forever, but what if there were the possibility that Dad was still alive?
Without looking up, I ask Javen’s Uncle Wirrin, “Where did you get this?”
He glances around and motions Javen and me toward a secluded grouping of trees.
When we are out of earshot from the others, he says, “I found about twenty. The fruit began showing up by an Intersection point two days ago, just outside Irilee. One of my scouts and I found them. At first, seeing the foreign fruit was strange, but I paid them no mind. Yet when so many appeared, I started asking questions.”
“What kind of questions? Who did you ask?” Javen slips his arm around my waist as if to protect me from whatever his uncle might say.
“I spoke to Vihann and inquired if he had seen anything like seemingly random objects materializing from the other side of the Intersection,” Wirrin answers.
“And?” I ask, inching closer to Wirrin.
“He admitted to transporting your father from the ship before the explosion.” Wirrin shifts on his feet.
Nervousness swirls in my stomach. Should I tell Wirrin I saw Vihann, Javen's father, disappear with Dad on the video feed? Instead, I ask, “Why didn't he say anything to me at the Council meeting? He knew who I was.”
We continue walking through the trees. Several flowers unfurl open on the branches, flickering with cyan hues. Wirrin pinches his lips at the sight.
“Something happened,” Wirrin continues. “When my brother crossed to our side, he lost Dr. Foster.”
“Lost him?” Javen asks before I get the chance. “Losing Cassi’s father isn’t possible.”
Wirrin stops walking. “Well, that's what happened. When Vihann rematerialized on the other side, Foster was gone.” Wirrin looks to me with a slight frown before watching the unfurling petals once more.
“So, then, where is he?” I ask. “People also don’t vanish into thin air.”
“That is the question I'm asking, too,” Wirrin says.
I look down at the apple still in my grasp. “But how do you know this is from him? It could just be a piece of fruit that is somehow coming across the Intersection from Arcadia.”
Wirrin shrugs. “Vihann and I met your father several times when he and your mother first visited our planet. He always seemed to have one with him. He shared the fruit with me during one meeting, and then the next time I saw him, he brought me several more from his ship. I enjoyed this Earthen delicacy immensely.” Wirrin looks to me again. “What are they called?”
“Apples . . . Pink Lady variety.” I stare at the fruit’s pinkish red skin and sigh. Just holding this apple brings back warm memories of Dad sharing his slices with me.
“I recognized the taste immediately and thought of Dr. Foster.” Wirrin’s words break me from my happier thoughts and bring me back to reality. “But I knew about the explosion and his death, so I was confused. Then when the fruits kept appearing, I began to think something more was going on beyond the unexplained presence of so many apples.”
“Could he be hiding on your side of the Intersection?” I ask. “Maybe he ended up at a different point than Javen's father.”
Javen wrinkles his nose. “I don't know how that would be possible. The Alku sense when humans are on this side. Not right away all the time, but Foster would have been here long enough for us to locate him.”
I remember the first time Javen brought me here. He was so worried the others would sense and find me.
And I don't think my father would be on Arcadia and not come to me. Even if he were hiding for some reason, there's no way he would keep me in the dark while allowing me to believe he was dead. Especially after what we both went through after Mom died. He knows the pain and loss.
“Then he must be stuck somewhere.” I pinch the bridge of my nose. “Could he be inside the Intersection?”
Wirrin's brows furrow in confusion. “There's nothing inside the Intersection. It's only a pass-through.”
“But do you know for sure?”
Javen closes any space between us. “Cassi, that's not how the Intersection works. You're only getting your hopes up.”
I hold the apple in the air. “These are appearing out of nowhere by an Intersection point. Does either of you have a better explanation? And Wirrin, you’re the one who told me my dad needed help. What are you wanting me to do?”
“I had hoped you might know something I didn't about your father.”
“Well, maybe I do. If the Intersection is more than a pass-through and my father is trapped, I need to figure out how to get him back. Can you take me to the place the apples were found?”
Wirrin crosses his arms over his body and says nothing.
“Uncle,” Javen says, “if you didn't want Cassi to have the information, you wouldn't have told her. You knew my father’s choice to hold back this secret was wrong.”
“If this gets out among our people, I don't know what will happen,” Wirrin says.
“The Starfire chose Cassi, and the energy has bonded her to me. This may be a new era for the Alku. And if the Starfire has deemed this, we won't be able to stop the motion.”
Javen's words resonate through me. How much power do the crystals have to be able to control my mind, my actions? Am I even my own person anymore? I stare at Wirrin as he speaks to Javen and bows his head slightly.
“But these are not easy words to swallow, even for me,” Wirrin says. “And I am open to change when many are not.”
“Please?” I ask. “I only want to know what happened to my dad. I need to see if he's safe.”
Wirrin bows his head. “I'll take you, but give me time to prepare.”
And with that, he turns and walks toward Irilee. I start to follow, but Javen takes my upper arm and stops me. I twist toward him and he pulls me into his embrace. The warmth of his chest and the rise and fall of his breath settle my whirling soul. I inhale his scent and press into him.
“Why are you doing all this for me?” I mutter into this shirt.
Javen loosens our embrace but still clutches my waist. The expression on his face is confused and almost sad.
He whispers, “Why do you even have to ask?”
“Javen, you disobeyed your father and the Council to be here—to be with me.”
“I had hoped to change my father's mind . . . to help him see reason. But Wirrin listened. He's listening even now. My father is wise, but he's not seeing logic. There must be a way for the Alku to thrive; we can't simply let my people die out. And if you are the key in this, I want to find out what that means.” He pauses for a moment. “Cassi, I would do anything for you.”
My heart skips at his words. Anything? I gaze into Javen’s eyes as if I’m seeing into his soul, and what I see is beautiful, pure. The intensity of our connection grips onto me and interweaves my heart and mind. I know he’s telling the truth. He would do anything for me, and my heart aches for that—for that love and safety.
Suddenly the guilt of my own selfishness bubbles to the surface. Saving the Alku should come before me.
I take a step back from his embrace. “It’s not fair to put that kind of pressure on me.”
A confused look overtakes Javen’s face. “What pressure? What the Starfire has gifted us is beautiful.”
I scoff. “What if the Starfire is manipulating our bond? Making our feelings toward each other more important to you than saving your people?”
Javen's brown irises shift and swirl with cyan. “It’s not.”
“People don't fall in love like this,” I say. Despite my words, my heart flutters with longing for him but I stand my ground, not giving in to its desire for me to fall back into his arms.
“Sometimes my people do. There are even rarer occasions when the crystals determine when two hearts are fated to be together.” A faint smile, almost shy, plays at the corners of his mouth. “The Starfire is always right.”
Javen pulls me close to him again, and I don't resist. I don't want to, even though my mind is shouting something different than my heart. His body tugs at me like a magnet. I snake my arms over his shoulders and rise onto the tips of my toes.
I whisper, “I'm just scared.”
“Me too.” His words come out as near breath before he touches his lips to mine and his strong hands flow over my back. “But we are stronger together.”
As our lips make contact the world becomes right again, and all I can think of is Javen.
∆∆∆
 
“Why are you still out here?” Beda asks from behind. “And with her?”
Heat rushes up the nape of my neck and cheeks.
Javen interlaces his fingers with mine and squares himself, making his frame appear larger than it already is.
Beda tenses her jaw. “You're making the wrong choice, cousin.”
My breath comes in short pants as I squeeze Javen’s fingers. Javen and Beda say nothing for what seems like an eternity, and the weight of the silence bears down on my shoulders.
Javen continues to train his icy stare onto her. “Is this all you came out here to say, Beda?
“My father needs you,” she finally says, relenting.
Javen squeezes my hand. “Let's go, then.”
We start to walk, but Beda holds out her arm to block me. “Not you.”
“Why not?” I protest, feeling bold yet terrified of her all at the same time.
“My father has ordered me to escort you to your quarters for sleep.”
I open my mouth to argue but then snap it shut. Just thinking about sleeping reminds me of how little I had last night.
Javen eyes Beda for a moment and then looks to me. “Go with her,” Javen says. “Crossing the Intersection takes a great amount of energy. You will need to rest before attempting it again.”
I touch my neck where the Starfire had once hung before Hammond took the crystal from me. “I'm going to need a new Starfire, too.”
“I'll make sure you receive a new one,” he says.
Javen leans in and kisses my forehead. A shimmer of energy ripples through my body, but as soon as he pulls back, the feeling dissipates. “See you soon.” He smiles at me and then turns to walk down the main road of Irilee.
“Can we go now?” Beda asks.
I nod and follow her as she struts down a smaller side road. She stays several paces ahead, and so I speed to catch up.
“I don't get it. What's with you?” I ask.
She spins toward me and I nearly slam into her, but she blocks me with her arm—again.
“There's nothing wrong with me. You’re the one intruding on my world. Would you want us intruding on yours?”
Nervousness rushes through my chest, but I hold my ground and plant my feet. “Traveling to Arcadia wasn’t my choice, and I didn’t make the Starfire choose me. I wanted none of this, Beda. But here I am.”
We stand staring at each other for what seems like a lifetime. My pulse is pounding so strongly that I'm certain Beda can hear the sound. Her eyes swirl with deep cyan in anger.
Finally, Beda sneers. She does a one-eighty and starts walking again.
With a sigh and an admittedly very immature eye roll, I follow her. Beda’s unkindness makes me miss Max and Irene all the more. I hope they’re safe. I need them. I need my friends and want to get back to them as soon as I can.
Beda leads me to a small dwelling. She pushes the door open and then slams it right in my face. I want to kick in the door and pretend it’s her face. Instead, I shove my way inside and then pause.
The room is simple with furnishings nothing like the type I'm used to seeing, not even on the ship or in the apartment I shared on Arcadia. A rustic table made of dark wood sits to my right, circled by four chairs fashioned from the same kind of gnarly wood. To my other side is a small kitchen. My gaze darts around and eventually rests on a large stone fireplace in the corner—no stove—and instead of a refrigerator, there’s . . . nothing. Unfamiliar produce, sprouting long green stems and frilly leaves, lies on the counter.
Beda flings her hand out toward the vegetables. “Hungry?”
“Yeah, actually. I haven't eaten since yesterday.”
“I'll bring you something in a minute,” she mutters flatly.
She then waves me on to a room at the rear of the dwelling. Inside, a single mattress lies directly on the floor. If you can call it a mattress— more like a big pillow.
“Get some sleep. You're going to need all the rest you can manage.”
I turn to ask her whose home this even is, but she's already gone. Maybe to get me food, but I doubt it. I let out a loud sigh as exhaustion creeps over my body.
I shuffle to the bed and squat to touch the surface. The fabric and stuffing give under my hand, much softer and more comfortable than I had first imagined. At the end of the bed, I grab a green blanket and crawl onto the giant pillow. The surprisingly soft blanket amply covers my body, and I begin to relax. Before long, I cross over to the world of cyan dreams, leaving Beda and my troubles behind.
∆∆∆
 
My eyes flutter open to the plunk of a wooden plate of food at the end of my bed and the shuffling footsteps of Beda hurrying from my room. I push up to sit, and my body feels completely refreshed. I don't know how; there's no way I could have slept that long.
My stomach grumbles and I straighten, crossing my legs with the blanket still pulled over me. I grab the plate and pick up the spoon resting in some green concoction. I sniff the mixture and, to be honest, I'm not sure about the spicy smell. But I've always been willing to try new foods. So, let's not make this meal any different, Cassi.
I bring the spoon to my mouth and take the bite. Slightly sweet and a little sour, but overall the cooked vegetables are not bad. I shrug and take another taste, and then another and another until the plate is empty. I push from the bed, taking my plate with me, and walk out of the room.
Beda stands in the kitchen, eating the same meal I had just devoured.
“Did you make this?” I ask, gesturing to my plate as I place it on the counter.
Beda doesn't answer and continues chewing.
“Well, if you did, the food was good,” I say.
She eyes me and then tosses her empty plate to the side. “Go back to bed.”
“How long was I asleep?” I peer out the window and see that the morning light is still like it was when we came in.
“Maybe thirty minutes?”
“Thirty minutes? I feel as if I slept for hours.”
Beda shrugs. “The Starfire is changing you. Who knows what you'll be when it finishes.”




Chapter 2
After Beda forces me to rest for several more hours because I’m a human, I trail behind her on the street again, her wavy, dark hair blowing in the breeze. Her words about the Starfire’s effect on me burrow their way through my brain. She's just trying to scare me. Still, the thought persists.
The Starfire is changing me—it has changed me already—the visions, my new abilities. But I can't chalk one restful nap up to the crystals.
“How much sleep do you need? Do the Alku need?” I ask as I catch up with her.
She lets out a low, barely audible growl in her throat and I ease away from her. If I weren’t already aware of how much she hated me, I would think I had imagined the noise. But I know better.
“Using the Starfire usually allows us to sleep a few hours each night. But we can get by on less.”
“So, you think the Starfire is doing the same thing to me?”
Beda arches a brow. “I've no idea what the Starfire is doing to you, human.”
I follow as she walks through the entrance of a structure made from natural brick. Wirrin, Javen, and another Alku girl stand inside the room. They turn toward me and Beda as we enter, and the younger female tilts her head my way. The girl is maybe a year or two older than me with bronzed skin and long, straight snow-white hair with a single braid draping down the front of her shoulder.
Javen's eyes light up when he sees me, and my heart flutters. I rush past Beda to his side. I want to feel comfortable among the Alku, but Javen is the only one who truly makes me feel welcome and safe.
“You seem more rested,” he whispers. “Were you able to sleep?”
I nod and make a mental note to speak with him later about the sleep issue and other differences between the Alku and Earthlings.
“Can I go now?” Beda asks Wirrin. “I do have other . . . tasks to attend to.”
“No,” Wirrin says. “You must stay.”
Beda scoffs and throws her back up against the nearest wall next to a small table, crossing her arms over her chest. “My place is out defending the Starfire fields on Arcadia,” she mutters under her breath.
“I have a rotation of fifty Alku soldiers who are using the power of the Starfire to defend the fields and to keep Hammond and her ships away from Primaro,” Wirrin says. “I have a better use of your talents in mind, Beda.”
She groans. Wirrin ignores her annoyance and turns his head toward me. He gestures to the other girl in the room. Not only is she one of the most stunning people I've ever seen—boasting large, brown eyes and full lips—but with her exposed arms and the shape of her muscular body, it's obvious she's incredibly strong, too.
“This is Yaletha,” Wirrin says. “She's the scout who found the apples at the Intersection point. She'll take you to the location.”
Yaletha glances at me, tips her head, and then flits a longing look at Javen. Her expression churns a pinch of jealousy in my stomach.
I slip my arm around Javen's waist. “When are we leaving?” I ask Wirrin.
“Immediately,” Wirrin answers. “Tensions are rising on the other side of the Intersection. And more of Earth's ships have arrived recently at your Skybase above the planet. I would like for you to get the potential Intersection exploration over with as quickly as possible.” Wirrin turns to Beda. “You'll be going, too.”
“But—”
“Beda . . .” Wirrin's pale face grows stern. “You are one of the top warriors in this clan—”
“That's why I should be fighting with the others.” She bares her teeth, reminding me of when she attacked me on the streets of Primaro. I squeeze my arm tighter around Javen's waist.
“No,” Wirrin says. “It's why I need you here. I don't know how Cassiopeia and Dr. Foster fit into our futures, but I certainly don't want to see them dead. Both you and Yaletha will escort and protect her on the way to and from the Intersection point.”
Great.
“Javen will go as well,” he continues.
At least he’ll be there, I sigh inwardly.
I stare at Beda and Yaletha. These are probably two of the most unlikely people to help make sure I stay alive. Beda hates me because I exist, and both aren’t pleased that I'm with Javen.
“We should get going,” Javen says. His calming voice releases the air from the ballooning tension in this room. He pilots me toward the exit and away from the others.
“I have something for you,” Wirrin says, stopping us.
In Wirrin’s fingers a Starfire crystal dangles along a length of natural twine.
My heart skips. “That’s not mine from before, right? Hammond still has the one she stole?”
“Correct,” Wirrin says.
Beda stares at the Starfire, eyes narrowed, but says nothing. Yaletha waits in a soldier stance, expression blank.
I take the crystal from him and place it around my neck. The gem glows and pulses in a slow rhythm.
Beda rakes her hands through her hair and turns away.
“You'll most likely need the crystal to have any chance of locating your father,” Wirrin adds.
“Thank you.” I let out a sigh. “You know, you are very kind.” Something about Wirrin does make me want to trust him. Maybe he reminds me of my own father. I'm not sure.
Wirrin bows his head. “Kind is not something I've been called as of late.” He shifts his attention to Beda, who quickly glances away from him. “You should begin your journey. Conserve the Starfire's energy by traveling on foot.”
A few miles outside of Irilee, the terrain is reasonably flat and easy to navigate. But the trail is also entirely out in the open and leaves us visible from all sides. I peer around for possible attackers, who could appear at any time over the surrounding mountain range.
“Relax,” Javen says, taking my hand. “Nothing is going to happen to you along the way.”
I swing my head around to Beda and Yaletha, who walk fifteen feet or so behind us, and then back to Javen. Along our path, green grasses sway in the breeze, and the morning sun glows above us. “Wirrin sent them along for a reason. And neither like me.”
“Their escort is only a precaution. Neither Wirrin nor my father will allow our people to harm you now.”
“How do you know?”
Javen shrugs. “Because I know my father's desires for the Alku and the Starfire. Yes, my people have temporarily split over the choice to use the crystals as a weapon, but they don't wish to go to war with each other. A resolution will be found.”
I stare up at Javen's handsome face. His square jaw is set with confidence.
I reach up and touch his naturally dark tan cheek, and from behind, Yaletha clears her throat.
“What's up with her?” I whisper.
A fraction of Javen's confidence falls from his face, and he looks to the ground. “She was my intended.”
My eyes widen, and I fight the urge to turn and stare at Yaletha again. “Your intended?”
Javen presses his lips together and glances to me. “As the Luminary’s son, it's our tradition to ensure a good match. My and Yaletha's intention was not set in stone but was likely. The Starfire had not bound us yet. We were waiting. But when I met you . . . circumstances changed.”
No wonder she seems to dislike me.
“So, are all the Alku intended?”
Javen shakes his head. “No, the tradition is only reserved for a few anymore.”
“Why?”
“Because I am in line to become the Luminary of the Alku when I turn thirty.”
“What? Like the king or something?”
Javen chuckles. “Not exactly the king.” He looks at me and blinks shyly. “I would become the leader of my people.”
My mouth parts as my eyes widen. “And will your ascension still happen?”
“Of course.”
“What about Yaletha?”
“She'll find someone else. I'm not right for her. I'm right for you.” He slips his hand in mine and I feel the burn of both Beda and Yaletha's stares at the back of my head. I could be imagining it—but probably not.
Heaviness weighs on my chest. I have no idea what Javen's position as Luminary means for me—for us—for the future. If there even is a future for the Alku. My thoughts drift to the war playing out on the other side of the Intersection. Maybe if I can find my dad, he can help stop the madness somehow.
I squeeze Javen's fingers.
“The point is up ahead,” Yaletha calls from behind us.
I crane my neck and see her pointing to a small grouping of short trees. My heart and feet pick up the pace. I hope to see my dad again. I drag Javen with me and stop a few feet in front of the first tree but then realize that I'm not entirely sure what to do. Every other time I've crossed the Intersection, it has just happened, or Javen has crossed me over.
“Are we all passing through together?” I scan the group.
“Yaletha and I are ordered to stand guard on the Alku side of the Intersection and wait for your return,” Beda says.
“I'll go with you, though,” Javen says.
Relieved, I look around at the ground, but there's nothing but dirt and grasses—no apples.
“Are you sure this is the right place?” I ask.
“Of course I'm sure,” Yaletha snaps.
I open my mouth to apologize to Yaletha, but Javen jumps in before I can say anything.
“It's likely we won't be able to return to this exact point. But I'll open a new portal nearby. It'll take a lot of energy, but it's the best option to keep us together once we return.” He looks to me. “Are you ready?”
I gulp in a lungful of air and push down the nervousness in my belly. “I'm ready.”
I touch the Starfire Wirrin gave me earlier and grip my fingers around the crystal. Closing my eyes, I focus on thoughts of my dad.
Javen and I step toward where the Intersection point should be. Still touching my Starfire with one hand, I hold Javen's hand in the other. The space around us starts to warp and bend, and the air thickens, like water.
My heart slams against my ribcage as my mind spirals with fear and excitement. The space around us glows cyan, and I barely notice Javen's grasp slipping from mine until some unseen force snatches my body and rips me forward.
“Javen!” I scream, but he doesn't answer. Instead, the sound of a thousand lions roars in my ears.
My body twists and nearly rips apart. And then the chaos stops.
I gasp. Heaving in labored breaths, I turn in a frantic circle.
“Javen!”
The air is eerily quiet. The morning sun is gone, replaced by millions of twinkling stars. Arcadia’s two moons still hang in the air, but this place is completely blue-green, as if no other color exists. Only shades of cyan.
Javen must still be on the other side. My shoulders relax and my fists uncurl.
Is the Intersection a whole other world? A planet of its own?
The grass sways in a cool breeze, and the blade tips glow. The lights form a path straight toward what looks to be a flickering fire at the base of a hill.
And I'm confident I know who it is. It's Dad. Waiting for me.




Chapter 3
Ifollow the path that’s lit by the tipped glow of grass blades until I reach the open mouth of a cave. Inside, the walls dance with cyan firelight from somewhere deep within.
I rub my sweaty palms on my pant legs and breathe out a steady stream of air from my mouth.
“Dad?” I call out, but there's no answer.
The hairs on my arms stand on end, but I step into the cave and walk about fifteen feet.
“Dad?” I call out again.
“Cassi?” Dad's faint voice returns to me.
Tears prick the back of my eyes at the sound of his voice. I break into a sprint toward the light, and as I round a corner, I see him.
My heart nearly bursts at the sight. He slowly rises from sitting on a rock, wearing the same clothes from the morning we planned to leave Skybase together on a shuttle to Arcadia. The same Connect, too.
“Cassi?” he repeats.
“I found you.” Tears stream down my cheeks as memories flood my mind—a kiss on the forehead after bedtime stories, a bandage on a skinned knee, proud smiles after my first ballet recital when I was six. Mom and Dad never cared that I had two left feet and no rhythm.
I throw myself into my father's arms. Calming sensations spread through my body as a strong sense of safety overtakes me. I squeeze his frame closer as he does the same to me. His beard scratches against my forehead, the facial hair long and scraggly after not shaving for so long.
“I thought I was imagining you again,” Dad says into my hair.
“No, I'm here,” I cry into his shoulder. “I came for you. They found the apples you sent.”
Dad pulls away and stares at me with knitted, confused brows. “Apples?”
I nod. “The fruits showed up all over at the Intersection point I passed through to get here. Wirrin found them and thought they could only be from you.”
Dad lowers himself to the rock and runs fingers through his tangled hair. “Apples? Wirrin? Yes, I did give him a bag of them several years ago.”
I take a seat beside him in front of the fire. “You did mean to send the apples, right? So someone would come for you?”
“I was thinking of you and your mother a lot while I've been here. But I didn't mean to send apples. The Starfire is so complex,” he mutters. “I haven't studied the energy nearly enough.”
Dad pulls out a large glowing Starfire crystal from his pocket. The gem around my neck lights up.
He stares at my necklace, and a confused expression washes over his face. “Wait. How are you here?”
“It's a long story, Dad. A lot has happened, and much of it isn’t good.”
“What did Hammond do?” He pockets the Starfire again.
“It's more than Hammond. The entire World Senate has split. A war is in progress on Arcadia over the Starfire fields.”
Dad leans forward and places his head into his hands. “The Senate has no idea what they’re getting themselves into. That's what I was trying to keep under control.”
“The Alku are working to defend the fields,” I add.
“The Alku? You know about them?” he asks.
“Yes, Dad. I know all about them. I know everything—even that you and Mom came to Arcadia.”
A look of relief falls over Dad’s face. “I’m so sorry we kept that from you.”
I smile. There are so many questions in my mind. But it’s not the time to ask. “That’s not what’s important right now.”
Dad brings his hand to his forehead and rubs it, his brows furrowed. “The Alku revealed themselves?”
“Some of them. They had to keep Hammond from mining. But their clan has split over the fight, as well.”
Dad breathes out a frustrated sigh. “That's terrible news.”
My lips turn up into a weak smile. “But when you get back, you can help patch this up. Make everyone see—”
“Before I came here, I was working on a new plan to harvest the Starfire in a way that would not harm the Alku. I had told very few people yet. It was preliminary.”
“I saw some of your plans for Renewal on your thumb drive. We can help heal Earth with the Starfire.”
His lips curl into a smile. “You are a clever girl to find that. But Renewal has expanded,” he says. “My team was working on the project before the Pathfinder even arrived on Arcadia.”
“Expanded? How?”
“When we were studying the Starfire. Matt Owens, from my team, had a theory that, as well as using the crystals to heal Earth, we might also be able to harness the energy and create a portal to transport people through.”
“Like the Alku do?”
“Right,” he says. “But with the aid of a computer program.” He brings out a small black device from his pocket.
“What’s that?”
“It’s the prototype. Matt gave the device to me before the explosion.” Dad opens the back and reveals a Starfire crystal embedded among the electronics.
“Is that what got you here?”
Dad replaces the backing. “I remember Vihann transported me. But since he wasn’t with me when I reappeared, my hypothesis is that his energy mixed with the prototype’s program and I ended up here. Jonas and Abbot, the rest of my team, theorized that the Intersection was itself a place. They were right.”
“Why didn’t you use it to get out of here—to come back to me?”
“The electronics are shot. I need Owens’s device and the data in my lab on Arcadia. I transferred the data after we arrived at Skybase.”
I inhale sharply. “No way there's any data left in the lab at the Capitol building. Hammond has control over everything. And that means she knows about the device.”
“Not that lab.” He smiles. “I never trusted Hammond enough to keep all my sensitive information in a place she could easily access. I had a remote lab built for me outside of the city. Only the people I trust the most know about its location.”
“Then let's go there,” I say. “Compile all the data and figure it out.”
I grab his hand and try to pull him up.
He rises without my help and pockets the device. “Cassi, I can't go.”
I stare at him in shock. “Why? I think I can cross you.”
Dad pulls away from me. “The Intersection is keeping me here.” He looks at the Connect on his wrist and taps the screen.
“What? How do you know?”
Dad brings out the Starfire again, and this time the crystal glows twice as bright as before, illuminating the cave walls. My crystal begins pulsing once more and waves of energy pass through my body. I watch Dad stare at the crystal in his hand as his green eyes begin to swirl. Fear plunges into my stomach, and I suck in a sharp breath.
“Dad?”
But he continues to stare.
“Dad, what's going on?” I shout.
He tightens his fingers around the Starfire and drops his hand to his side. He cocks his head and looks at me until the cyan cloud dissipates in his gaze. Eventually his eyes return to normal.
“Dad, are you okay?” I wait for him to speak, biting the inside of my cheek.
“The Starfire here is different than on each side of the Intersection, stronger and more difficult to control.” He thrusts the crystal into my hand and my skin burns. Everything in me wants to drop it to the ground, but for some reason, I can't. I won't.
“Take it with you. Figure out how to harness this Starfire’s power . . .”
“How?” I ask.
“Just go back.”
“Can't we just try together, now? I’m only seventeen—I can’t do this on my own,” I choke out, my voice wobbly with forming tears.
“No,” he growls, and his lips pull back a fraction. My eyes widen.
But then he blinks his eyes hard, and his features soften. “No, I'm afraid doing so could trap us both here. You must leave and come back with help.”
I stare at him, not knowing what I should say. Something about this place is affecting Dad—something about this Starfire. What if he’s lying about not being able to leave and he simply won’t? I look down at the crystal in my hand.
“I don't want this.” I shove the gem back in his direction, but he clasps his hand over mine and gently pushes the Starfire toward me. “I already have one.”
“The crystal fields here are different, more powerful—”
But that’s what I’m afraid of.
“—You'll need this Starfire’s energy to leave and get back here again,” he continues.
How does he know this? What isn’t he telling me? Pressure builds in my chest, and I fear I might explode with every breath. “I came here to bring you back!”
Dad drops his hand from mine and turns away. “You will. Just not tonight.”
“But Dad—”
He taps his Connect again and mine vibrates on my wrist. “My Connect didn’t work on Paxon,” I say, bewildered. “Why is it working here?”
“They don’t seem to transmit information out of the Intersection. Nothing happened when I tried that before. It appears as if they can pair with each other while inside this dimension, though. I uploaded the coordinates to my lab to your device.” He turns and wraps his arms around me. “The Alku don't even understand what they have in the Starfire, Cassi. I need you to figure out this crystal’s power and then come back for me. And when you return, bring an Alku you trust with your life.”
“Javen,” I whisper.
“If that is the one, bring them. But don’t reveal much of what you found here to anyone. Even the Alku.” He squeezes me tighter. “Close your eyes and focus. I will guide you back.”
My heart races and I work to slow my breath. A glow forms around us. The space bends and warps, and the feeling resonates through both my mind and body.
I fall into Dad’s arms, limp, as blackness devours me.
I draw in a sharp breath and throw open my eyelids and then squint against the light of the now nearly setting sun. It was just nighttime. How did the sky get light again? My mind swirls in a jumble of confusion.
“I have you,” Javen's deep, melodic voice soothes.
My vision clears, and I feel his arms around me where Dad's were only a moment ago.
Javen brings his hand to my face and wipes moisture off my cheek.
I plant my feet and straighten with Javen's help. “Thank you, I can stand,” I say and wipe the remaining tears from my eyes.
Javen loosens his grasp, allowing me to stand on my own. What did I just see? I try to make sense of the puzzle—Dad—but he's different. He's trapped inside the Intersection and wants me to return with more information about the Starfire.
My stomach clenches as a vision of Dad's swirling eyes comes to mind. The Intersection is changing him . . . but the change doesn’t feel like the man I’ve always known.
“Well, what happened?” Beda says as she gives me a not-so-gentle push on the shoulder.
I stare at her, a scowl forming between my brows as sudden anger burns in my chest. My fingers form fists, and I squeeze and pump them.
“Stop it, Beda,” Javen orders. “Cassi needs time to recover. You of anyone should know traveling through the Intersection is difficult before you grow accustomed to the dimensional waves.”
I don't break my stare from Beda, whose irises now swirl. Of course, she stands her ground, too. Anger wells in me and I rush at her as if my body has a will of its own separate from me. I couldn't care less anymore.
Beda's nostrils flare, and a wicked smile stretches over her lips. She pounces.
Javen's strong arm wraps around my waist and whips me back against his chest with a thump. At the same time, Yaletha lunges for Beda and slams her to the ground. Beda screams and claws to get loose, but Yaletha pins her at the throat.
“Beda,” Yaletha growls. “You need to stop this nonsense! You’re not able to help us if you can't control yourself.”
“Let me go!” Beda yells, thrashing and pushing to escape.
Yaletha keeps Beda immobile by pinning her down again with powerful, muscular arms and legs.
Javen spins me away from the scene, and I struggle against him, but it's no use. Javen is much stronger than I am and there's no way I'm going to win.
After several wild heartbeats, my anger leaves me and I begin to relax. Once I fully do, Javen lets me loose.
“What were you thinking?” he scolds. “Beda has the strength to kill you. There's no way you would come out of that fight alive. And she would be justified among my people since you attacked her.”
I slowly look up at him, embarrassed for my behavior. I've never been in a fight in my life. The most experience I've had is watching ancient karate movies with Mom when we both couldn't sleep. And I have a strong suspicion the lessons in those movies would provide little help in this instance.
“I'm sorry. I have no idea why I did that.” But the memory of the strange look in Dad’s eyes gives me a clue. One I won’t share with Javen. At least, not yet.
My own Starfire still glows, the necklace hanging down my chest, but Dad’s Starfire is no longer in my hand. My heart jumps. I pat my pocket and breathe a sigh of relief. It’s still here. Vibrating. I move my hand to Javen’s chest, and an instant calm rolls over me. “Did you locate your father?” Javen asks.
“Yes.”
“Why didn't you bring him back then?” Yaletha asks. “That's why we’re here.”
“I . . . I couldn't.” But the confession perplexes me. I have no idea if I could bring Dad over to this side of the Intersection or not. He only told me the transfer wouldn't work. My head swims as information swirls around in a whirlpool of thoughts. I have no idea what is real or true anymore. I look up to Javen for an answer, but even he puzzles me. A sigh loosens from my tightened chest. Dad told me not to give the Alku too much information yet. Information he didn’t fully qualify. Does this mean I shouldn't tell them how a whole other planet exists inside the Intersection?
Javen turns to Beda and Yaletha as he snakes his arm around my waist in a protective move. “Cassi needs more time.”
“Fine,” Beda says. “She can have plenty of time to think on the way back to town.”
I wiggle from Javen's hold. “Before we leave, I need a few minutes.”
He reaches for me again. “I'll go with you.”
My back tenses and I back away as confusion clouds his eyes.
“Alone, Javen. I need to be alone.”




Chapter 4
Without looking back, I walk away from Javen, Yaletha, and Beda. But the disappointed and hurt look on Javen's face burns into my mind as I make my way off the path and through the knee-high grasses. As I trudge across the field, the blade tips sparkle with what looks like electricity, creating a marked trail behind me.
Whatever. I don't care if Javen knows where I am. And if I'm honest, I probably prefer it. I have no idea where I'm going.
I look up at the craggy mountain range, and at the base, a large section of the earth glows. Swirling mist moves its way over the piece of land as the sun descends behind the mountains. The scene is surreal. Something you'd only see in a fantastical sci-fi movie—not real life. But nothing about this seems like real life anyway.
When I'm far enough away, I take in a long draw of air and settle down in a spot where the grass clears slightly. I bring my legs up and wrap my arms around them, clasping my hands. I touch Mom's gold ring on my finger.
“Mom,” I whisper. “I need you to tell me what to do. All of this is way too much.”
Most of me only misses her, but a tiny part deep inside is angry. At her. Angry that she left. Angry that she died. It's not right . . . not fair. But with a settling breath, I push the ridiculousness over how Mom could somehow control her death back to the far corners of my soul, where it belongs.
What am I going to do? There's no way I can leave Dad inside the Intersection. Something there is very wrong and changing him into a person he's not. Why couldn't we just try to cross over together? A part of me fears the answer. Maybe he actually wants to stay.
I sink my fingers into the earth beside where I sit. The soil is silky, and I run my fingers through the dirt and close my eyes.
Dad didn't want me to reveal too much about the Intersection to the Alku. All this information about the Intersection falls on me now, but I don't feel qualified to make a choice that could not only affect Dad's life but who knows how many other people—Alku and human.
The soil trickles through my fingers and back to the earth. I scoop the grains up again and allow them to slip through, over and over. I stare at the glowing mist in the distance, letting the flow hold my thoughts steady.
What would happen if Dad comes back, anyway? Would Hammond and her side of the World Senate attempt to kill him? Maybe he's safer in the Intersection for now. I release a soft groan and fist a clump of soil. Just when my thoughts start to make sense, they fall through the mist and swirl back into anguish once more. No matter what I do, he could die—whether I leave him in that strange dimension or bring him back. And I can't lose him again.
Light footsteps shuffle behind me and interrupt my thoughts. I clench the soil in my hand and squeeze as I twist my neck. Javen approaches where I sit, his arms crossed over his chest and a sad smile on his lips. A wave of dark hair falls across his forehead. My fingers relax their grip on the soil, wanting to touch his hair instead.
Dropping my eyes, I turn away from him and stare at the mountains again. Dirt falls through my open fingers, and I wipe the excess on my pants when the last loose grain sifts through.
Javen lowers himself next to me, and though I didn’t want him there, an overwhelming desire to be with him tugs at my heart. As if he can sense my disorientation, he keeps a few inches between us and doesn't touch me.
“I'm not ready to go yet.”
“I know, but I was hoping you might change your mind about not wanting my company.”
I turn to him and, unable to resist, bring my hand up to his jaw. The feeling of the light stubble under my fingers sends electricity through my body, settling in my chest.
Javen touches the tips of his fingers to my hand and closes his eyes.
Real feelings or not, I want to be with this boy. Everything about him makes me feel safe—grounded.
“See that cluster of light at the base of the mountain?” he asks as he lowers his hand from mine and slowly opens his eyes.
I lean from him and return my hand to rest atop the soil and grass. “I was noticing the glow a few moments ago.”
“It's a new growth of Starfire that began developing several months ago.”
“So, the crystals just pop up at random?”
“After a while, old fields tend to lose their effectiveness. When that happens, a new field will begin to develop. This process isn’t common, though.”
The Starfire’s glow is beautiful, almost haunting with how the ribbons of mist move through the crystals.
Javen looks to me. “Why didn't you bring your father back?”
I sigh. “He wouldn't let me. He told me doing so might trap us both there.”
“Then what can be done?” Javen asks. “If I could go, I might be able to help. But something stopped me from entering. Whatever it was kicked me back to this side.”
I touch the Starfire in my pocket. The crystal is different than the one Wirrin gave me and might cross Javen and me over easily. But do I want to? The memory of the strange look in Dad's eyes sends a shiver down my spine. If I tell Javen about the new crystal, he’ll probably insist we do cross, no matter the risk. He knows how desperate I am to have my dad back.
“I don't know yet. Dad did give me some information to check into. I need to speak with a man from his terraforming team when I get back.” I feel bad for not telling Javen everything. First, he deserves to know, and second, I need someone to confide in. But the fear icing its way up my spine holds me back.
“When you find out anything, you must tell me,” he says.
More confusion stirs in my thoughts, and my legs twitch with the same restless energy running through me. “I will.” I start to push off the ground. “We should g—”
“There's still time.” Javen catches my hand and keeps me from standing.
“But it's going to be completely dark soon,” I protest.
A soft smile plays across his lips. “The Alku have sensitive night vision, an ability that has developed over time among my people. And Beda already told you we don't sleep much. So traveling after dark is no issue.”
I lower myself to the ground again and stare at the glowing Starfire in the distance.
“What was it like inside the Intersection?” Javen asks.
Dad's warning crashes against my nerves like a bitter, cold wave. Restlessness builds inside my chest and demands an outlet, demands to be set free. Every beat of time seems so uncertain. But right now, sitting here beside Javen, feels right.
I move to sit on my knees and brush a dark strand from Javen’s eyes before cupping his face. I stare into his eyes and let everything I know about him flood every sparking nerve ending in my body. I’ve seen his past in my mind. I’ve seen his soul. My heart races as I lean into him and let my mouth crash into his. This is the only answer I want to give right now. I let go of all my questions and doubts. Any feelings that Javen and I are a mere manipulation of the Starfire and nothing more are shoved aside. My fingers trail down along his jaw and down his neck to rest on his chest, just above his heart. Every craving for him I set free to dance with my pulse in the grass. At least for a while.
He doesn't seem to mind.
And for the moment, neither do I.




Chapter 5
“You two coming?” Beda's flat voice comes from the darkness.
My arms fly off Javen's chest, and I'm on my feet in about one second flat, scanning the terrain for Beda. Javen isn’t as hasty, slowly standing beside me.
I shouldn’t care, but quick, nervous breaths rise and fall in my chest. I wrap my arms around myself and swallow back the coursing adrenaline.
“How did you not hear her coming?” I whisper, remembering Javen's sensitive hearing.
“I was paying attention to you.” He shrugs. “Of course we're coming,” Javen says to Beda.
The light of the moons illuminates Beda's face as she walks closer, enough that the scowl on her beautiful face is clear. A scowl that is deeper than usual.
Great, just what I needed, another reason for Beda to hate me.
I walk past her toward the Intersection point, not because I really know where I'm going but to distance myself as reality grasps me again. No more avoiding the inevitable by making out with Javen.
“Cassi,” Javen calls from behind.
“She's right, Javen,” I say without turning. “We've been out here too long. We need to get back to Irilee.”
I keep my arms wrapped around myself to maintain a personal sense of security while I stalk through the sparkling grass.
I'd move faster if I thought I wouldn’t trip over a rock or wild animal along the way. Unfortunately, I can still hear Beda's whispers behind me.
“You are being completely ridiculous and throwing away our traditions,” she says. “Yaletha is a perfect intention, and you know it. A few weeks ago, that was your plan.”
I peer over my shoulder slightly. Beda flicks her gaze my way and then switches to her native language to give Javen what must be a few more verbal lashings.
Their footsteps stop, and I twist around again, not wishing to get too far ahead.
Javen stands, planted, inches from Beda's face. “Speak English, Beda. Your father gave orders to you and everyone else that we are to speak in a way the Earthlings can understand if we are in their presence. This includes Earthlings you don't care for. I have nothing to hide from Cassi, and you may not either.”
My stomach wrenches painfully at his words. Are they true? There are too many feelings I'm hiding from Javen.
“You are making a huge mistake, Javen,” Beda says. “Most of the Alku have. We can't trust these humans. They will take everything from us.”
Beda spins from him, but he grasps her arm to stop her. She makes an almost hissing sound when he does it, causing a shiver to tingle in my chest.
“The Starfire is changing, and you know it,” he said. “The humans are a part of the process. There’s no way for us to stop this momentum. If the crystals want us to make a connection with the Earthlings, then that is what we must do. And a connection is what I want, too.”
Surprisingly, Beda says nothing to this. Maybe she knows it's true.
“We need to move,” I call out, hoping to break their tension.
Javen leaves Beda's side and strides toward me, his eyes swirling cyan in the darkness.
“You need to make amends with Yaletha,” she yells after him.
Javen ignores her and comes to my side. He takes my hand and pilots me forward.
None of us speaks until we reach the Intersection point, and even after, the conversation is pretty sparse. Yaletha and Beda rush ahead, as if to make a point or something. I'm sure the women would only claim that leading the pack was their protective duty.
Javen squeezes my hand, and I gaze up at him.
“Beda is at least partially right,” I say. “You do have duties to your people. Please don't let me cloud your focus or who you are as a person.”
He stops us. “Cassi, I have never been clearer than I am now about my duties to my people. Why do you think I joined Wirrin’s clan?”
“To be with me?”
He tips his head. “That's only part of it. I want the Alku to live—thrive. I truly believe this will be through a bond with the people of Earth. I have little say in the leadership of the Alku yet. Decisions are still up to my father and the Council, and now Wirrin with his clan. But I plan to set the example of the bond first.”
A few minutes ago, those words would have terrified me, but there's something about the way he says them. Each word peals clear with beauty and sincerity. Javen really is a person I would want to be with . . . Starfire or no Starfire. He's the type of partner people dream about spending their lives with—handsome, kind, passionate, intelligent. And he cares deeply about me.
“But you do need to make amends with Yaletha,” I say.
Javen glances down. “Yes, I know. I've already made plans to speak with her in private soon. I've waited too long.”
“Tonight. You have to make amends with Yaletha tonight.”
Javen nods.
“I plan to speak with Wirrin when we get back about a way we can set my dad free from the Intersection,” I say. “I believe involving your uncle is the right choice.”
“I'll go with you.”
“No,” I say, “I need to do this alone.”
Javen opens his mouth to speak, but I cut him off. “And you need to speak to Yaletha. She made plans for her life, and now you've suddenly changed that. Leaving her without a heart-to-heart is unfair.”
“Heart-to-heart?” Javen asks.
“An honest conversation.” My palms begin to sweat. An honest conversation with Javen is overdue as well. But I’m still not one hundred percent sure what I’m feeling toward him is real. Dad’s behavior with this other Starfire has only added to this confusion. He’s clearly changing. Maybe being manipulated. I need more time.
We walk in silence for a while. Eventually, the glow of Irilee greets us, and within a few minutes, we're at the edge. Yaletha and Beda disappear into a structure, and I squeeze Javen's fingers, not really ready to let go.
“I'm going to find Wirrin,” I say. “We'll meet up later.”
Javen brushes my cheek with the tips of his fingers, and my knees nearly melt. He gives me a gentle kiss on my forehead.
“You know where you're going?” he asks.
I look around, still a little lightheaded from the kiss, and spot Wirrin's home. A pale blue-green glow shines from the windows as shadows dance about inside. “That one, right?”
“Yes. Wirrin should be inside awaiting the news. I summoned him and told him we were on the way through the Starfire.”
“Thank you,” I say.
Javen slowly untwines our fingers with a reassuring smile and then strides toward the same structure Beda and Yaletha had entered.
When I arrive at Wirrin’s door, I pause before knocking. What am I going to tell Wirrin? I feel stuck between my loyalty to Dad's request and the uncertainty over whether he was in full control of himself when he made it. The Starfire belongs to the Alku. Their people used the Intersection as a portal long before we built Primaro. So why shouldn't they know the truth about the crystal’s power? What right do I have to hide any information from them?
I rap on the wood and a muffled male voice says, “Come in,” from the other side.
Taking in a settling breath, I push open the large door, cringing when the hinges creak.
Wirrin sits at a small table in the corner with an empty chair across from him. Scattered over the table are two plates and several carved bowls of steaming food. The meal’s aroma meets my nose, and I close the door behind me.
“I thought you'd be hungry,” Wirrin says as he picks up a spoon, scoops from one of the bowls and places the mixture onto his plate.
My mouth waters and my stomach releases an appreciative growl.
“Take a seat.” Wirrin gestures to the empty chair opposite him.
I lower myself to the wooden chair. With each strained inch, my feet begin to sting and my muscles quiver. The walk to the Intersection point and back was far longer than I’m used to trekking. But I ignore the burn and instead reach for the spoon in one of the bowls and serve myself a vegetable dish, one that looks similar to the one Beda provided before we left. The green, savory concoction smells even better than the last time.
“So,” Wirrin begins, smoothing his white hair away from his pale face. “Did you find what you were searching for at the Intersection point?”
I stuff a spoonful of the food into my mouth to earn a few additional seconds to think through an answer. Wirrin simply leans his elbows onto the table and waits. I swallow the vegetables after a few extra chews than I'd typically do and then clear my throat.
“Well, obviously my father isn't here—so, not exactly.” I remove the Starfire necklace he gave me from around my neck and place it on the table. I don’t need it anymore.
“But was he there?” His eyes go to the necklace and then back at me.
“In the Intersection?”
Wirrin nods.
“Yes,” I admit and then take another bite of food.
“But you don't want to tell me about it.” He stands and clears his plate, leaving his uneaten meal still piled high, and takes it to the counter in the kitchen.
I set my spoon down so I'm not tempted to stuff my mouth again. “Honestly, I'm completely confused by what I saw. My dad was there, but he wouldn't come back with me.” I bring my hand to my pocket, feel inside for the Starfire and pull it out. When I open my palm, the crystal glows in a more vibrant hue than any Starfire I've seen before.
Wirrin's brows rise at the illumination’s intensity, and for the briefest second, his eyes swirl with cyan before returning to their normal shade of brown.
“I thought he may not return.”
I scoff. “Then why did you even send me?”
“I needed to know the truth for myself. I've heard rumors about the Starfire from the Intersection.” He returns to his seat, still staring at the crystal in my hand.
“Rumors?” I ask.
He shrugs. “Ancient stories about the energy these specific Starfire hold. The crystals, like the one you hold, are ‘Mothers.’”
“Mothers?” I ask.
“These crystals are the source of the Starfire we use for life on the Paxon side of the Intersection, and the ones on Arcadia, as well. Almost as if the Starfire on each side is the life-giver to those on the other. Each has its own strengths and weaknesses.”
“But each is dependent on the existence of the other?”
“Yes, exactly. But the Starfire you now possess is not. This crystal holds the power of both sides in one.”
I open my palm again and stare. The gem’s light pulses in my hand. “But that's good, right?” The question brings me hope that my father's situation isn't as dire as I once believed. Maybe I was seeing things.
“In theory, yes. But very difficult to control for us as fallible beings.”
My heart sinks.
“The story goes that before we knew anything about the Starfire, a few privileged Alku in ancient times came upon these Mothers. The gems were beautiful and fascinating. And the possession of a Mother brought wealth, notoriety—power. And, in time, also brought jealousy, and then war. The owners were consumed, and everyone wanted to take the crystals.”
My jaw tightens at each of his words.
“When the Alku had nearly destroyed each other for the Mothers, it's said that there was only One Pure Soul left. He devised a plan and stole all the crystals. Then, when he had them all, he journeyed far and hid them away. After this, each side began growing the Starfire fields as we know them today. Forever separated but necessary for each other. After this, the Alku's eyes were open to their mistakes, and we decided never to use the Starfire for evil.”
“Did the One Pure Soul ever return?”
“No,” he says. “But the tales say he fights to this day to keep the two Starfire types from joining again.”
“But that's just a story, right?” I choke out.
“There are always truths in the ancient tales. Whether the events happened exactly as told or not.”
I stuff the gem back into my pocket and wipe my sweaty palms on my pants.
“Your father? How did he appear when you met with him?” Wirrin asks.
“Um . . .” The words I want to say twist through my head. Do I tell Wirrin about Dad's strange behavior? Confusion wracks me.
“He was affected, wasn't he? Did he say why he would not return with you?”
I stay silent for a moment. “He told me he couldn't. He didn't want to risk us both getting trapped.”
“And did Javen accompany you into the Intersection? Did he see your father?”
The memory of Javen being ripped from me surfaces and my breath hitches. “Javen tried but we were separated, and a force prevented him from crossing. I ended up there alone. When I found Dad, he wasn’t the same. In some ways he was, but in other ways not. There was something off about him.”
Wirrin sighs. “If the story is right, it is possible the Alku may be able to enter the Intersection, but as of now, we can only pass through to the other side. The Starfire within the Intersection may be preventing our access. But with the introduction of humans, circumstances may change. Until we understand more, you should not return to your father. There is already a war waging on the Arcadia side of the Intersection; we cannot afford to bring all-out war to this side, too. The knowledge of this place risks everything.”
“But I can't leave him to die.”
“I fear if you bring him across, we might all die. If he has been exposed to the Mother Starfire since the accident, we do not know what he might become or what has already consumed him. And if he comes back, I'm unsure if he will be able to resist telling other humans or using the crystals for evil.”
I push aside my plate, no longer hungry. “What am I supposed to do then? What do I tell Javen?”
Wirrin leans in and lowers his voice. “You will tell Javen none of what we spoke of. Not until I have the chance to speak to my brother.”
“And what do I do with
this?” I rip the crystal from my pocket and shove the glowing gem in Wirrin's direction. The glow lights up his face from below as if we were sharing horror stories. Maybe we are.
Wirrin pushes my hand away. “My guess is this Starfire is a key into the Intersection. Otherwise, Dr. Foster would not have given it to you.”
“You take it.” I hold the gem out to him again, but he leans away from me.
“I cannot. For some reason, this particular crystal has bonded to you and you only. If I try to take it, the Starfire will only find its way back to you. What is set in motion will continue.”




Chapter 6
Ileave Wirrin's home, my heart heavy, and gaze up as the door closes. A shooting star launches across the night sky, looking as if the trail is brushed with a streak of glowing cyan paint. In the past, seeing such sights would bring me hope and wonder. But I'm not sure much is going to inspire me after today.
I sigh and bring my attention to Irilee and then the Alku who mill around the main road. Most of them have merely ignored me since I arrived, but a woman with her child in tow stares and then glances away when she sees I notice her. I force a smile.
Wirrin told me to go back to Beda’s home and rest for the night. I didn't want to argue with him, but there's no way I'm going back there. Yet, I'm not sure I want to talk to Javen right now, either. I know what will happen—the effect he has on me. And right now, I need to be alone with my thoughts, not clouded by our bond.
“Cassi.” Javen's voice comes from behind me.
I turn, and when I see him, the thoughts I had a second ago suddenly seem foolish. Javen is safe. He cares for me—why wouldn't I want to be secure in his arms? Compelled, I sprint toward him and tears begin to slip down my cheeks. Before I know it, I'm wrapped in his strong embrace. The world may not be right again . . . but he is.
“What happened?” he whispers into my ear while his hands bury into my hair and draw me closer against his chest.
I want to tell him everything but know I can't. I pull away and force myself back into control.
“When will we be able to release your father? Were you able to make a plan with my uncle?”
“I've decided we can't bring him back,” I lie.
“What? But you told me that was what you were going to speak with Wirrin about.”
“For now, Dad is safer where he is. Hammond and the World Senate believe him to be dead, I'm sure. Bringing him back makes him a target.”
Confusion sweeps over Javen's face. “But why did you change your mind? Is Wirrin forcing you?” He turns toward Wirrin's lodging and takes a step in that direction. “I can speak to him.”
But before he gets any farther, I clasp his arm and stop him.
“This is my choice. We need more time to fully protect my father, and I need to find out what's happening on the Arcadia side of the Intersection before any rash choices are made. Wirrin agrees with the idea.”
Javen runs his hand over his forehead as if attempting to work out my change of mind. “All right,” he says after a moment. “But please don't wait too long. I believe you'll regret doing so.”
“I agree.” I study the ground. “I'm going to Beda's home to rest.” It's not where I want to go, but if I don't tell Javen something, I'm sure he'll try to stay with me.
Javen nods. “She's gone anyway. Took a scouting party out and shouldn't return for quite some time.”
“It's been a very long day. How about you walk me, and then I will meet you again in the morning?”
He touches my cheek with the tips of his fingers and I lean into his touch, closing my eyes.
“The morning is a long time from now,” Javen whispers. “But I want you to receive the rest you need.” He presses his lips lightly to my forehead and leads me to Beda’s without any more questions.
Inside Beda's home, the embers in the corner fireplace still glow red-hot as if she only recently left. I plop into a chair and stare at the gentle, pulsing glow of the dying fire.
Weight from my new knowledge presses on my chest and I pull the brilliant Starfire out from my pocket. How can this small crystal represent so much power? Enough to nearly bring down a civilization? And from what I've seen, the Alku are better than many humans. Even though Wirrin and Vihann are split, they are still on speaking terms and wish to join together again at some point. On Earth, it's never-ending separation and trying to take power from the weak. Humans come to Arcadia, and we do the exact same thing in claiming the land and Starfire without thought to the consequences to anyone or anything already here. Dad was always the voice of reason and a friend to the Alku. How can we leave him out of this? It's not right. We need his presence to help solve the rift.
I squeeze my fist around the Starfire, and the gem begins to pulse in my hand. I squeeze tighter and press my eyelids closed with nearly the same force. I grit my teeth in frustration and the crystal begins to vibrate. The sensation spreads from my fingers to my arms and then races through my body. I inhale deeply and flick my eyes open to find the space around me warping and bending. I jump to my feet, and in a single blink, I'm not in Beda's home anymore.
Rather, I stand at the mouth of the same cave Dad used as a shelter. My heart pounds as I touch the rough opening and realize this is real. I've brought myself inside the Intersection again.
But instead of night, like the last visit, the light appears to be midday-bright. I turn my neck and squint at the sun high in the azure sky.
I enter the mouth of the cave even though Dad may not be inside. He could be doing anything during the day—getting food or water, searching out the crystals to study.
My heart thuds against my ribcage as I follow the cave walls, creeping forward until I arrive at the open section I found Dad in before. I spot movement to my left. It's Dad, hunched over a small, wooden table with peeling paint. Where the table came from, I have no clue. It wasn't in here last night. He's muttering to himself, but I can't hear what he's saying. Dad doesn't see me and grabs an object off the table and clenches his hand tightly while whispering to the air.
Fear ripples through me. But I must speak to him. “Dad?”
He doesn't answer and continues fiddling with the items in front of him, including a few Starfire crystals, which dimly illuminate the cave. A small amount of light from the outside also spills around the corner.
This time, I raise my voice. “Dad!”
With a jerk, he stands from the stool he's been sitting on. “Who's there?”
“It's me . . . Cassi.” I want to go to him, but my feet remain frozen. What if Wirrin is right?
He squints and leans forward at the waist. “Cassi?”
“Yes.” I force my feet to go to him.
“What took you so long?” He plops into his seat and returns to sorting though his items.
As I step forward, I see several of the items are relatively primitive tools, but there's also a pencil and a pad of paper with scribbles and notes all over the open page.
I step closer to him and he pulls the notepad away as if he's attempting to hide his notes. “Where did you get all this stuff?” I ask.
He grabs the pencil and begins scribbling in his notepad. A few seconds later, he puts it down. “After you told me how I had manifested the apples outside the Intersection on accident, I tried to make something like that phenomenon happen here—on purpose. At first, nothing happened. But the more I tried and the more I studied the crystals, I was able to make a few small things appear—food, tools I needed—even a pencil and paper to record all my findings. Nothing more complex than that.” Dad bites the pencil and holds it in his mouth. He begins flipping back in the notepad to the beginning. He reads whatever he has written, looks up at me, and then removes the pencil.
“Why haven't you brought an Alku here, like I asked you?”
“Um . . .” It's not a question I really want to answer. “I don't know how yet.”
Essentially, it's true, and I don't need to tell him how I don't want Javen to come here right now, even if I could get him here. Not until I know more about this place. What if the story Wirrin told me is true?
“You couldn't have figured it out by now?”
“Dad, it's only been a few hours.”
His shoulders drop, and his body relaxes. His demeanor almost returns to normal, but then he rubs his head in confusion. “Oh yes . . . I've forgotten already. It feels like days.”
“I'm not even sure how I got here this time,” I say. “I was studying the Starfire you gave me and here I am.”
He places his notepad down and stares at me. “You mean you didn't need a set point to enter?”
Dad grabs the pad and flips to a blank page. He jots down something while mumbling a few sentences to himself. He returns to hunching over the tabletop as if I'm not even here anymore. I watch him slipping from me again for a few moments before I say anything.
“Dad?”
He looks up startled. “Oh . . . you're still here?”
“Dad.” I race to the other side of the table and kneel in front of him. “What is happening to you? Do you even know? We have to figure out how to stop this . . . change.”
Dad answers with a blank stare, and just when I think he might come back to me again, he returns his frantic attention to the notebook, touching the Starfire on his left with his free hand. The crystal glows and his body relaxes.
My heart pounding, I rise, and he continues to ignore me. There's no way I can bring him back like this and I can't leave him here either. Wirrin was right.
I need to return to the Arcadia side of the Intersection. The World Senate really does have no idea what they’re dealing with in the Starfire. I don't even know if I should be using the gems. Who knows what the long-term effects of the crystals are on humans? Even the less-powerful crystals from outside the Intersection.
I pull the small gem from my pocket and turn it in my fingers. The cuts are delicate and perfect. But could the Starfire still affect me in the same ways it's changing Dad if I keep the crystal for too long? I think about the One Pure Soul and how he had to take all the Mother Crystals to keep the Alku safe. I stuff the gem back inside my pocket. If this Starfire is my key to get back to Dad, then I must keep it. Reluctantly, I step away and watch him disappear into his own world again.
“As soon as I can, I'll get back to you, Daddy.”
My heart aches, and I slip my hand into my pocket and close my eyes.
When I open my lids, I'm in Beda's chair, the smoldering embers still beside me in the fireplace.
A sound in the shadows makes me jump and my breathing picks up as I see Beda's outline in the kitchen. Why is she here? Javen said she was out scouting.
“Where were you?” She holds up a knife and then opens a drawer. I gasp at the sight.
I must have just appeared out of nowhere in the seat. But this sort of thing must not be an infrequent occurrence for Beda.
My quick breathing returns to normal as she puts the knife away in the drawer instead of directing the sharp point at me. Not that she needs a knife to hurt me, though.
“Beda, I must go back to Arcadia.”
I ignore her question, but I'm pretty sure she might like what I'm telling her better. She raises her eyebrow in interest. Apparently, I was correct. But then her brow lowers and her face twists into a suspicious expression as she utters one word.
“Why?”
“There are things to take care of. People I need to see, starting with the Board members, Hirata and Cooper, then my Dad's lab partners.” What was that guy’s name again? Dad mentioned him. Oh yes, Owens. “I can't do that from here. Keeping me hidden in Irilee isn’t going to do the Alku any good if I have information people need to help stop the war.”
Beda walks out from the kitchen and crosses her arms over her chest. “Well, I have no problem with you leaving. It was definitely not my decision to have you stay in my home. I'm not sure what my father was thinking.” She narrows her eyes to slits.
My heart thuds as she continues toward me, stopping only a foot away to tower over my head. “But you need to make sure when you are over there that you do nothing . . . nothing”—she growls with an emphasis on the last word— “to harm my people, including my family.”
I press my back into the chair to move away from her. “I don't think you understand, Beda. I have no desire to harm anyone . . . human or Alku. I want to rescue my dad and find a way for both our people to live in peace. Nothing else.”
“Nothing else? What about Javen? Where does he fit into this whole grand plan of yours?”
“Javen?”
“Yes,” she hisses. “Javen. What do you want from my cousin? Power? Position?”
“No,” I protest. “I don't want any of that—”
“Then what do you want, human? Because power and position are what come with Javen eventually. He will be the leader of our people. How will you fit into that picture? Because I for one won't see you as the intended to the Luminary of the Alku. And many others will not, either.” As she spits her words at me, she moves in closer, baring her teeth under her full lips. “And if you jeopardize Javen’s ability to take his rightful position, I'll personally ensure that your Starfire connection is severed.”
“Severed?” I ball my hands.
“Yes.” She sneers prettily and then huffs a disgusted laugh. “Didn't know that could happen, did you? The connection is a binding force but not unbreakable.”
Uncurling my fists, I gently shove her back. “Get away from me, Beda.”
She throws up her hands shoulder high and backs away. “I'll speak to my father about returning you tomorrow. But I’m sure he'll agree.” She turns and walks out the front door, leaving me alone.
I lean forward and shove my head into my hands.
Where do Javen and I fit into all of this?




Chapter 7
Iblink my eyelids open to the morning light streaming through the window in Beda's home. My body aches all over. I apparently slept in her chair all night. Guess the Starfire hasn't completely changed how I need a full night’s sleep yet.
I roll my neck to work out the kinks. Memories of my second visit to Dad and Beda's conversation with me—if you can call it a conversation—turn through my mind.
Guilt stabs at me for having to leave Dad in the Intersection. But I'll get help in figuring that out. I just hope I'm able to before it's too late and the Intersection changes him beyond repair. I glance down at my rumpled and twice-slept-in shirt and black pants. I can almost feel the tingly spray of hot water on my skin as I dream about a shower once I return to Arcadia, as well as the comfort of a fresh change of clothes.
A rap echoes at the door and my breath hitches. Probably Beda again. But why would Beda knock on her own door? And it's not as if she gives me my space or privacy.
I walk to the door and open it. Outside stands Javen, looking fresh and clean compared to me. But Javen gives me a soft smile and doesn't seem to care about my disheveled appearance.
“You're going back?” he says, his voice peppered with sadness. He steps inside and shuts the door behind him.
Beda must have already spoken to Wirrin and told Javen my news.
“I need to. Staying here is useless. And there are things going on that you’re not aware of.”
“Then tell me. Right now, I'm left out of all the decision-making. You are not telling me everything . . . Wirrin isn't telling me everything. The war is driving a wedge between the Alku.”
I turn from him and walk toward the living area. “You are the one who convinced Wirrin to use the Starfire as a weapon to drive Hammond out of Primaro.”
Javen stares at the floor, then pinches the bridge of his nose. “Because I felt it to be a temporary, emergency solution. But I feel the shift of my people inside me—a shift toward more war—and I can't let this rift happen.”
“Am I holding you back?”
Javen looks up, startled at my question. “What? Why would you ask that?”
Tears sting my eyes. “Because it might be true. What if our connection is actually dividing you? How are you supposed to stay loyal to the Alku and loyal to me . . . a human?
Javen furrows his brows. “Cassi, you are a part of who I am. There's nothing that can change that now.”
But there possibly is. What if Beda is right and severing my connection with Javen is the right thing to do? Sometimes I fear that I’ll hold him back from stepping up to become a leader for his people.
I push away the thoughts. If humans and the Alku are to stay on Arcadia, our races need to make a bond. What better way than to set the example? As I study Javen's hurt expression, my need for him comes flooding back and all my doubts wash away. Javen and I are in this together, and we need to set things right as a team.
“I'm sorry,” I say and step toward him. “The pressure is getting to me.” I gesture to the room with my hand. “And staying at Beda's isn't helping the situation. She keeps freaking me out.”
As he has before, he opens his arms to me and I fall into them. His warm, muscled chest feels good against me and, for a moment, helps me forget the mess.
“My dad isn't okay,” I admit into his chest.
He leans away from me, and I look up to him.
“What do you mean?” The corners of his mouth tilt downward.
“He gave me a Starfire when I saw him yesterday. And last night the crystal took me back to him.”
“From where? An Intersection point?”
“I don't think so, unless the Starfire created a new one. I was here in the living room, and then I was there—in the Intersection.”
“So, you were able to create an entrance point leading inside the Intersection on your own?” Javen furrows his brow. “How could that happen?”
“I have no idea how it’s working, but before a few weeks ago, I didn't know two dimensions could exist on the same planet. So at this point, anything seems possible.”
Javen reaches for me and gently takes my hand. “Then what’s next?”
“I need to go to Arcadia and contact some of the people from Dad's terraforming team. He trusted them.”
“How is his team going to know how to help you? How much could they know about the Intersection?”
Frustration brews in my stomach. Dad said they were working on a theory that the Intersection was an actual place, and Dr. Owens did make the device Dad had that may have allowed him inside the dimension. So they might know something. “I need help from someone. And the ousted World Senate members must have people on Earth who can do something.” I search Javen’s eyes.
“I'll go with you,” Javen offers. “I can be a liaison and help answer questions as best I can about the Starfire. Maybe my information will help the willing Senate members take action more quickly.”
“But your people need you here.”
“I know, but maybe on your side I can find out information beneficial to both of our people. And find a way to stop using the Starfire as a weapon. Maybe there's a way to use the power for good.”
I nod, but in my heart I know the World Senate and Hammond have their own weapons. And I doubt whether, without using the Starfire as our own weapon, we’ll be able to hold them back.




Chapter 8
As I take Javen's hand electricity ripples through my fingers and arm. As the space around us warps, a warm sensation of safety falls over me, just by having him here. I want more than anything to completely give into the feeling. But something tickles at the back of my mind, warning me to stay alert, to be on guard.
With a snap, Javen and I go from pure, organic surroundings to streets and buildings. A dull cyan glow surrounds us. Javen has us cloaked from view. So I keep hold of his hand to maintain our invisibility.
A few of the buildings in downtown Primaro are damaged by the fighting, but overall the city is in better condition than I thought. Everything is still standing, at least. I'd hate to see all of Dad's hard work destroyed.
I tap my Connect, using my free hand, and select the mapping function. A hologram of our current location appears over my wrist device.
“Spectra, the restaurant I worked at, is only a couple of blocks away,” I say. “I'm going to tell Max to meet us there if he can.”
Javen flinches slightly at the mention of Max's name but bows his head.
I tap my Connect to message Max.
Meet me behind Spectra as soon as you can.
Almost immediately the words from my friend appear on the screen. My heart skips at the thought of seeing him soon.
You’re back?! I’ll be right there—10 minutes tops.
I pull Javen forward, and we weave around a squad of troops who have weapons slung over their shoulders. I glance back after we pass. They're all human, not a single Alku. A ship passes overhead. My shoulders flinch, but the vessel passes and only seems to be patrolling.
After two blocks, we travel through a walkway leading to the rear of Spectra and then wait. Javen leans his back up against the wall, still holding my hand. I open my mouth to speak when a group of people round the corner, cutting me off. Even though no one sees me, I press against the wall next to Javen.
The two men and one woman stop less than ten feet from us. The woman is well-dressed, with curly, dark hair pulled into a low ponytail. The men are equally well-dressed. I narrow my eyes. The entire group looks as if they work in the Capitol building.
“If mining the crystal ore is a way to save Earth, then we should do it,” the shortest of the two men say. “We are talking about billions of people.”
My heart sinks when I realize what the group is discussing. Primaro has been secured. Those who agreed with Hammond should have already fled. If the people who stayed behind are beginning to back her, we may be in real trouble. I watch Javen as he studies the group, jaw clenched.
“We should wait this out.” The other man leans in and whispers. “I want to save Earth, too. Of course, I do. But we have no idea what these Alku people are capable of. Sure, they seem to be helping us for now. But the Starfire ore appears powerful. I wouldn't want them turning on us. You've seen those alien movies— if you know what I mean.”
The short man grimaces.
The woman crosses her arms over her chest. “I've received access to the preliminary reports. The Alku are definitely holding back on the Starfire's capabilities. I don't trust them. And I agree we should take them out while we have the chance. They're not resisting. Why wait until they do?”
My Connect buzzes, and I turn my wrist over. Max.
I'm heading around the corner.
Before I have a chance to tell him to wait a few minutes so we can listen to more of this conversation, Max is already in sight.
The woman spots him and glances at her Connect. “I'm on my way to breakfast. Does either of you want to join me?”
“Sure,” says the taller man.
“There's a meeting I'm due at in twenty minutes,” the other man says.
They bid their goodbyes and leave.
Max jogs our way, searching around for us. My heart picks up the pace as he gets closer. I let go of Javen's grasp, and the cyan glow around us dissipates.
Max skids to a stop. “Whoa, were you there the whole time?”
“Yeah,” I say and rush toward him, pulling him into an embrace. “Just being careful.” My heart fills with joy at seeing him again.
Max lets out a sigh and then eases from me. He glances at Javen, who is staring intently at him, an eyebrow raised.
“Well,” Max says, “I should get you two out of here. Things are pretty quiet right now and almost normal since the Senate called a truce. But word is that people are getting restless. I try not to be on the street unless I have to be. I brought a car to take us back to base.”
“Is Irene there?” I ask.
Max snickers. “She's been taking over the place.”
I chuckle. “Sounds like Irene.”
I grab for Javen's hand again, but he backs up.
“I can't go with you,” he says.
Confused, I reach for him. “Why not?”
“You heard those people, and he”—Javen flits a look at Max— “just confirmed that the people of Primaro are growing restless. I need to speak with my father and Wirrin about the conversation we overheard.”
“But there'll probably be more information once we get to Hirata and Cooper. We can find out all the details about the World Senate talks.”
A sad smile softens his face and he whispers, “I must speak with my family now. We are running out of time.” He touches my cheek, and the lingering graze of his fingertips makes me gasp. On instinct, I raise on my toes and touch my lips to his. He returns the kiss passionately and locks his arm around my waist. Stars fill my pulse and then, like a wisp of air . . . he vanishes.
Max clears his throat from behind, and I spin on my heels toward him.
“Uh, sorry.” My cheeks are strawberry pink now; I can feel the flush. “You didn't need to see that.”
Max shrugs and studies the ground. “We should go.”
I follow him around to the front of the building and spot the white car he must have brought. He taps his Connect and the doors slide open. Movement catches my eye and I watch another group of soldiers patrol the street. Apparently keeping the peace. I speed up to receive the protection the vehicle offers. I doubt it's any safer. Really, nothing out here feels safe anymore. Nevertheless, I let out a shaky breath of relief as Max slides into the seat next to me and secures our doors.
He runs his finger over the display in front of him and taps a few times. The car moves forward.
“It's really good to see you,” I say.
Max sighs again. “It's good to see you, too. I hate the fact I couldn't message you while you were with the Alku.”
“For some reason, the tech doesn't work across the Intersection.”
“I'm still trying to work out all this Intersection stuff.”
I laugh. “Me too.”
“Well, you seem to have a better handle on everything than me.”
“Trust me, the Intersection is still a mystery to me in many ways. I just hope I can find out more information in Dad's lab.”
“His lab?”
“Apparently he had a secret lab built outside the city.”
Max narrows his eyes while still watching the road. “Then how do you know?”
“My dad is alive.”
Max opens his mouth in shock. “What? Where is he? That's amazing!”
“I can't tell you yet. Until I get more information, no one should know. I'm afraid exposing him could make him a target again.”
Max furrows his brows and blinks. “Why?”
“All I can say is the Starfire and crossing the Intersection are far more complicated than anyone previously thought. He wants to stay where he is unless I can find help.” It's a white lie, but I can't tell Max why I'm leaving Dad where he is.
“You must be relieved he's alive though, right?”
“I am. And I got to visit him twice.”
“And he's okay?”
“Yeah,” I say a little too quickly.
Max furrows his brows further. “You sure?”
“Yes, he's fine. I'll just be glad when all this is over.”
The vehicle stops next to a checkpoint manned by armed soldiers. Max activates the window on his side of the car. When the guard sees Max's face, he waves him past.
“The building we're in has a lot of security, so everyone should be safe,” he says as the window moves back in place. “But before the truce, there was an attack.”
I peer out the front window and study the char on one of the nearby buildings. A smattering of plants growing up the side are partially burned away, too. More soldiers patrol the streets nearby.
The vehicle rolls into an underground parking structure and locates a slot to park in.
“Support for Hirata is growing,” Max says as we exit the car and head toward the building entrance. “But there are still a lot of patrons and members of the World Senate who support Hammond. So, many of us are trying to stay off the common streets. Right now, a group of us are working and housed here. It's not as comfortable as I might like. But it's all right.”
“And you said Irene is here, too?”
“Yep. You'll see her in just a few minutes.” Max taps on his Connect as we approach a door. A hologram of Irene's face appears. She smiles when she sees him, her white teeth offset by her dark skin.
“Has the eagle landed?”
Max chuckles. “Yeah, I have her. Can you open the door?”
He swipes off the display and the door pops open. Max ushers me through. Inside is a well-lit hallway with white walls.
“This floor has been converted into sleeping quarters. Above us is where everyone works. When your dad had these buildings constructed, he apparently ordered them to be built into the ground. The area we are in now is nearly bomb-proof. I guess he knew there was a chance for war.”
“Human habits seem to die hard,” I say.
Max leads me up a single flight of stairs and into another larger hallway. We pass a partially cracked open door. Inside, a group of people works on computers and several others bustle around the space completing their tasks.
“Come on.” Max waves me toward an open door about ten feet ahead.
I pick up the pace, and inside I see the back of Irene's dark hair while she works at a computer. A giant holographic screen wavers in front of her. On a computer next to Irene is a man, maybe in his sixties. I'm not sure. But he's partially balding and paunchy.
“We're here,” Max says, and Irene spins in her chair toward us.
“You're okay,” Irene says with a sigh of relief and stands.
I reach out and pull her into a hug. “You too.”
She squeezes me. “Yup. But I'm stuck here with this rowdy group.” She gestures with her head toward the man still sitting to her right. “Right, Howard?”
The man grunts but doesn't look up at her. Instead, he just keeps tapping his virtual keyboard and occasionally swiping at information on his screen.
I raise my eyebrow at Irene.
She smiles and glances at Max. “I need to get back to work. Why don't you give Cassi the rest of the tour and show her our quarters?”
“Are we still roommates?” I ask.
“Yeah,” Irene says. “But don't expect the luxury accommodations we had before. There are two extra beds in the room, and I'm sure the higher-ups will move another roomie in soon.”
I think back to our dorm room that was little more than a box and a tight squeeze for the two of us.
“Hey,” Max says to Irene. “At least I've been able to give you a couple days of privacy.”
Irene tips her chin at Max. “It pays to know people.”
“Yes, it does.” Max chuckles and looks at me. “Let's head out.”
I start to follow him when my Connect vibrates. I raise my wrist, and an auto hologram plays. The same thing happens to everyone in the room.
The Board’s symbol of Earth and Arcadia overlapping while surrounded by stars appears and then vanishes, replaced with the head and torso of a man dressed in a suit and tie. His hair is neatly combed.
“This is a broadcast announcement where we take you to Skybase and the recently adjourned World Senate gathering,” the man says.
I lean in and ask Max. “What's this about?”
“The Senate was voting on a new President of the Board today,” he says.
“They officially removed Hammond?”
“Currently Hammond is missing. No one knows where she is or if she’s even alive.”
My heart picks up the pace, and I return my attention to the holographic man.
“In a thirty-one to twenty vote, Lia Hirata has been named our next Board President.”
Cheers erupt from outside the room we're in, and even Howard lets out a soft, “Whoop.”
“We were pretty sure she was going to win,” Max says. “But this is great news. It means the World Senate is working toward a solution with the Alku. There have been rumors their leader even met with the World Senate.”
“Vihann?” I ask. Maybe he's about to work this out peaceably. I wonder if Wirrin was there, too.
Max nods. “Yes, Vihann.”
I look back to the hologram still playing on my wrist as Lia Hirata is sworn in. I guess they're wasting no time. She raises her hand to take the oath, and the camera pans back. It's then that I see him. A tall boy in a sharp suit, with hair falling just over his forehead. Keeping a serious expression, he reaches up to move the strands off his face.
Luca Powell.




Chapter 9
“Luca is with Hirata?” I ask, my chest tensing at the sight of him.
Max turns his attention to me. “Immediately after the Senate split, Luca showed up and surrendered to Hirata. He confessed how he was never on board with Hammond’s plans but didn't have the power at the time to do anything to challenge her. Since he hasn't done enough for Hammond to remove him from the Board, he has pledged allegiance to Hirata.”
My stomach churns at Max's words and my face must show my distaste.
“Look,” Max says, “I don't trust the guy either. But Hirata and Cooper have spoken to him at length. And they do trust him. Enough, at least.”
I glance at Irene, who's now watching us, and she mumbles under her breath.
“You can talk to them yourself tomorrow,” Max says.
“Tomorrow? I was hoping to see Hirata today.”
Max gestures with a tip of his chin to Hirata's swearing-in still taking place on the screen. “You can see she's a little busy today.”
I sigh. But I guess this will give me more time to figure out how I can leave this bunker of sorts, get to Dad's lab, and then find Dr. Owens.
“Hey,” Irene says, interrupting my thoughts. “You mind if I steal Cassi for a bit? I’ve been up for fourteen hours, and I could use a break. Then I'll take her down and show her our quarters.”
“Sure,” Max says and checks his Connect. “I have an appointment soon, and while I'm there, I'll confirm everything is set for you to meet with Cooper and Hirata tomorrow morning. First thing.”
I nod as Irene takes my arm and pilots me out of the room, past Max.
“I thought you had work?” I ask.
Irene ignores my question. “So, what's happening on the other side?”
Whoa. That's a big question I'm not sure I'm ready to answer. Javen, my dad— the Alku situation.
“I don't feel like we're being told everything over here,” she adds.
“I'm sure you're not,” I say while thinking of my father's whereabouts. “My dad is alive.” I admitted this to Max; might as well tell Irene.
Her eyes widen. “Really? I thought he might be from the video feed. Do the Alku have him?”
“Not exactly. But I need to get to his lab. I think there's information there I need.”
“His lab?” Irene motions me through a door marked “Cafeteria.” Inside, a few people sit at tables, and up front is an assortment of prepackaged, shelf-stable foods. We grab a few items to snack on and then glance around. “Let's go to our quarters,” Irene suggests. “More privacy there.”
She leads me down the stairs to the sleeping quarters floor and to a door marked “A-102.” After using the thumb scanner, she opens the door and then activates the light.
The room is as sparse as Irene said, with only four cots and overhead lighting. Not very homey and way worse than the dorm ever was. Only one of the beds has been slept on.
“You can take whatever bed you want . . . except mine of course,” Irene says with a smile.
I plop onto the nearest cot, and the bed squeaks as I do. With a resigned sigh, I open my package of granola and set my box of water down beside me. Every bit of tiredness and stress that I’ve been bottling up inside suddenly seeps through my body. What I would give for a shower right now.
“How is your family?” I ask, eating a bit of my snack while we talk. “Your aunt and cousins? Were you able to get a comm to them after everything went down?”
She purses her lips. “I did. I guess the World Senate was able to intercept your broadcast. The message never reached Earth . . . only the people of Primaro and the Senate know about the Alku. All outgoing comms are being monitored and delayed so that Earth doesn't panic from the news.” She rips open her package marked Raspberry Protein Bites and pops a reddish cluster into her mouth. “I'm sure some information has gotten through. But it's not widespread yet. I was dying while holding back more info for her, but I knew my comm would only be deleted and I’d probably lose my privilege to send out any more messages. Everything is the same in LA, and my aunt was mostly just happy for the CosmicCoin deposit in her account. Helps take care of the rent.”
I pause mid-bite for a second, stunned, before chewing once more. Earth doesn't know about the Alku? Or what bad shape their planet is in? I don't know if the lack of Earth’s knowledge makes the situation better or worse. But I guess there's not much the people can do. Why stress them out more than they already are?
I swallow my bite and ask, “Extra Solar is still paying you?”
“No. Hirata arranged for me to start officially working for the Board. Pay is the same as I was getting before.” Between bites, she asks, “So, you said your Dad had a lab in Primaro?”
“No, it's outside of the city. I'm not even sure anyone on his team knows the location. But there should be some of his research housed there. He gave me the coordinates. But I have no idea how I'm going to get to the location. On the way in, I noticed so many guards outside the building and within the secured area, and I'm not quite ready to tell Hirata about the lab yet. Especially not after seeing how Luca is on the Board again.”
Irene grimaces. “I get that.”
“I can't prove Luca is doing anything wrong. But I didn't trust him from the moment I met him.”
Irene holds her protein cluster in the air, ready to take her next bite, but speaks instead. “What about that Javen guy? Maybe he could transport you to the lab, like he did for me out of the detention center.”
“Javen is on the other side of the Intersection dealing with his own problems.”
“Things not going well for you two?” Irene sits on her cot.
“What?”
“I was pretty freaked out that day in the Capitol building, but I'm not blind. I saw the way you looked at him when we were in there. When he was hurt.” She raises her eyebrows at me as I say nothing. “You have big feelings for an alien.”
My heart shudders. An alien? I haven't thought of Javen or the Alku like that. Aliens are little green men who take cows and unsuspecting people up to the mothership! But I guess he is an alien. That’s what the man behind Specter called the Alku earlier. Or since the Alku were here first, maybe we should be considered the aliens.
“I do care for him. I think about him all the time. Feels as if we've always been together and shouldn't be apart.”
“Sounds intense.” Irene takes the last bite of her meal, and I’m only halfway through mine. “Really intense for a person you just met.”
“I know. The Starfire has something to do with the connection. But I'm not sure where the Starfire starts and where I end.”
“I've had to trust my instincts my whole life. Being a poor girl from LA, a lot of people tried to take advantage. But my instincts got me here. Arcadia may not be perfect, but without it, I'd probably be on the streets in LA, and my aunt and cousins would be, too. Don't let this Starfire be your number one guide. You need to keep that position. Trust yourself.” Irene stands. “You should eat, take a shower, and rest. I have to get back upstairs, but after my shift is done, I'll come down here and we'll head out to find your dad's lab.”
∆∆∆
 
The rest of the day, I barely slept—maybe an hour, tops. But I was able to shower and change into a fresh shirt and jeans and tame the snarled mess my strawberry-blond hair had become. Irene even brought a few of my jewelry-making supplies, and I was able to affix the Starfire that Dad gave me to a necklace. But she didn’t get Dad’s thumb drive since the device wasn’t in any of my things. Alina must have taken it. I touch my finger to the gem hidden under my shirt. It's still there. Could I just transport me and Irene to the lab myself? Without knowing more on how the Intersection Starfire affects humans, I want to use this crystal as little as possible. If we can get to the lab another way, I want to do that, even if getting there is more work.
“You sure you got enough rest today?” Irene asks.
“You’re going to be a great mom.” I smile and raise my eyebrow at her.
Irene scoffs. “I'm so used to taking care of my cousins.”
I pull up the coordinates to Dad’s lab on my Connect. “I slept fine. Feel good actually.” The statement isn’t a lie. I do feel great, at least healthwise.
“How long is it going to take for us to get there?” she asks.
“The lab is outside the city. Estimated time says thirty minutes by vehicle. You did get a vehicle, right?”
“I did.” She throws a couple of water boxes and food packages into a bag and then slings the satchel over her shoulder.
I roll my eyes. Irene really is like a mother already.
“Oh, I forgot.” She reaches under her shirt and pulls out a pistol. Before she lowers the gun, I see that she has a second one still tucked in the waist of her pants. Irene tosses the weapon to me, and I catch it.
My eyes widen. “What's this for?”
Irene furrows her eyebrows and her lips form a thin line. “You know exactly what a gun is for. But the question is, do you know how to shoot it?”
“No,” I scoff. “Why would I know how to shoot a gun? Why would you know how to shoot one?”
“Lots of VR gaming.” Irene whips out her gun and activates the laser power. She throws the weapon out in front of her, pointing to my left. “It's that easy. Ready and shoot.” She lowers the gun, resets the safety, and then tucks the weapon at her waist. “But we should get going. I know the guard on duty, and he won't give us any trouble for leaving. The one coming on in twenty minutes will be more of an issue.”
With reservations, I place my weapon inside my waistband as Irene and I exit the room. We head down to the parking garage. Ahead of us is a guard with dark skin and short-cropped hair. He smiles when he sees Irene.
“Hey, Trav,” she says with a lilt in her voice I haven't heard before. Wonder if she's playing him or maybe she really likes him? “You got my quad?”
“Yep.” Trav tips his chin toward an open-aired, off-road vehicle. “What do you need transport for?”
“Research,” she says quickly. “My friend needs to get some organic samples. Hirata okayed the request.”
Trav brings up the display on his Connect and gives us a thumbs-up. Whatever the screen reads must confirm what Irene says.
“Just one quad?” I whisper to Irene.
“All I could get, and you can ride behind me. We can deal.” She turns her attention to Trav and smiles. “Thanks.”
“No prob,” he says. “But don't take too long out there. People are getting restless.”
Irene pats the gun under her shirt. “No worries. We're prepared.”
Trav green-lights us as Irene hops onto the quad. I sit behind her and show her the coordinates. She enters the numbers on the front display. The engine hums quietly to life as Irene starts up the vehicle, and then she turns the quad around.
“Maybe dinner tomorrow?” Trav says to Irene.
“Maybe,” she says, and then we jet off toward the exit.
I lean into her. “You don't like him?”
“Oh, he's fine. But I don't have time for relationships now.”
The gate to the exit opens and Arcadia’s night sky greets us.
The quad's computer system takes us east, mostly off-road. But luckily the terrain isn’t too bumpy. I'm aware the landscape is beautiful, but I barely notice. About two minutes out from our destination, I search ahead for what might look like a lab. But there's nothing. Just trees and underbrush lit by the moons. The quad slows, and Irene guides the vehicle under a tree and brings us to a stop.
“You sure you got those coordinates right?” Irene asks.
“Positive.” I tap my Connect and bring up my Earthscape Lite program. Dad had me download the topography of Primaro and the surrounding area last year. I enter the coordinates, and a glow appears on the hologram. I line the image up with the real thing. Something is there, but I can’t make out the specifics. “One hundred yards ahead. If the object isn’t the lab, then I guess we’re lost.”
Allowing the quad to auto drive, Irene takes out her gun, but I leave mine in place and hope for the best. We follow the Connect’s trajectory, and as we get closer, the blurred lines of a building become more evident. The lab’s appearance is even more organic than the foliage-lined buildings in Primaro. This is more like the Alku's structures, blending almost perfectly with the surroundings. There are no apparent windows, only one door.
“So, I guess we're not lost,” Irene says.
“Yeah. I knew my dad wouldn't steer me wrong.” But the reality is I don't know.
We approach the front, and a palm scanner lights up next to the door. I look to Irene. Dad didn't say anything about the design.
“Try it,” she says. “We came this far, might as well.”
Gingerly. I place my palm on the scanner with the glowing frame.
The device beeps.
“Welcome, Cassiopeia Foster. Please enter.”
My breath hitches as a shiver runs down my spine. Her voice. It's Mom's voice. Or, at least, a simulation. I remove my shaking hand, and the door slides away.
“Welcome,” Mom's-voice-but-not says as we enter.
Lights with an odd cyan glow flick along the ceiling. They move in a forward motion, as if to guide us to a new location. This building runs on Starfire. Just like the Alku buildings. Dad built this structure entirely to imitate Alku homes from the outside in, except he integrated Earthen technology.
“I need to locate Richard Foster's lab,” I say to the AI system.
“Follow the blinking lights,” she says.
The lights flash in forward motion through the room and around the corner. Irene and I follow the path to a door, which immediately slides back as we approach. The inside room illuminates, and a youthful version of my mom appears in the middle of the space.




Chapter 10
Igasp and take a step back, right into Irene.
“What's wrong?” Irene asks, lightly pushing me away to replace her weapon under her shirt. “It's just a hologram. We see them all the time.”
I gape at the figure. She’s not that much older-looking than I am right now. Her long strawberry-blond hair rolls over her shoulders and onto a blue, short-sleeved, collarless shirt. How I wish she were real. Ever so slightly, the hologram flickers.
“It's her.”
“Her?”
“My mom.” A tear rolls down my cheek, and I swipe the moisture off as quickly as I can.
“I'm so sorry. I had no idea.” Irene touches my arm.
“How may I assist you?” the hologram of Mom says. She appears perfect, her brown eyes sparkling and awaiting any questions we might have. I reach for her, and my fingers cut through the image like a knife.
My stomach roils, but then I remember what we're here for—data on Dad's Renewal plans.
“I need access to Renewal,” I say, my voice wavering just a fraction.
“Scanning voice recognition,” Mom's hologram says. “Please be patient.”
“I guess if this doesn't work, you’ll need to hack into the system,” I say to Irene. “If you can.”
She throws her hand onto her hip, which must be her signature annoyed pose. “You doubt me?”
I chuckle, forgetting my sadness for a moment. “Not for a second.”
“Access granted.”
Data pops up on the computer display behind the hologram. But it's just a bunch of symbols, and I can't read the meaning.
“It's encrypted,” Irene mumbles as she squints and studies the data. “We'll need to download everything and take it back. This project will take time. Not time we have here, since I scheduled us to be back an hour and a half from now. People will start searching.”
“Can you download the data?”
“Already on it.” She taps at her Connect.
I move my attention over to the false version of my mom. She looks so beautiful and so incredibly young, no more than twenty-five. She must be programmed to appear as she did when my parents were first married. I look to her hand and see the very same golden ring I wear on my hand. I touch the twin on my finger as more tears sting the back of my eyes.
“Seventy-five percent downloaded,” Irene says, breaking me from my thoughts.
A beep emits from the display.
“What's that?” I ask.
Irene looks back at me and shrugs.
“Airborne vehicle approaching,” Mom's hologram warns. “Arrival in one minute.”
“Someone's coming,” I say with a croak. “Is the download done?
“Eighty percent.”
“Can you make it go faster?” I cry out.
“Doesn't work that way,” Irene says, her voice full of frustration, probably at me and the download situation. “Maybe we should leave it. Try to come back later. I have no desire to be detained again . . . or worse.”
“How much time do we have?” I demand from the AI.
“Forty-five seconds until vehicle arrival and approximately three minutes until lab entry.”
“Can you identify the person?” I ask.
“Person unknown,” she says. “Identity encrypted.”
“Ninety-five percent,” Irene says. “We're almost done.”
“Is there another way out of the lab?” I ask the AI.
“Yes, but the rear exit is currently under repair and inaccessible.”
My muscles go rigid as I try to think of what we’re supposed to do. I pull the pistol out from under my shirt and stare at the shape of the gun. I don't really want to shoot anybody, especially when I have no idea if they are friend or foe. Can we hide? I scan the space, and it's possible. Several rooms comprise the lab. But I don’t want to risk getting caught.
“Got the data. Let's go,” Irene says.
I have no idea if what I'm going to do next will work, but it's my best chance. I look to the AI, my mother. “Power everything in the lab down including the lights. Do not inform anyone we were here.”
“Immediately?” she asks.
“Immediately.” I grab Irene by the arm and yank her next to me as everything inside goes dark.
“What are you doing?” Irene demands.
I don’t answer her question but stick my gun back into my pants and grab for the Starfire hanging around my neck. I envision the space next to where we parked the quad and close my eyes. Work! This has to work! Electricity shoots through me, and a bright, cyan light bursts behind my eyelids.
I open my eyes outside of the lab. Right next to the quad. I push Irene and myself into a squat to hide behind our vehicle.
“How did you do that?” Irene whispers.
“I wish I knew.” A sound pricks my ears. I lift a finger to my lips at Irene and then peer across the way. At the entrance to the lab is a man lit up by the hand scanner. I can’t make out much other than how the light of the moon reflects off his bald head. He's short and has a bit of a belly.
“You know him?” Irene asks.
I stare for a moment, but I can't get a good look at his face from this far. “I don't think he knew anyone was in the lab,” I say. “It's not as if he's in a rush to get in.”
We both watch the man walk through the entrance, and the door shuts behind him.
Irene taps my shoulder. “We should get back before anyone misses us.”
Reasonably sure the man isn't coming out, I stand and climb onto the quad behind Irene. We reverse the directions to Primaro and head back.
Questions swirl through my head about my parents and what the data is going to tell us. I hope we picked the right file and the AI version of my mom doesn't tattle on us.
∆∆∆
 
We arrive back at the secured building before our time is up. Irene purges the lab’s coordinate information from the quad, and then we return to our room. Irene heads in first and kneels on the ground in front of her cot. Reaching underneath, she pulls out a DataPort.
“Howard and I completely upgraded this thing. Looks like junk but it's pretty powerful.” She taps her Connect to activate the device. “Give me a few minutes to get everything synced and uploaded.”
I flop on my bouncy cot and wait. And wait. While Irene is totally engrossed in decrypting the data, I bring out my Starfire and study the cyan gem. What secrets do you hold? I graze my finger over the crystal. Do you hold the key to Earth's salvation? Or are we opening a Pandora's box we'll never be able to close? Of course, my hope is for the former. But only time will tell.
I tuck the gem into my shirt and a light shiver ripples over my body. I haven't experienced the sensation for a while, but I've decided my shifts in temperature occasionally have to do with my connection to Arcadia . . . or the Alku. I'm not entirely sure. At this point, I just accept the sensation as a part of whatever process is going on. I close my eyes, and a cyan mist settles over my thoughts.
And then suddenly, I’m not in the room anymore. Instead, I'm running through an open field, the wind blowing over my face, and I peer over my shoulder. A young girl is chasing me; she's maybe thirteen or fourteen. Her wild hair streams behind her. And she has the most beautiful face I've ever seen—Yaletha. I twist forward again, confused, and glance down. Mist covers the ground and dissipates momentarily as my feet pound the dirt. But they’re not my feet I see. They’re larger, a boy’s. The moment I notice, my consciousness separates from his and floats away to hover over the pair. The boy is Javen. This must be Yaletha and Javen a few years ago. As I watch them run and laugh, an ache fills my stomach. Yaletha powers forward, catches up, and tackles him, and the two fall to the ground laughing. They sit up, and Javen brushes the side of her cheek, staring into her eyes.
Through my connection to him, I feel his longing for her. His excitement to spend his life with Yaletha as his partner.
Burning embers of jealousy flare in my core.
Javen leans in and kisses her lightly. Yaletha accepts the kiss and then pulls away, smiling.
“I can't believe we are intended,” she whispers.
Javen takes her hand and raises it to his lips, kissing her fingers. Even as a younger teen, Javen was gentle and kind. He helps Yaletha to her feet and interlocks his fingers with the ones he had just kissed.
Tears slip down my cheek as the vision dissipates. The dull room comes back into view as intense sadness, jealousy, and a longing to be with Javen shudders through me. I inhale deeply and push the breath out. How can he not love Yaletha anymore when his feelings for her were so intense?
“Are you okay?” Irene asks.
“Uh . . . ” I force my emotions back together. “Yeah, I'm fine.” But I know I'm not. My mind is stuck in a place I don't understand when I should be focused on my Dad and how the Starfire can help Earth. Javen has his own issues to take care of that are more important than our relationship.
“You were out for a few hours, and I've almost got this data decrypted. I'm running one last program, and I think it'll clear everything up.”
I was asleep for several hours? With a shake of my head, I stand and walk to her cot, now littered with an eaten prepackaged meal and its wrapper, as well as an empty box of water. She picks the trash up and moves it aside to make room for me.
“I think it’s done.” Irene scans the old-fashioned screen. “There. Now I'm syncing the file to our Connects so we’ll both have the data. It'll be easier to scan through together this way.”
A few seconds later, my Connect vibrates and “Upload Complete” flashes on the screen. I tap the device’s face, and the hologram pops up above my wrist with the data. Irene does the same on hers.
The file is titled “Project Renewal,” followed by Dad's name as well as a few others I vaguely recognize from his team. I had seen these individuals a few times, but honestly, they were always so busy with the Arcadia terraforming project that I never got to know any of them.
Dr. Matthew Owens

Dr. Ann Jonas

Dr. Grant Abbot

An image appears beside each name. The one by Dr. Owens shows a bald man around sixty, and I'm almost sure it's the same guy from the lab. I tap the image.
“That's him,” I say, pointing Irene toward the man.
She glances over and raises an eyebrow. “I think you're right.” She stares at the image a little longer. “It was dark at the lab and I didn’t recognize him. But now that I see his face, he’s the same guy in the video feed your dad spoke to before the explosion.”
The memory of the video feed floods my mind. He is Dr. Owens, the man who got Dad the device he still has in the Intersection.
Excited, I start reading, but most of the information is way beyond my understanding and full of terms I don't know.
“You getting much of this?” Irene asks.
I ignore her and do a search on the term Starfire and flip through the references. After what seems like ages, I finally get to a note that catches my interest.
Our team theory is that the anomaly the Alku call “the Intersection” is more than it
appears.

Yes, yes . . . I already know this.
We've done tests on a Starfire sample from each dimension, on both the Arcadia and Paxon (Alku) sides. The makeup is identical, but they are
not the same. We believe there may be a binder inside of the Intersection, linking the two to create a much greater power source.

Once we arrive on Arcadia, I'll be testing my theory. If I'm right, the Starfire’s power inside the Intersection will be enough not only to maintain and protect Arcadia and Paxon, but also strong enough to bring a relatively small amount to Earth and regenerate the damaged atmosphere within a year. But first, we must get inside the Intersection to retrieve the crystals.

“So, Dr. Foster was trying to get inside the Intersection?” Irene asks from over my shoulder while reading my display.
I blow out a nervous breath. “That's where he is now.”
“What?” Irene asks.
“I need to find Dr. Owens. He still has access to the lab, so he might have more information. You think you or Max can get me out of here?”
I tap off my Connect and pop up from Irene’s bed to change my clothes. Just as I reach for my bag, a pounding sounds at the door. I flit my attention to Irene, and she shrugs.
Just in case, I pull my gun out from my waistband and then inch toward the door and wedge it open a crack.
In the hall stands a wild-eyed Beda.




Chapter 11
“Who is it?” Irene says from the cot behind me.
“What are you doing here?” I ask Beda.
Beda pushes past me into the room. “Helping you.” She drops a cloth bag she had slung over her shoulder to the ground.
Irene still stares at the warrior-like girl, uncharacteristically silent.
I shut the door behind us. “What do you mean ‘helping us?’”
Beda whips her head my way. “Is there something about those words you don't comprehend, human? I'm speaking English, as I was told to do. Heeeellllping.” She draws out the word and emphasizes the “p” with a pop of her lips.
For the first time today, I'm glad I still have the gun Irene gave me. Who knows if Beda might attack me at any moment?
Beda finally breaks our glare and scans the room, nose wrinkled. “Is there anything you can do about the smell in here? It's everywhere.”
I plant myself, less afraid of her and more tired of her attitude. Mostly.
“Why are you here ‘helping?’ Shouldn’t you be on the Paxon side doing something—important?”
“Right,” she grumbles.
“Knock off all this”—I wave my hand up and down in front of her— “attitude. Or you can go home.”
Beda crosses her arms over her chest and narrows her eyes at me. “One problem.”
“What?” Irene finally speaks.
Beda shoots a glare at her, too. Welcome to the club.
“Yeah,” I say to pull Beda's attention back to me. “What problem?”
“I can't go home. The Council sent me here.”
“To stay with me?” I demand.
Beda nods.
“Tell them I don't want you here.”
Her jaw tenses. “Already tried. Believe me. I gave the Council every excuse I could think of. But tensions between my father and Vihann are growing, and there's distrust for the Alku among the World Senate. The other members of the Council recommended that one of us have a presence on this side.”
“Because of your amazing personality? They thought you might sway people and help them understand the Alku?”
She bares her teeth at me and I shrink back.
Point proven.
“Why didn't they just send Javen?” I ask.
“Really?” she says. “Javen's Starfire connection to you is too strong for him not to be influenced. But they refuse to break the bond. Javen is distracted and may put you above the needs of our people.”
“But why you? Your opinion of humans, or me for that matter, isn’t positive or even neutral.”
“No,” she says flatly. “It's not.”
But I know what she says is true. Even I worried that Javen would put me above his duty to the Alku. I pinch the bridge of my nose and turn from her just as the door to our room opens, allowing light from the hall to spill in. Max stands in the opening.
“Why are you here?” I ask.
“I messaged him,” Irene says. “Told him to come right in. I figured you would want to share what we found with him.”
Beda angles away from the door.
“Do you know about this?” I ask him and gesture to Beda.
Max nods. “But the instructions from Hirata just arrived. Beda is on your team now, apparently.”
I let out a sigh. Great. Team Chaos.
“Then you are too, Max. And Irene,” I demand.
“Done,” Max says. “I already arranged it.”
Irene packs up her DataPort. “I'll show Beda around the building and find something for her to do.” She studies Beda, looking her up and down. “How about we start by eating breakfast?”
Beda rolls her eyes but agrees, and she and Irene leave Max and me alone.
I study Max and his ruffled hair. Apparently, his grooming hasn't had much attention yet.
“Did Irene wake you?”
“No, I've been up for a couple of hours, working.”
I sit on my cot and lean on my knees, unsure if I'm able to handle this anymore—or life, for that matter. I want to go back to the time when I was sort of a normal kid. Not someone carrying a laser pistol in her pants.
“Max, I still don't really get why you are here . . . with me.”
He looks around at the small space. “In your room?”
I roll my eyes. “No. Since the explosion, you’ve done nothing but stick by my side whenever you could.”
Max lowers himself next to me and I instantly catch his clean scent. Like the soap he must have used this morning.
“I told you before on the Pathfinder. I've followed Dr. Foster's work for a long time. Every time an update was sent out about the progress of Arcadia, I was on it right away. And in the process, I got a little caught up in the stories released about your family. You see, my family was never close. It's why I immersed myself in work once I was old enough. And I told my father I wanted to travel on the first ship here. He agreed because my parents knew coming to Arcadia was prestigious and would look good for us.
“Are they still on Earth?”
“They had planned to come out in six months. But right now, the passenger ships are delayed . . . for obvious reasons.”
“But why are you helping me so much?”
Max looks down. “Cassi . . . I've had a crush on you since the first time I saw you on TV.”
His admission takes me aback, and I sit up. Heat spreads up my neck.
Max wrings his hands together on his lap and stares at a spot on the ground. “But I know you don't feel that way about me, and that’s okay. I still feel like you’re an old friend.” He returns his attention to me, his eyes full of sincerity. “That’s why I want to be here for you. I've been living the political game my entire life because of my parents. Might as well put it to good use. When I had the opportunity to work the Gala before we arrived on Arcadia, I jumped at the chance. Never thought the shift would mean more than seeing you there— maybe meeting you. And when we did meet? It was like I had always known you. Sounds stupid, I know.” He rakes his hands through his hair and blows out a quick breath.
My vision of Javen kissing Yaletha swirls through my mind. The memory tightens my chest. Max has been there for me at every turn. He didn't have to, but he was, and he's willing to keep helping me with unrequited feelings. I like Max so much. I have since the moment I met him at the Gala. I chance a look his direction and take in the rumpled blond hair, gray eyes, and the frown lining his mouth. A mouth that is normally always ready with a smile my way. Warmth loosens the knots in my chest and I relax a notch. I, too, feel as if I’ve known him forever, and I trust him completely.
Moved by his confession, I snake my arms around his neck and find his mouth. He gasps and tenses at my unexpected actions. Until now, even I didn't know that I would be kissing him. But in a snap, he relaxes and pulls my body close to his, as if he never wants to let go. I drink in the spicy scent of his skin and allow his kisses to engulf me. All I want is his strong arms and soft mouth right now. And my stomach flutters with excitement.
A clopping sound echoes down the hall and I flinch from Max's arms. The footsteps grow louder, and I know they belong to Irene and Beda—as if Beda needs one more reason to dislike me. But the steps continue away from my door. I let out a held-in breath and muster the courage to face Max.
A tense smile plays on his lips, the ones I just kissed. I open my mouth to speak, but he cuts me off.
“I know what you're going to say.” He folds his hands and leans his forearms on his knees. “That was a mistake—” He glances at me and then away again. “Please don't tell me the kiss was a mistake.”
I take in a long breath and gather my thoughts. “Max, I don't understand my feelings these days. Everything going on is so confusing. I was supposed to come to Arcadia and finish up school . . . make a life here with my dad. Nothing about Arcadia is what I thought. Nothing.”
Max tries to talk, but I hold my hand up.
“I liked you from the second I met you. Because you seemed kind . . . and thoughtful . . . and clever . . . and cute.” My cheeks flush as I say these words. My mind is still torn. Since the Starfire revealed parts of his life through the visions, my ache for Javen has grown stronger through our connection. I’ve seen his past and present, caught a glimpse of the person he is—in his soul. And there’s no doubt I need him. But how much of these feelings are real is the question. My feelings for Max seem so much more organic . . . like I expect falling in love to be. Slower.
“A good personality isn’t something you can fake for very long,” I continue, “even if you did want to meet me because you idolized my dad or had a childhood crush on me. You didn't bail when life got hard, and it wasn't because of some crystal. I think it's because of who you are.”
Max twists his head my direction and gives me a lopsided grin. Then the smile fades.
“So, what does that mean?” he asks.
“I don't know. But I am one hundred percent positive kissing you was not a mistake.”
Max straightens. “So, should we try kissing some more, then?”
“I wish.” I chuckle. “But right now, I need to find someone, and right away. Maybe you can help me?”
“Of course.”
I proceed to fill Max in about everything that happened last night. How Irene and I took the quad out to the coordinates Dad gave me. I tell him about the AI version of my mother and that a man, who I believe is Matt Owens, showed up.
“And you were able to use the Starfire to transport yourself out of the lab at will—just like the Alku?”
“I've done it before, but I didn't know how.” I think of the night Luca invited me to dinner and tried to kiss me, and I cringe. I only got away because I transported myself to Paxon—to Javen. My heart flutters with guilt as I think of Javen, but I push the feelings away and redirect my attention to Max.
“This time I focused on exactly what I wanted, and it happened.”
“Think you could again?” Max asks, appearing to have forgotten all about kissing.
I contemplate the question. Considering what is happening to Dad, how he's changing, I have no idea if transporting myself is safe. Transporting multiple times caused Javen to deplete his energy completely. But the Starfire seems to work differently for the Alku than for me. They need to charge themselves with the gem. I seem to simply be able to harness the energy by having the crystal on my body.
“I'm sure I could make the transportation work again. But I don't want to overuse the power. Who knows what the long-term effects could be?”
Max nods. “And you have the name of your father's team member?”
“Yes, Matthew Owens.”
He stands and holds his hand out to me, and I take it.
“Let's go find him, then.”
I rise and gaze into Max's silver-gray eyes. Then I lean in and steal one more kiss from him.




Chapter 12
It would be safer to transport. But Beda refuses since the ability should only be used in case of emergencies, and the Alku don’t use the ability just because they can. But mostly, she can’t transport all four of us without depleting her Starfire energy. In the end, as much as it annoys me to say she’s right, I do. No vehicles are available. So, we walk down the streets of Primaro, each armed with a laser pistol under our shirts.
Since Hirata’s swearing-in yesterday, tension within the city has picked up. People aren’t happy that news of the war on Arcadia isn’t reaching Earth. No one wants full-blown panic on Earth. But I think a lot of the travelers are starting to feel like cornered animals. And triggering fight-or-flight is never a good thing. Scared animals attack with little warning.
A group of people head toward us in a hurry. From their speed and intensity, I wonder if they’re traveling somewhere important. Even before they reach us, I sense their nervous energy and avert my eyes. A woman, maybe in her twenties, has her gaze fixed straight ahead with fists clenched tight. As she passes, her shoulder collides into Beda’s. Fire lights in Beda’s eyes and Irene snatches her arm before she has the chance to say or do anything stupid. The other woman says nothing and only moves on.
“You behave,” Irene growls. I smile inside at her scolding. Irene is like a mother to everyone.
Beda tenses but surprisingly relents—mostly. “Humans are so rude.”
“Well, right now you are pretending to be a human, so you should fit right in,” Irene snaps.
Beda is now wearing clothes we gave her and a pair of dark glasses to hide her potential eye color shifts. Even my hair is tucked under a cap. People may recognize me. Most of Primaro saw my broadcast, and if they didn’t watch the feed live, they've probably seen a recording. So, I’m keeping my head down as much as possible. The walk isn’t too far. Hopefully, people are too wrapped up in their own business to notice me or Beda. So far, so good.
My chest tightens when a few gray patrol ships fly overhead and then out of sight. High on the building to my right, an Agrobot tends to the vines growing up the side as if this day is like any other.
Irene tracked down Dr. Owens apartment but couldn’t get hold of him. After the explosion, apparently Dad’s entire team was disbanded. So, we’re headed to his last known address.
Another group of rowdy people passes us, but this time we keep our distance and walk closer to the building to stay out of their way.
“Where do you think they’re all going?” I ask Max.
“I received updates from Hirata this morning, and there are a few rallies today for both sides. Since many of the city jobs are on hold for fear of possible attacks, people are free to let their minds wander. And it’s getting some of them in trouble.”
I think of the group of people Javen and I overheard before Max picked me up.
“Don’t they remember Hammond was lying to us? I don’t get why people are blindly following her plans. Why would anyone trust her?”
“Most of these people haven’t even seen the Alku in person. Only a handful of Alku have come to the Arcadia side and shown themselves. The talks between them and the World Senate have been mostly closed-door. All these people know is that Earth is in trouble, the problem isn’t getting solved, and they’re not even allowed to talk about the issue. No one wants their family to die, and they don’t know the Alku. What Hammond had to offer sounded pretty good to them. And although I don’t agree with her solution, I can see why they're willing to go along with it.”
Guilt stabs at me. Scaring people is partially my fault for making the announcement. Finding another way to stop the mining would have been better. But when Starfire harvesting began, it felt like there was no other way. The announcement had to be made or Hirata and Cooper never would have acted in support of the Alku.
“This is the one,” Irene says while viewing a map on her Connect, interrupting my thoughts.
I gaze up at the grand building covered in foliage. In between the greenery, the building face is flecked with black and gold. I remember Dad showing me images of the apartment we were supposed to be assigned, and this looks a lot like the images of ours I saw online. Could be the very one.
We hustle through the open glass doors. I’m the last through right as a boom rumbles from the street—followed by an explosion. I turn to see if the fight is close.
But I see something else. Someone else.
Walking across the street is a short blond. Alina. My heart shudders. The last time we spoke, Hammond was searching for me. I dashed from my and Irene’s dorm, accidentally leaving behind Dad’s thumb drive with his video account of coming to Arcadia for the first time, which also included a portion of his plans for the Starfire. So, either she has the drive or Hammond does, if our dorm was searched.
Part of me wants to speak to Alina, but I have no idea if I can even trust her. And either the video is in the wrong hands, or it’s not. There isn’t much I can do about it now. I’ll try to figure all the details out later. So, I turn to the others and let the glass doors slide shut behind me.
Beda is already inside the elevator. Max waves me over, and I sprint to him and smile. Inside, the floor is chosen, and the metal cab door shuts.
“He’s on the sixth floor,” Max says to Irene.
“And if he’s not here, we’re heading to the lab next?” Beda asks.
“Let’s focus on one thing at a time,” I answer.
I wouldn’t mind taking Max to the lab, but I’m not sure I want Beda there, not yet anyway. I don’t trust her enough.
The doors to the elevator open on our chosen floor, and we head straight toward Owens’s apartment.
“Why don’t you all step back?” I say, looking at the surveillance camera above the door. The viewing range is typically limited to the area right in front of the door and a little to the sides. “If he just sees me, he might be more likely to open up.”
The rest of the group steps to the side, and I knock on the door and wait for footsteps or any other indication that he might be inside.
Nothing.
I wait for a moment before trying again. But still no sounds reach me from inside. I sigh, and my heart sinks into my stomach. Maybe he’s not even living here now. If he wanted to fall off the map, it wouldn’t surprise me. I turn toward the others.
“And you tried to contact him?” I ask Irene.
“Of course. That’s the first step I took,” she answers. “But no one has seen him.”
I sigh and my shoulders slump.
Beda gives me a sour expression.
“What?” I ask her.
“Why are you just giving up so easily? Transport inside and see what you find.”
I glance between Irene and Max. The last time I broke into a building, Javen and I were nearly killed. I don’t want a repeat of that night.
“She’s right,” Max says. “There might be information we can use. Why waste the opportunity?”
My spine tenses at the thought of using the Intersection Starfire’s power. But I hover my fingers over the face of the door and close my eyes. Slowly, I reach my hand to the collar of my shirt and touch the gem on the chain. As I visualize the opposite side of the door, the space around me compresses my body, and I gasp while opening my eyelids.
I did it. My hands touch the door’s surface from inside the apartment, mirroring my actions from the opposite side before transporting. The room is mostly dark, but I can make out a few shapes of furniture. Only a tiny shred of light streams through a crack in a window shade. I reach toward the nearest wall to activate the lights.
“Hold it right there,” a deep voice growls from behind me. “I have a gun.”
My stomach flops.
“Dr. Owens, is that you?” I slowly rotate toward the voice.
“Who wants to know?”
“Cassiopeia Foster.”
“Cassi? Richard’s daughter?” The voice softens. “How did you get in here?”
I face him with my hands raised. I make out the silhouette of his bald head and body coming around the corner. His fist lowers, holding what does appear to be a gun.
I search my mind for an answer to his question, but all of them take too long to explain. “I need information, and I think you have what I need.” I activate the lights from the panel by the door.
The man standing in front of me is older than my father. The skin around his eyes is heavily crinkled, and the overhead light reflects off his bald head. His brown trousers are rumpled, a style that coordinates with his stained white shirt. Under his eyes are dark circles, which give away his stress and lack of sleep. He stares at me for a moment and then his shoulders slump.
“I’m very sorry, Cassi. But I don’t have any information for you.” Dr. Owens turns from me. “I apologize that you came out among all the chaos and wasted your time. It’s not safe on the streets today and you should return home as soon as you can.”
I knit my brows at him. “You’re lying. Why? I know you have information.”
“My dear. I’ve been completely removed from your father’s team. When the explosion happened, everything was disbanded.”
“But Hirata has been elected. Surely you have the option to return to the project. I’m positive she wouldn’t object.”
Noises sound from the hall, and Owens lifts his weapon again.
“Those are just my friends,” I say. “Can I let them in so they’re not standing out in the hall?”
Owens lowers the gun again and steps forward to push me aside. “You really shouldn’t have come here.” He reaches for the door handle. “I need to ask you to leave.”
Well, I’m not going to. “I saw you last night at the lab.”
Owens recoils. “What lab?”
“Dad’s lab. I watched you go through the entrance last night.”
A confused, pinched expression washes over his face for a moment, and then his nostrils flare with a sigh.
“Let your friends in.”
I crack the door and find Beda, Max, and Irene waiting.
“You're okay?” Max asks.
“I’m fine,” I say. “Come in.”
“Something is happening on the street,” Max says. “I just got a message. If you’re fine, I think Beda and I will check it out.”
I look to Dr. Owens and nod to Max. He knows I don’t want Beda here. “We’ll only be a few minutes. Make sure to stay close.”
“Anything to get out of this building,” Beda mutters and turns.
“I’ll stay with Cassi,” Irene says.
Max offers me a tentative smile. “Message us if there are any issues.”
Irene steps into the apartment and gazes at Owens but doesn’t say a word.
“Can we please ask you a few questions?” I say to him. “It’s important.”
He gestures us into the living room. I follow him and Irene and I sit on the couch. Dr. Owens stands, hands stuffed in his pockets. I don’t know if I want to tell him that Dad is alive and that I got the directions from him. I’m pretty sure I can trust Dr. Owens, but he’s not exactly forthcoming, and I’m not sure sharing the information is necessary at this time, anyway. Still, I press forward. I need to say something, and Irene is giving me a pointed look that says to start already. So, I do.
“Last night, Irene and I followed coordinates I . . . found when I came across a portion of Dad’s back-up data. Both Irene and I watched you use the hand scanner, and you went inside the lab.”
Owens raises an eyebrow, not speaking.
I’m going to need to give him more information to get him to trust me. “Irene and I were inside when you arrived.”
He pinches his brows together. “Then there’s no way you could have left unnoticed. The rear door is completely inaccessible.”
“I got us out the same way I got into here. I transported.”
“Like the Alku?” he asks with sudden interest.
“Inside, we downloaded files on Dad’s Renewal project,” I say, ignoring his question. “We know he had theorized the existence of the Intersection. How he believed the Starfire’s source of energy there was much stronger than individually on each side.”
Owens sighs. “The theory is what I’m continuing to work on at the lab. Well, attempting to work on. Without the team, I’m having a difficult time. The Board and Senate are unaware of the lab’s existence, since your father hadn’t presented the location to them yet. And he made sure the builders were sworn to secrecy and sent back to Earth several months before our arrival. I spend most of my time out there, trying to stay off the political radar. I only come here every few days and was hoping this would be one of my last times. Hirata may be in power now, but the situation could change very quickly.”
“How close are you to completing the Renewal Project?” Irene asks.
“I needed Dr. Foster to consult with,” he says. “There’s a missing component I can’t figure out yet. But I’m close.”
“What if we came with you?” I ask and glance at Irene. She shrugs.
“Irene is a data genius, and I know my way around the Earthscape program. Plus, we have an Alku with us. She could be useful.”
“An Alku?” he asks.
“The other girl in our group is Alku . . . the one who went down to the street.” Irene says.
“We could meet at the lab tonight,” I say.
Owens remains silent, considering what I’ve asked. “If you can get out there without detection, I’ll agree. But first, I have something for you.”
I give him a quizzical look as he turns and heads into one of his bedrooms. He returns clutching what appears to be a leather-bound book.
“Your father liked to keep a few of his items low-tech.” He chuckles, but then his face turns serious. “After the explosion, most everything in our lab on the Pathfinder was confiscated, but I was able to get out with a few items and hide them. This journal was one of the items.”
He holds the brown journal out to me, and I take it. On the outside is a thick strap encircling the whole book and a silver lock with an opening for some sort of strange key.
“Have you looked in it?” I ask.
“No. I didn’t have a key, and I knew it was a personal item. Reading his journal just felt wrong.”
I graze my fingers over the brown leather and then tuck the journal into my messenger bag. “Thanks. So, we’ll see you tonight?”
“After 9 p.m.”
Irene and I rise and head for the door when both of our Connects vibrate. I have just enough time to turn over my wrist and see the message from Max.
Get out.

A blast shudders the building, nearly knocking us off our feet.
“I knew this was coming,” Dr. Owens says flatly. “I should have stayed out of the city.”
I grab Irene and yank her back beside Owens. “I’ll get us out of here,” I say, clutching both their arms.
Despite not wanting to use the Starfire, I close my eyes and focus on the energy of the crystal that’s dangling from my neck. The space around us warbles and then slams me back. I try again, and the same process repeats.
“It’s not working this time!” Irene yells.
My heart pounds in my ears. Something is blocking me from transporting.
And then I see another problem. The wafting smoke coming in under Dr. Owens’s door.




Chapter 13
“There’s fire in the building. And smoke is already coming in under the door,” I say to Max’s holographic face now hovering over my Connect. “For some reason I can’t transport, so have Beda come get us.”
Smoke wafts into the room and I cough. Dr. Owens has disappeared into his bedroom again, and Irene is frantic in the kitchen, trying to find cloths to wet and place over our mouths.
“The northeast side of the building is engulfed.” The hologram goes silent for a moment when he turns his head away to speak with someone. He turns back to me and shakes his head. “Beda can’t transport you either. It’s crazy out here. We made it across the street, but a group of guards is blocking the entrance to the building. A handful of people from the Earth First rally are throwing hand bombs. Ships are flying in left and right.”
A loud boom sounds, rattling the building again, and I wince.
“Another huge chunk on the side of your building is gone!”
“We need to figure out another way,” I say, voice shaking. “If you need to, take Beda and get back to base.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Max says.
“There might be no choice! We shouldn’t all die.” My mind reels as I click off my Connect and Max’s face vanishes.
Someone or something is blocking the Starfire’s energy, keeping Beda and me from transporting.
“Dr. Owens!” Irene calls, as she finally holds up a couple of wet cloths. “We need to go.”
“I’m coming!” he yells from the other room, his voice peppered with frustration.
After testing for heat, I throw open the still-cool door, but thick smoke wafts into the room.
“Let’s go now, or there’s a chance we’re not getting out of here alive!” I yell to him.
I cover my mouth and nose with a cloth and then check for my gun tucked in the back of my pants. Still there.
Owens finally appears with a bag slung over his shoulder. “If this is as bad as I think, I’m probably not coming back here,” he says, his face glistening with sweat. “I need this for my research.”
I recheck my bag for Dad’s journal before tossing Dr. Owens a cloth.
“You get everything?” I ask him.
“I doubt it,” he says. “But the situation is what it is.”
The three of us dash from the apartment as two other people from this floor push past, nearly knocking me to the ground. I throw my palm to the wall to catch myself. Orange flames lick at the opposite end of the hall. The smoke stings my eyes, and I hustle to locate an exit other than the elevator.
I refuse to die today.
The man and woman ahead of us throw open a door leading to the staircase. Typically, when there’s a fire, the building’s bot crew is released with chemical fire retardant and the building's water system is activated. But there’s nothing. Not even alarms. The building is burning to the ground, and the residents inside could be trapped. Could this whole event have been planned? My lungs burn as we dart into the stairwell and thunder down the steps. Finally, our feet hit the street level and we charge out of the building and into pandemonium. A group of people across the way hold laser pistols and are shooting at a group of soldiers who are running down the street. Overhead, two small ships hover in the sky.
With a sharp inhale, I take in a lungful of somewhat breathable air. Then I stuff the corner of my wet cloth into my pocket, in case of more smoke. Quickly, I scan the area and watch as a guy throws something into a building on the next block. Fire explodes from the opening and sends debris flying. A mix of terror and anger fills the faces on the street as some people scatter while others try to prevent them from fleeing. I scan the crowds for Max and Beda, but I can’t see anyone familiar.
“Where are the others?” I shout over the noise to Irene. She remains next to Dr. Owens, helping him carry his bag from the building. I tap my Connect, but nothing happens. That’s not working either now? What’s going on?
“Come back with us,” I call to Owens. “Then we can figure all this out.”
Irene urges him forward in the direction we need to go. “Keep your heads down and don’t make eye contact,” Irene yells over the noise. “Don’t stop until we're clear.”
I readjust my bag and snatch the gun from my waistband. Irene does the same with hers, looking a million times more comfortable with her weapon.
“Be careful with that,” she says into my ear. “It’s easy to shoot the wrong person.”
I nod and push my way into the crowd. Several times I check to see if Irene and Owens are still behind me and then re-orient myself. Still no Max and Beda.
Two blocks away, just as the crowd seems to be thinning, a militia of silver soldier bots rounds the corner of a building and cuts me off from Irene like a knife. I raise up on my toes and try to see what direction Irene and Owens are being pushed toward when an explosive detonates near them. The last thing I see is Dr. Owens being thrown to the ground before the bots completely block my view and force me away. I scream for Irene, but the soldier bots are a relentless swarm. Though I tried to avoid them, several nearly hit me and I slam to the sidewalk. I push to my feet again, keeping hold of my gun.
“Hey,” a voice calls out to me.
I swing my head toward the sound and point the gun in the direction of the voice. Alina is coming straight for me, throwing her hands in the air when she spots my weapon.
I lower the gun. “I need to get Irene!” I scream.
“We
need to get off the street!” she yells and grabs my arm, pulling me farther from where I last saw Irene.
Tears pour from my eyes. “I can’t leave her!”
But Alina doesn’t listen or stop until she gets us to a quieter alley between two buildings.
My chest heaves and I strain to catch my breath. “What’s going on?”
“I don’t know,” she says, looking around. “I was on my way to a delivery, and one of those Earth First rallies erupted. Everyone went crazy. My Connect isn’t working, so I couldn’t get any news or figure out a safe way to escape. Then I spotted you.”
I slump against the wall, and my bag drops off my arm, flipping the top open. The brown journal catches my eye. I close the flap, and Alina reaches out and helps me secure the strap to my shoulder. I check around the corner. Most of the people have scattered by now. But no sign of Irene or Dr. Owens. Or Max or Beda. I can’t wander around here and search for them. My best bet is to head directly to our base.
“Do you have a safe place to go?” I ask.
Alina nods. “Yeah, a couple of blocks from here.”
“You sure?” I’ve no idea if I should bring Alina with us, but I can’t just leave her out here, either.
“I’ll be fine. I’m expected, and I need to show up for my meeting or they’ll think I’m dead,” she says and adjusts her shirt. “Stay safe.”
Alina squares herself and then dashes from the safety of our niche between the buildings.
I grip my gun and do the same.




Chapter 14
Irace toward the perimeter of the base but must push my way through a crowd held up and turned away by guards.
“I need to get in!” I yell.
The guard scans me up and down.
“I’m Richard Foster’s daughter. This is where I’m supposed to be.”
With a sudden wide-eyed look of recognition, he pulls me out of the crowd and pilots me to a check-in station.
“Palm ID?” a female guard asks.
I raise my hand and she scans my palm. The scanner beeps.
“Get inside,” she says. “But I’m not sure how long we’re going to be here.”
With no time to ask questions, I sprint from the guard station to the building we’re staying in. Overhead fly five—no six—ships defending our airspace from the other side’s aircraft.
I bite my lip as I run. The tang of iron skims over my tongue. I wipe the taste from my mouth as I sprint by others who also are hurrying toward safety.
Another armed guard meets me at the building entrance, and I repeat the palm ID process. He, too, lets me pass.
I take the stairs down to the floor where Irene works and head toward the office she was last in. I throw open the partially cracked door and find all three of my friends inside—not that Beda is a friend, but I’m still glad she’s here. Relief travels over my entire body. Beda has her back against the wall with her arms crossed over her chest. Irene is sitting at her station, head in hands and crying—not something I would expect from her. Max is pacing. My heart jitters. Max turns, sees me, and races my way, throwing his arms around me.
“You’re okay,” he says into my hair.
His embrace feels good, safe. “Yeah,” I say, about to tell them how Alina pulled me away from the soldier bots, but then I notice not everyone is here. “Where's Dr. Owens?”
A somber expression washes over Max’s face and he focuses on the floor.
“Apparently he was with Irene,” Beda says flatly, “and he was shot.”
Irene quietly sobs into her hands. I walk over and kneel in front of my friend.
“I’m sure there was nothing you could do,” I say.
She glances up at me. “I could have. I saw the shooter raising his gun before he hit Owens. I should have shot him first. But I didn’t . . . couldn’t.” She finishes the last word in a faint, choked whisper.
I slip my arms around her waist and lean my head on her lap. We all stay silent for several minutes as the pops of distant bombs rumble through the walls.
“I did get his bag,” Irene finally whispers once more.
I look up at her. She tips her head to her left side. The bag lies on the floor, a red stain of blood marring the fabric. Maybe there’s something inside that will be helpful to us. I scoot over to the bag and grab the strap just as my Connect vibrates on my wrist. The devices are working again.
An image appears on the screen.
Hammond.
My stomach tenses. I had hoped she was dead, though the chances of that were slim. And I’m sure she’s behind all this.
“Greetings, Primaro.” Hammond says, her features stiff and emotionless. She’s dressed in a stark, black suit with her hair pulled from her face, accentuating the severe angles of her cheekbones.
The camera pans wide, and I recognize the outside of the Capitol building. Off camera, the crowd is yelling and screaming. I can’t tell yet if it’s in support or defiance of Hammond.
Hammond raises her hands in the air and the crowd quiets. I know that whatever is going to happen next can’t be good. My mind races with possibilities, and the only plausible option right now is to travel to the Alku side. Hammond doesn't understand yet how to use the Starfire to transport to Paxon. At least going there might give us time to figure out a plan and keep us out of harm's way. But then, I remember how neither Beda nor I can transport. And if mining starts again, removing Starfire will likely destroy the Paxon side of the Intersection anyway.
I grit my teeth back to reality.
“We are humans, and Earth is our responsibility,” Hammond says. “If there is a way to save the planet and the billions of people who still live there, we must move forward down that path.”
Enzo Leon stands behind Hammond, along with several members of the World Senate whom I vaguely recognize. What are they planning to do? And what happened to the truce and Hirata’s election? But if Hammond has taken over the Capitol building, then all that hope is out the window.
The camera pans again, showing several faces I don’t recognize, and then two I do from the files I saw. Dr. Ann Jonas and Dr. Grant Abbot, the two other former members of Dad’s team. Their faces are stiff, expressions nervous. Jonas’s ash-blond hair is more tousled than what I remember from the immaculate image on her ID. Like they’re being forced to stand before the cameras. Probably the only reason Dr. Owens isn’t up there is because he had been hiding at Dad’s lab . . . before he died, that is.
“Earth has claimed Arcadia, and we will take the resources we need to save our primary home. During my absence, my scientists have been working on a way to harness the Starfire’s power. Our first step was to counter the Alku’s defenses that were blocking us from the city of Primaro and also preventing us from entering the Starfire fields. And we successfully achieved step one.” She pauses a beat. “We now have a series of devices called Inhibitors.”
The scene switches to show several small silver hovers, the same ones I saw over Owens’s building during the attack. That’s what must be keeping me from transporting. Do Javen or any of the others even know what’s happening here?
I scan around the room. Irene is still seated and stares at her holographic computer screen, which displays Hammond too largely for my taste. My eyes are drawn to the President’s neckline where the Starfire necklace she ripped from my neck now hangs. My stomach roils at the sight of my crystal.
Max has slipped partially out into the hall and speaks to someone out there. Beda paces on my left, teeth clenched and fingers pumping in and out of her fists.
“We have full control of the Turner Space Fold,” Hammond continues, “and hundreds of miners are ready to begin harvesting the Starfire for Earth to begin the healing process.”
How am I going to warn Javen and the Council, if they don’t know? There must be a way to get word to them. But if I’m blocked from using the Starfire, I can’t contact Javen.
“The city is on immediate lockdown,” she says to the camera. “Any and all job placements will be reassessed. Our new focus in Arcadia will be Starfire extraction and the utilization of this resource. If we do not take this route, great portions of the Earth will succumb to the atmosphere’s breakdown. Mining the Starfire is our best chance to ensure the survival of our species. To secure a future where humans survive and thrive, we must prevent anyone who blocks our way to save Earth. The Alku are an evil people. This evaluation of their species was determined when attempting to make a peaceful agreement between our kind and theirs. They refused.”
Nausea wells inside me. I know the Alku are willing to help save Earth. My dad was developing a plan for restoration. It’s Hammond who doesn’t want to utilize this option.
The crowd erupts with chants of “Save Earth, Save Earth!”
The camera pans back again, and my eyes widen as I see three people led out in front of Hammond—Hirata, Cooper, and Luca Powell. Since Luca supported Hirata, he must now be Hammond’s enemy. The three of them are secured with hands behind their backs.
“These three Board members have been charged with treason against Earth,” Hammond says. “They attempted to make private deals with the Alku in order to save themselves.”
Hirata’s face is damp with tears as a guard shoves her forward. This can’t be happening. Hirata was supposed to fix everything. The Senate was swinging to her side. They just elected her yesterday.
My fists clench in desperation. Once Wirrin’s faction finds out what’s happening, it will only lead to war. And if Hammond is aware of the Starfire’s power within the Intersection, she will use it. I grit my teeth. Don’t these people understand attempting to save Earth by stealing the Starfire could annihilate all of humanity?
I look around the room to find Max and ask if he knows anything about the announcement, but he’s gone. I return my attention to the screen just as Hirata hits the ground. A guard stands next to her, laser pistol still extended. Wasting no time, the next guard shoves Cooper forward and the same is done to him. I retch, but nothing comes.
The two bodies lie limp on the ground as Luca is brought to the front. His usual swagger and bravado is replaced with terror as his legs shake beneath him. A guard raises his weapon, and Luca drops to his knees.
I choke on a forming sob. Despite my distaste for Luca Powell, I have no desire to see him executed.
“I’m loyal, I’m loyal!” he yells. “Please don’t kill me!”
The guard glances at Hammond, and she raises her hand to pause the proceedings. She walks forward and kneels in front of Luca, and then leans in to whisper into his ear. Then Hammond rises and returns focus onto the camera and hushed crowd.
A tense grin stretches across her lips and she extends her hand to Luca. He takes it, and she pulls him to his feet.
“We are generous and desire to forgive. Luca Powell has extended his loyalty to the will of the World Senate.”
Luca darts his eyes over the crowd and then looks to the ground.
“The Senate will display mercy. But traitors must be eliminated.”
As the words exit Hammond’s mouth, the building we’re in shudders with an explosion. The holograms snap off from our Connects and the computer screen.
Max throws open the door. “Hammond staged a coup. At least twenty of the World Senate members have been assassinated and many are missing. We’re evacuating the building.”
“Where are we going to go?” asks Irene. “It’s probably too late!”
Beda slams her fist on the wall. “Why did I have to be here?!”
Irene grabs Dr. Owens’s bag. She stands and straightens out her shirt, then drops her shoulders from their tense position. “I’m getting our stuff from below.” She looks to Max. “I have time, right?”
Max hits his Connect and studies the screen for a second. “Be back in ten minutes.”
Irene nods. “I’ll get your things, too, Cassi.”
I don’t even get a chance to answer before she’s out the door.
“We’re going to that lab of yours,” Beda demands.
“We can’t go there. Hammond’s people will find us and then Dad’s data.”
“They may locate the lab eventually anyway,” Beda says. “We need to get out there, find everything your father was working on, and destroy the lot. Burn it all to the ground. Otherwise, Hammond could use the information against us.”
“Destroy it? No way!” I say while thinking of the AI version of my mother. It’s weird and all, but seeing her again brought me a measure of comfort. “You just don’t want any humans mastering the Starfire. We need to get out there and access all the information. Once the data is secured, then we can wipe it out.”
A blaring alarm sounds through the building and I clap my hands over my ears.
“Please calmly proceed to the exits,” an unseen male voice says. “Escorts will be waiting to evacuate all personnel from the premises.”
“Where are they taking us?” I swing to Max.
“Some place safe?” Max says.
“And where would that be?” I ask. “There probably isn’t a safe place in the city.”
“Hence why we’re going to the lab,” Beda growls.
Max studies me and I nod. But before he has the chance to move, Irene steps through the door with bags slung over her shoulder. She shrugs mine off and tosses it to me. “I got hold of Trav. He can get us an all-terrain vehicle. It’s waiting below.” Irene pivots her attention to Beda. “Unless you and Cassi can transport the four of us?”
“The Starfire still isn’t working or I would have returned to Paxon already,” Beda says.
“We’ll need data storage,” I say, ignoring Beda.
“Already packed.” Irene pats her bag.
“Then let’s go,” I say, suppressing my fear. I need to keep a straight head on my shoulders right now.




Chapter 15
We sprint down the stairs, against the stream of people who are making their way out of the building. I’m not sure whether the people in the crowd or our group feels more like salmon swimming against the current toward our impending deaths. Probably all of us.
We hit the underground parking lot, and Trav races our direction.
“You should have just left the vehicle for us and got out of here, Trav,” Irene says.
He tips his head. “Does that mean you care, Irene?”
“Give it a rest, Trav,” she says. “I don’t want anyone to die here.”
“I wanted to make sure no one else claimed the Rover.” Despite visibly tense shoulders, he smiles at Irene and then runs around a corner. A few seconds later, he appears again with a small, enclosed off-road vehicle with four seats.
“It’s pretty cozy in there,” Trav says as he swings the driver’s side door up to reveal both the front and rear seats.
Beda gives the vehicle a scowl, and I’m guessing she’s never ridden in such a thing. And being in such close quarters with three humans probably seems unbearable, too.
Max places a hand on the driver’s seat door, but Irene cuts him off. “No way, buddy. I’m driving.”
He throws his hands to chest height in surrender and then races to the passenger side. Beda slides in the front seat before he can get in, so he takes the back next to me.
“You all be careful out there,” Trav says as he begins pushing down the driver's side hatch.
“Take care of yourself,” Irene says before the door snaps shut.
Beda pulls down the other side. Within seconds, Irene swings us around and we’re rolling out through the rising gate while the vehicle’s console lights up with data.
“I’m uploading a program to block others from tracking us,” Irene says.
Beda growls, “Just get us out of the city.”
Irene glares at her. “That’s what we’re doing. If you have something helpful to add, we welcome your opinion. Otherwise, be quiet.”
Beda glares out the front window.
Irene taps in the last of the instructions, and I follow Beda’s gaze. To our left, a group of armed soldiers run toward an escape hover. The same vessel that people from our building, as well as others, have lined up to board. A single enemy fighter ship sweeps across the sky on a direct route toward the craft.
“The incoming ship is aiming for the escaping people.” The words barely escape as my heart jumps to my throat.
Irene manually takes a sharp turn, momentarily disengaging the autodrive, throwing me into Max. He helps me up just in time to see laser shots fire from the ground. The blast clocks the edge of the single fighter and sends it off course and out of sight. Then a plume of smoke billows into the air. From behind us, people speed up their loading process, and I watch until Irene tears around a building and the waiting crowd is out of sight.
“Where are they taking them?” I ask.
“Outside of the city,” Max says. “The ship has camouflage ability, and if they can escape, the tech will keep everyone safe for a while.”
“How long?” Irene asks.
“Not sure,” he says. “Arcadia is a big place, but Hammond wants to make examples of traitors. One of the pilots is in encrypted contact with me. So, we can stay in the loop.”
The vehicle accelerates once the forest comes into view. From the side window, I spot two ships overhead. But they pass us, probably ordered to focus on the larger buildings and vessels rather than small off-road vehicles.
Under the cover of trees, I let out a breath and touch Max’s hand on the seat beside me. I smile, give his fingers a squeeze and then release, pulling my hand back onto my lap. There’s a huge part of me that does regret kissing him, no matter what I said. Our kiss complicates things, and everything is already so complicated. I need to think of something else and decide to lean toward Beda.
“What if we could transport everyone onto the Alku side once they are out of the city? Maybe it will work?”
She twists her head toward me. “May I speak now?”
I sigh. “Yes, I want your opinion.”
She squints her brown eyes at me, and her face takes on a pinched expression. “No,” she says flatly.
“Why not?” I ask. “It will give us more time.”
“Even if we could, there are too many. Taking more than a few across is dangerous for our bodies. And it would also put the Alku in more danger, by harboring humans. My people will sense the humans’ presence. And that will cause even more dissension.”
“What if Vihann agrees?”
“My father’s camp will not, even if Vihann and the Council say yes,” she says. “The Luminary’s stance is to save the Alku people. He only allowed the Starfire’s use to defend humans. But the situation has changed. Now your people will attempt to use the Starfire as a weapon for themselves. My people’s goal is now to stop Starfire weapons from forming. Helping humans, even ones who are not immediately dangerous, will not be high on his priorities.”
I want to argue, but truthfully, I don’t blame her. Humans have done nothing but take from the Alku, and it’s only going to get worse.
The rest of the trip is spent in near silence. Beda slumps in the front and Irene keeps her attention on the controls, occasionally checking out the windows for overhead ships. Max stays engrossed in his Connect to relay the few tidbits of intel coming through on the escape ships. My stomach churns, and I fidget with my fingers still resting on my lap.
“We’re nearly there,” Irene finally says, breaking the silence. “I’m going to park us a little way off so we can scope out the area first to see if the lab is safe.”
She pulls us under a thick canopy of trees and we exit the vehicle. As my feet press to the ground, the Starfire on my neck vibrates against my skin, and I pull the necklace out of my collar. In my fingers, the gem glows.
“It’s active here,” I say.
Beda twists to see what I’m talking about, and her eyes grow wide. “Meaning whatever Hammond is using to block transportation only has a limited range.” She tenses her jaw. “I’m heading back to my father. My people must know what’s going on.”
I open my mouth to tell her she should wait until we get all the data from Dad’s lab. But I’m not fast enough, and she vanishes. Gone to Paxon, I’m sure.
I tuck the Starfire inside my shirt and secure my bags to my shoulder as the other two survey the area for ships or troops. But from what I can tell, there’s no other activity besides us.
“Seems clear to me,” Max says.
I agree and wave the two of them toward the lab. This time, since I know the structure is there, I can make out the building’s outline despite the camouflage. After a short walk to the front, I place my hand on the scanner and the door slides away.
“Welcome, Cassiopeia Foster,” my mom’s disembodied AI voice says, but I ignore it.
“I’ll go to the lab and start working on the files,” Irene says. “After you get me into the system, why don’t the two of you check the rest of the place out? See if there’s anything else we can use here?” Sadness shadows her eyes. “Dr. Owens did say he was living here; maybe you can find his quarters.”
We head into the lab, and when we enter, my mother appears again. “How may I help—”
“Disengage visual AI,” I say, and the virtual version of Mom disappears. I inhale deeply and suppress the emotions attempting to well up. Max touches my back, and calm instantly settles over my body. I log Irene onto the system after I drop my bags in the corner.
“Work as fast as you can,” I say. “We have no idea how long we’re going to be safe here or whether anyone else knows about this place.”
Irene removes her upgraded DataPort from her bag, as well as a few other familiar pieces of equipment. “Leave it up to me,” she says. “This is what I do.”
I turn and head from the room. Max follows.
“Your mother was so beautiful,” Max says. “I had seen her once, but never so close.”
“I think this version of her is programmed to the age she was when my parents got married.”
“She would be proud of you, you know,” Max says.
The comment stings. “I’m a complete mess, Max. What are you talking about?”
An activated door slides back, revealing small sleeping quarters. The bed is left unmade, and to the side is a small desk.
Max touches my arm, stopping me.
“Your mother was incredibly brave. She was willing to put aside how so many people were telling her and your father that colonization within fifty years was impossible. She helped make Arcadia happen anyway. Against all the odds, you found your father, and you’re still working to save the Alku. You are very much like her. I’m pretty sure she would see those qualities in you.”
I choke away my emotion and touch Mom’s ring on my finger. Even though I want to fall to the floor and curl up in a ball, I straighten my shoulders and offer Max a soft smile of thanks. Then, I head directly to the desk and begin searching the drawers. I locate nothing but a few personal items, however. Nothing of value. Taking my lead, Max checks the closet and shrugs.
He and I search the two other rooms in the building as well as the kitchen.
“I don’t think Dad planned for the building to be fully functional until he returned to Arcadia.”
“Makes sense,” Max says as we enter the lab, where we find Irene working furiously in front of the holographic screen.
“Any news from your friend?” I look at Max, but he shakes his head. I’m not sure if no news is a good or bad thing.
“All I know are their destination coordinates,” he says.
“Well, I guess the directions will help us locate them later.” I sit at the station next to Irene and bring up the Earthscape program. “What are the coordinates?”
Max pairs his Connect with the computer and sends the information. Within a blink, a three-dimensional map appears in front of me. The program shows the hover’s route and the approximate distance to the destination point, based on the last data sent to Max’s Connect. The escape destination is located along the base of the Tahm Range, where there appears to be a cave system. If they can arrive in time, the caves should be a decent place to hide. But those larger hovers are not designed for speed.
“How are you coming along on the downloads?” I ask Irene.
“Getting there,” she says, “but there’s so much, I’m not entirely sure what’s most important.”
“Just get everything you can,” I say.
“There are several more encrypted files that I’ve run across. Want me to take a chance and download all the data?”
“Yea—” I start to say.
“Warning,” Mom’s AI voice interrupts. “An unknown external device is attempting to access my computer system.”
“What’s that mean?” I ask Irene.
“It means another hacker is attempting to get into the lab’s computer system.”
Nerves ignite and tingle in my chest. Someone knows about the lab. “Can you block them?”
“What do you think I’m doing?” Irene growls. “We need to get everything possible downloaded and purge the system. Otherwise, Hammond is going to have access to all the data Dr. Foster must have been hiding.”
“Five incoming craft within a one-mile radius,” the AI says.
“There’s no way for us to get everything!” Irene says. “Time is running out.”
“Then you’ll need to purge the data now,” Max demands.
“If we do that, Hammond has won.”
I stare at the holo-screen in front of me, which now shows an overhead view of Arcadia. My mind shifts as if I’m flying above the jungle, watching the land below. In my state, I feel the Starfire pulse on my neck, and the energy ripples through me. We can’t do this without my dad. He’s the only human who understands the Starfire so completely. He also knows how to save the Alku and probably Earth.
My consciousness is caught somewhere between the lab and another place entirely. I can hear Irene calling my name and then my mom’s AI voice relaying that the ships are now in our immediate vicinity. But none of this bothers me as warmth from the Starfire travels the length of my body.
I begin to relax right as a sharp sensation hits me. It’s as if I slam into a block of ice, and a bright cyan light blinds me. I let out a scream but no sound escapes.
“What did you do, Cassi?” a muffled voice asks. I don’t know whose.
But then my mom’s voice cuts through, and the ghost of her hand strokes my forehead.
“Incoming ships have vanished,” she says. “Danger averted.”




Chapter 16
Achill shudders through my body, and my breath hitches. “What happened?” I say as I shoot up into a seated position. My head spins, and every part of my body aches.
“I don’t know yet.” Instead of Mom, Irene kneels beside me.
“Are the ships still coming?” I feel as if I might throw up at any second.
Irene tilts her head. “Not according to the AI.”
“Where’d they go?”
Max jogs into the lab, pale. “I don’t think they went anywhere. We did.”
The Starfire pulses against my leg, and I reach into my pocket to pull the other gem out. Just holding the crystal tight in my fist returns a trickle of strength to my body. “Did I transport us? Why are we still in the lab?”
“Apparently you moved the entire building,” he says.
“What?” Irene scans the room.
“I checked, and the outside isn’t the same. First off, it’s night, and second, everything has this creepy blue color.”
My stomach twists at Max’s words, and I try to stand but fall to the ground. “Are we in the Intersection?”
“How am I supposed to know?” he says. “But we’re not in the same place as before. The Rover is gone.” He considers me for a second and then softens his voice. “Are you okay?”
I lay my head on the floor and clutch the Starfire. Waves of calm roll through me. “I think I will be in a moment.”
I close my eyelids and allow the energy to radiate to each limb. To heal me. Just like the energy healed Javen from the laser gun wound after he transported us to his side of the Intersection the first time. Thoughts of Javen consume my every thought. The pain of not having him with me shoots through my body, and I curl into a ball. Instinctively, I summon for him. But nothing happens.
Despite my disappointment, my strength continues to return slowly, and I open my eyes. Both of my friends look concerned. Max reaches to help me up, but I avoid his touch, not quite sure where to place my feelings for him alongside the ones I have for Javen.
“I’m okay,” I say and push myself up. “Show me the outside.” I avoid Max and focus on Irene.
“Follow me,” he says.
I can sense Max’s confusion, but I still don’t look at him as I make my way down the hall and through the lab’s front door. Once outside, my gaze snaps upward to the aurora-filled sky, similar to the Alku side but more intense. We are on a hill of sorts, I realize. Above us, gasses brush across the night sky and over the moons in bright blue-green.
“We are in the Intersection.” I scan the landscape and recognize the area. At the bottom of the hill, I spot the cave my dad was living in. “That’s where my dad is.”
“Do you think he can help us?” Irene asks.
A stone churns in my stomach.
“Maybe he can,” I say. “His lab is here now, and he can better make sense of all the data anyway.”
“Then we should get him,” Max says.
We? I grit my teeth together. I have no idea of Dad’s current state. “Let me go see. You two wait here, and I’ll bring him.”
Irene sighs but agrees, as does Max. Though, by the tense expression on his face, I can tell he senses my distance.
“I won’t be long.” I trudge along the same course I used the first time I was here to find Dad. Again, I follow the path to the cave opening and walk through. Inside, light flickers on the cavern walls, as before, and then I round the corner that previously led me to him.
“Dad,” I call out when I don’t see him.
The space appears much the same as before, with no additional items he’s brought to this side.
“Dad?” I call out again, this time louder.
“Cassi?” Dad emerges from around a corner I hadn’t noticed in my previous visits. The cave must extend farther than I thought.
Dad smiles widely and the corners of his eyes crinkle. He looks normal again. My heart melts as this is the man I’ve always known.
“Daddy!”
I run to him, my arms open wide, and he pulls me into a strong embrace. I squeeze him and let loose.
“Did you bring an Alku with you?” He glances around.
I knit my brows together. Dad asked me the same question the last time, and I had a strange feeling then as I do now. But I smile and push the reaction away. “No, but I might have brought something better. Your lab?”
Dad stills. I’m not even sure he’s breathing. “You brought my lab?”
I fill him in on all the details from today: Hirata and Cooper’s executions; how Hammond took over and swayed the World Senate; about Dr. Abbot and Dr. Jonas from his team, who are now working for Hammond; and I tell him about the Alku supporters who are on their way out of the city and plan to hide at the Tahm Range.
“Jonas and Abbot would never work for Hammond unless they were forced to.” Dad pinches the bridge of his nose. “How did we get here? I should have been on Arcadia to convince the Senate.”
“You would probably really be dead. At least with your lab here, you can continue your work.”
“What about Matt Owens? You didn’t mention him. I need his assistance.”
“We might have some of his data . . . but he didn’t make it.”
Dad’s expression crumbles in disappointment.
“Do you think you could complete the experiment with the portal device at the lab—if you had all of Owens’s data?”
Dad nods. “Possibly. But tell me again, how did you bring my entire lab here?”
I pull the Starfire he gave me from my shirt and present it to him. “I used this.”
“One crystal was able to do that?”
Not wanting to waste time, I pilot Dad up toward the hill and the lab’s entrance, which is wide open.
“This is amazing, Cassi. Your ability is beyond what I know even the Alku can do with the Starfire. I’ve been able to bring a few small items to me and send the apples across to the Alku side, but that’s it. Bringing a whole building inside the Intersection is something else entirely.”
“It must be because my Starfire is from the Intersection.”
Dad stops me and places his hands on my shoulders. “There’s a possibility the answer might be you.”
I furrow my eyebrows, confused. Could my connection to Javen be doing this?
Before I can ask any more questions, Dad squeezes my shoulders and his eyes grow distant. “I have an idea for the Hirata supporters.”
He hurries toward the lab’s opening.
“Welcome, Cassiopeia and Richard Foster,” my mother’s voice sounds.
Dad stops and stares at the walls as recognition hits him. The distracted look he had a moment ago falls away.
“Why did I ever make that AI?” he asks.
I offer him a sad shrug.
“The whole thing was a joke for your mom. She had teased me occasionally about how the lab was my girlfriend, so I had a friend program the AI to be her. I guess I had forgotten to disable the program.”
“Why didn’t Dr. Owens turn it off?”
Dad lifts a single shoulder in a slight shrug, like the one I had given him. “The program is fairly complex. He probably didn’t want to destroy any of the AI’s functionality.” He presses his lips together and then curses under his breath. “Why did Owens have to die, too? I need him here.” Pain flashes in his gaze again, and then he briefly closes his lids, as if in thought. He takes a settling breath and focuses on me once more. “I think I know enough, and with your ability to channel the Starfire, I believe we can make it work.”
“Make what work?” I ask.
“Open a portal with only a small amount of Starfire energy and then move all the refugees into the Intersection.”
He turns in the hallway and steps toward the lab, but I grab his arm. “What if Hammond finds out about this place? Who knows what she might do with the Starfire from here?”
“Cassi, this is an emergency situation. Hammond will find those people, if they’re even still alive. I know her—she’s relentless.”
A shiver runs up my spine, and I know what Dad says is true. The caves will mean a day, maybe two, of safety. If Dad’s former team members are still on his side but are being forced to work for Hammond, they may try to throw her off the refugees’ scent for a short period of time. But his former team members can only hold out for so long before she realizes what they’re doing. They know everything about this planet, I’m sure, including the best places within range of Primaro for a large group of people to hide. And Hammond is well aware of their knowledge.
I study Dad, my eyes narrowing slightly. He seems mostly okay now. He was far different when I was here before. Maybe his body needed time to adjust to the Starfire. An urge to speak with Javen pulses hot through me. But time is short.
“Okay,” I say. “But only until we can figure out a better alternative. The Alku won’t even have to know that we’re bringing more Earthlings into the Intersection.”
Dad nods and guides me to the lab.
Inside, Max and Irene have a holographic screen activated, scrolling over data in the Earthscape program.
They both crane their necks our way and their tense jaws soften with relief.
“Dr. Foster,” Max says and stands.
“This is Irene and Max,” I say. “They both helped me through everything after the explosion.”
“You transported people and a building? Simultaneously?”
I nibble the inside of my lip, embarrassed. “Yeah, I did.”
Pride radiates from Dad’s smile and I swallow back my nerves. Then he turns and extends his hand to Max, who takes it, looking a bit starstruck.
“I appreciate you befriending Cassi,” Dad says to both of them.
“It hasn’t been easy,” Irene jokes, dissolving some of the seriousness in the room.
“I’ll bet,” Dad quips in reply. “Now what have we got here?” He looks at the display.
“This is the last known location of the refugees,” Max says. “My Connect went out when we crossed into the Intersection, so I’m trying to figure out why this other stuff all works in here.”
“Likely because everything is powered by Starfire energy,” Dad says. “When I came to Arcadia the first time and became aware of the Starfire, I had my team start working on figuring out how the crystal’s energy functioned. This lab was designed as a test facility. I saw how the Alku lived and wanted to integrate the ideas into human design and function.” Dad looks to me. “It was important to your mother.” Dad stares off as if he’s remembering something for a moment and then scratches his head. “May I have a seat?”
Irene stands and offers Dad her chair.
“Show me Project Renewal.”
“Verifying voice authorization,” the AI says. “Approved.”
Files fly onto the display and Dad studies them. He taps a few while swiping away others he doesn’t want.
“I’m accessing the lab’s power source, which is a combination of Starfire from each side of the Intersection. I found that using the two together was more efficient, and now I know why. They were partially mimicking the Starfire’s power inside the Intersection. Owens set everything up before he died.” He looks to me. “You said you have the destination coordinates of the refugees?”
“Everything is entered into the Earthscape program,” Irene says. “It gave their estimated location based on the last time Max was in contact with them.”
“Well, that will have to do,” Dad says and pairs the two programs together. “Nothing of this magnitude has been tested, but this should create a portal around our current location. Problem is, I have no idea how long the portal will remain open.”
“Maybe I can help with that,” I say, pulling the Starfire from under my shirt. The gem glows and pulses in my hand.
“Your help is what I’m counting on,” Dad says. “If you were able to pull the lab across the dimensions, I’m going to need you to visualize and yank in the vessels holding the refugees.”
“But this has never been tested,” Max says, his voice thick which concern. “It could totally backfire and hurt Cassi.”
I look to Dad, but he’s staring at the display. I’m pretty sure neither Max nor Irene sees, but for a brief second, cyan swirls in Dad’s eyes. The sight of it sends a shock into my stomach and firmly reminds me: the longer we are in the Intersection, the more we are likely to be affected . . . good or bad.
But right now, the Intersection is our only option. The Starfire’s power, too.
“We have to try,” I say.
“That’s my girl.” Dad looks to me, his eyes now normal.
“Are you sure?” Max asks. “You don’t have to do this.”
“I’m sure,” I say.
“What can I do?” Irene asks.
“Can you keep this program running?” Dad asks and stands.
“No problem.” Irene takes his seat, studies the display and immediately gets to work.
Dad claps Max on the shoulder and leads him to the door. He gestures for me to follow. “The energy field should be building outside. My estimate? It’ll take no more than a minute or two to reach the right spot. Once the portal opens, I need you to reach your contact. Hopefully, they’re close and can get within range. The opening should allow the communication to get through.”
Outside, I’m immediately hit with a thick wave of energy. It’s as if we’re swimming through water. This is a sensation I’ve felt before, when Javen used the Starfire to cloak us from vision. The space around the lab emits a slight, pulsing cyan glow that intensifies by the second. My heart races as I feel the energy moving through my body. Instinctively, I close my eyes and let everything fall away.
“Are you ready, Cassi?” I hear my dad’s muffled voice say, but I’m already gone.
I find myself standing in sunshine instead of darkness. The Tahm Range is still in the distance, but we must be miles away from Primaro. I spin, expecting Dad and Max to be here, but they’re not. Sudden fear shudders through me. What if it’s not working correctly? What if Max couldn’t contact the pilot?
I watch a formation of ten ships zoom past above me. My eyes widen as panic sets in. I look again in the direction they’re heading and now I see them . . . three large carrier ships full of refugees.
A shot fires from an enemy ship and hits the lead carrier. I suck in a sharp breath as the vessel bursts into flames and pitches downward.
I unhook my necklace and clutch the Starfire, anger burning inside me, and focus on the three ships. As I do, a cyan burst pours from my body and I focus the energy straight at the escapees, yanking the trio of hovers across a dimension and into the Intersection.
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Ipull back into the Intersection just as the third ship crashes into the ground and explodes with a massive roar. A plume of cyan fire and gray smoke grapple for the night sky.
In a panic I whip around and scream for Max and my dad, but there’s not much we can do. Turning back, I see the two other ships pull to a stop, and within seconds, people scramble out of the open hatches.
Lightheadedness overwhelms me and my knees buckle. My limp body falls to the ground in a heap. Every part of me ripples with searing pain, but my eyes remain wide, taking in the horror.
Dad and Max run to my side, and everything blurs.
“You got her?” Max asks in a muffled voice.
“See how you can help at the ships,” Dad tells Max, but his voice is distant, too.
My eyelids blink open and shut as I fight to stay conscious.
“What’s going on?” I hear Irene but can’t see her.
“Go help, Max,” Dad says. “Cassi . . . Cassi.” He grabs for my hand and pushes an object into it.
The second he does, my vision fills with brilliant cyan and I gasp, sitting up. I peer down to see that I’m holding my glowing Starfire. Tingling flows from the crystal into my skin, and currents of my energy return.
“Go help them,” I say and put the necklace back on. “I’ll be okay in a minute.”
Dad tips his head. “I’m staying right here.”
Continued strength flows through my veins and muscles. “Help me up, then.”
Dad’s lips form a thin line, but he does as I ask.
With Dad still bracing my arm, I gather my bearings and watch as the ship burns and people from the unharmed ship help the survivors away from the wreckage.
“I’m good now.” It’s not the total truth but I pull away from Dad. “I have to see if I can help.”
Before Dad can say anything to me, I stumble for the injured to use my Starfire on them. The idea is a longshot, but maybe I can heal these people. At the crash site, survivors are being dragged to safety. I throw myself next to the first injured woman closest to me. My stomach tightens. She’s severely burned, and if I didn’t see the light movement of her chest, I would think she were dead.
“It’s okay, it’s okay,” I lie as I grab her hand. When I do, she clasps me so suddenly my heart jumps. Her eyes flick open in terror.
I grip my Starfire, and without knowing exactly what to do, I press the gem against her arm where her shirt is torn, exposing her skin. I close my eyelids to focus on the crystal’s energy, the healing power I’m positive it possesses. I visualize the woman whole again and not in pain. I open my eyes to the disarray of my surroundings and the woman, who is now staring at me in wonder. She winces as she pushes up to a seated position. The burn on the side of her face is still there but is now less raw, and her breathing has returned to normal.
“Thank you,” she says in a scratchy voice, bringing her fingers to her throat.
“Get farther away from here.” I point to the lab. “Go there for now.” I squeeze her hand and run to the next person.
Despite my body begging me to stop, I repeat the process on at least six others. And by the time I stagger to the last person, the world around me begins to swirl. I know there had to be around one hundred passengers on board the ship.
I drop next to the remaining person. My head pounds as I glance down at the lifeless body. It’s a boy and he’s turned on his side. I lay my hand on his shoulder and use the little strength I have left to pull him onto his back and I draw in a sharp breath. Trav. The one who helped us escape. I take in a ragged breath and try to reorient myself to focus again. But exhaustion fights me and my fatigue is winning. I can’t let him die! He was probably only on the ship because of assisting us with the Rover. My breathing picks up and I grip the Starfire, but his pulse is weak.
“You can’t die, you can’t die,” I mutter over and over again, anything to keep him alive. But it’s not working, and a swirl of darkness twines around my body, lulling me into much-needed regeneration.
My mind summons for Javen. But before I can connect with him, I feel my body slump forward onto Trav’s, and my mind awakens in a cyan haze.
Through the cyan, I see Javen walking toward me. Is he coming because I summoned him? I feel an intense pull on my soul to be with him. I need his help. His presence.
“Javen,” I call out. But he doesn’t answer, as if he can’t hear me.
∆∆∆
 
I flit my eyelids open to the inside of the lab. I inhale sharply and sit, eyes wide.
“Hey, it’s okay,” Irene’s voice soothes from a chair beside me. “You’re safe.”
“Trav . . . what happened to Trav?” I ask as I lock onto Irene’s face.
Her jaw tenses with obvious grief. “He didn’t make it. A lot of people didn’t make it.”
A pang lances my heart. I could have saved him. My focus darts around, unable to process the loss.
I’m in the tiny sleeping quarters Dr. Owens used when he was staying here. My two bags sit in a corner and I attempt to push my legs off the bed to fetch them, but Irene plants her palm squarely on my sternum to stop me.
“Cassi,” she scolds. “You pulled three ships from one dimension into another, and then you saved several people who were at death’s door. Rest is the right thing for you right now.”
Irene pushes me down onto the pillow.
I whisper, “At least tell me what happened.”
She sighs and leans back into the chair. “We got as many people out of the damaged ship as we could. But almost everyone inside is dead. There are the ones you healed and maybe five or six others with minor wounds.”
“How many died?” My stomach clenches as I ask this question.
“The ships were loaded so quickly, no one is completely sure. But probably around a hundred.”
“And how many people were on the other ships?”
“Somewhere between one hundred and one hundred and twenty each. I haven’t heard the final numbers.”
I sit up again. “So, we have over two hundred people inside the Intersection? Do they have any supplies?” This wasn’t a problem I had considered before. How are we going to care for all these refugees?
“Luckily, the two remaining ships do have a limited emergency stock of water and food. But your Dad is working on the problem since we don’t know how long they’re going to be in here.”
“What’s my Dad doing?” Sudden memories of his erratic behavior surface inside my mind.
“He’s just helping them get settled for the moment and explaining as much as he can about what happened. He thinks he can use the Starfire to get their ships running again. None of the onboard tech is working. But he’s not telling them that you actually pulled in the ships. Only Max and I know. He doesn’t want them aware of what you are able to do.”
“But they’ll know I healed the wounded.”
Irene frowns softly. “There was so much confusion. Even the healed aren’t actually sure of what happened.”
I get why my dad wants to keep my secret. If Hammond knows what I can do, it will put her on a mission to find and use me.
“Hammond’s fighter ships could have seen me on the Arcadia side.”
“Oh, I’m sure they saw the vessels vanish and probably have an idea that they were pulled across dimensions. But it doesn’t mean they know you caused the event.”
Tension pinches at my chest. “Then they’re just going to think the Alku are responsible, which could make Hammond target them more quickly.” Before Irene can stop me, I swing my legs off the bed and avoid her grasp. “I need to speak with Javen. The Alku can’t be in the dark about this situation. They need to know what’s happened to me and how we’re using the Intersection.”
“I think you need more rest. Transporting isn’t a great idea right now,” Irene says but doesn’t try to force me back into bed.
“I feel fine now,” I say. The statement isn’t a complete lie. I’m still tired, but my head stopped spinning and my thoughts are clear.
“At least speak with your dad. Max told me that the leaders from the refugee ships had access to intel before you brought them to the Intersection. Let’s find out what info they have before you make any rash choices. You don’t want to tell the Alku anything untrue.”
“Good point,” I say and then head for the door.
Irene and I enter the lab and find Dad and Max in deep conversation with a man and woman I haven’t met before.
Max is the first to see me and immediately leaves the group and comes to my side. A tightening, similar to resistance, settles into my chest. I hate it, but I can’t seem to make the feeling stop.
“We were so worried, but Irene said she’d stay with you.” I can tell by his body language that he wants to hug me but holds back instead. I have no idea whether his hesitation is because of present company or if I’m putting off vibes that are stopping him. Part of me is pained for the emotional distance, but the other part me is relieved.
I push away my feelings of confusion. There’s no time to dwell on emotions right now.
“I’ll be fine,” I say to Max and force a smile. I turn my attention to Dad and the two others.
Dad gestures to me. “This is Cassi, my daughter . . . she helped us activate the portal, which allowed your ships to cross over to this place.”
The woman, with dark skin and hair pulled away from her face, extends her hand. I take it.
“I’m General Atkins, and this is my second-in-command, Commander Tucker.” She releases my hand and gestures to the man with ginger hair. “We were shocked when we found your father alive, but after so many hardships, we were glad to see him. You two have done extraordinary work here,” she says. “It is a tragedy to lose our other ship and the people on board. But if your father had not opened the portal when he did, all of us would be dead.”
General Atkins turns to Dad. “I was just explaining to Dr. Foster that we have custody of a video feed of intel from Hammond’s headquarters. We have a spy in there. But now none of our tech will work. After we crossed into the Intersection, we had to switch the ships over to manual to land.” She looks around. “But everything here seems to be working fine.”
“It’s all powered by the Starfire,” I mutter.
“She’s right,” Dad says. “With the crystals, we should be able to get your ship’s minimum functions up and running by tomorrow. There are Starfire fields not too far off, and it won’t take much effort to harvest the needed amount.”
Irene walks to the computer. “Where is the feed stored?”
Tucker raises his left hand. “I have the data on my Connect.”
“Can I have it?” Irene asks.
He defers to Atkins, and she nods. Tucker releases the Connect from his wrist and hands the device to Irene. She pairs his Connect with the computer, and video immediately springs to life on the display. It’s jerky from a concealed camera, but when the wearer sits, I can see they are in a meeting that’s about to begin.
On the display, Hammond walks into the room followed by Luca, as if he were her pet on a leash. I grit my teeth together.
“Mining is set to begin immediately,” Hammond says, now standing at the head of the group. “We have the full support of the World Senate, and with our newly improved Inhibitor, we have been able to push back on the Alku’s Starfire energy usage that was meant to block us from mining.”
Atkins sighs and then straightens her shoulders. “This video feed was taken right before the attack on our ships. Hammond’s ships took out the last of our defense in Primaro after we escaped the city. At that point, we knew we were goners but still hoped to reach the Tahms. We’ve heard rumors that a few of the World Senate members who support us may still be alive and are willing to get word back to Earth for reinforcements through the Turner Space Fold. Help could exit closer to Arcadia and possibly be here in a few days. The hope for assistance was slim but worth exploring.”
“So, these World Senate members are hiding somewhere on Arcadia?” Max asks.
“If the rumors are true,” Tucker answers.
“Then people who oppose Hammond are hiding them,” Dad says.
“And we need to find them,” I add.
I look back to the video display Irene paused. Right behind Luca is another face I recognize.
Alina.
Alina is working for Hammond.
My heart drops into my stomach as I replay in my mind the last time I met her in Primaro. She pulled me away from the soldier bots and off the street. Why? If she’s working with Hammond, then she must have wanted information from me. But she didn’t ask me anything. I rack my brain to remember what happened. The only thing I can recall is how I nearly dropped my bag and she helped me.
“I’m not feeling well again,” I say to get out of the lab. “I’d like to go lie down.”
“Do you need any help?” Dad asks.
I wave my hand in the air as I turn. “No. I’ll be okay.”
Dad nods and asks Irene to continue playing the video.
Max follows me to the door and stops me on the other side of it. “What’s going on, Cassi?”
I glimpse the concern on his face, but then I quickly study the ground. “There’s obviously a lot to do. Before I’m going to be of any more use to anyone, I need to get some rest. I was wrong earlier when I said I felt okay.” I chance a look his way. “But I’ll be fine in a few hours.”
Max squeezes my arm and lets loose. “You would tell me if something else was going on, right?”
I lock eyes with him and whisper, “Yes.”
He nods and returns to the lab. But I get the feeling that he knows I’m lying.
When the door shuts, I race to the sleeping quarters and grab for my messenger bag. I throw open the top and dig inside for Dad’s journal. But it’s gone. Did Alina take it when I wasn’t looking? I expel a short breath in frustration. Honestly, I don’t even know what is scribbled on the pages. Dr. Owens thought the journal might just be a personal log. But I don’t want to worry Dad by asking him. I pace the room, but there’s nothing I can do now. Hammond either has the journal or she doesn’t.
I fumble for my Starfire pendant. Holding the crystal calms me immediately, and my mind drifts to Javen. I must speak to him and relay any information I know, as well as admit to him the truth of the Intersection.
A wave of pressure moves through my body, and I open my eyes to daylight. My heart leaps as I spot Javen only feet in front of me. His face lights up when he sees me, and my heart calls for him. But I take one step in his direction and a boom sounds, shaking the ground and knocking me off my feet.
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Irace to Javen’s embrace and melt into his arms. “Was that a bomb or an earthquake?” I ask.
“A quake, but they’re very rare in this area.”
Overhead, the sky has changed, almost as if the shaking of the ground cracked the atmosphere.
I step away from Javen a few inches. “Hammond began harvesting from the Starfire mines. Could the mining cause earthquakes?”
Javen tenses his jaw. “Very little information is coming back from Arcadia to Paxon. Our people have been completely driven from the city and blocked from the mining area. I warned my father this would happen, but he won’t listen. He refuses to use the Starfire as a weapon, even to protect our people. He fears that, even if we prevail, the risk is too high and we may grow aggressive toward other Alku.”
“But isn’t that what’s already happening between Vihann and Wirrin’s group? Beda is totally aggressive.”
“Wirrin’s group is small compared to the Alku who follow my father. And at this point, they will likely lose to Hammond. My father knows this.”
Shock trembles down my arms, and I step back farther from him. “And your father would allow the Alku to die?”
“He will.”
Anger simmers in my core. “I don’t understand the benefit. Hammond isn’t going to use the Starfire for beneficial reasons. Why won’t Vihann take a chance in fighting her to keep the Alku from dying? There are still moral people out there who might be able to stop the massacre.”
Curling my hands into fists, I tell Javen about the World Senate assassinations and how some of the Senators are missing. “So, there’s a chance they’re hiding in Arcadia. If the Alku attempt to remove Hammond from power, we may be able to swing back favor from those in the Senate who are only afraid of losing their lives and the lives of their families.”
“Cassi, but you don’t even know if any of the missing Senators are actually alive. And even if a few are, will they be able to call on assistance from anyone on Earth?”
I know his words are true. “That is why the Alku need to fight. You are here, and you are our best chance.” I plant my feet and lock stares with Javen. “You are the future leader of the Alku. I understand why your father feels the way he does. It’s a huge risk, but one worth taking.”
Javen tucks his hands into his pockets and looks to the ground. I know he must feel torn between two worlds—two groups of people.
“The One Pure Soul was willing to take a risk for your people—to save them.”
Javen tips his head slightly in interest at what I have to say.
“This situation is different, but we can use the Starfire power for good and save two worlds.”
“The One Pure Soul story is lore for children,” he says, shaking his head.
“I’ve seen this middle dimension. I also believe your father and Wirrin, as well as many other leaders before them, have been hiding the truth of the Intersection to protect your people. And for good reason. It’s more powerful and complicated than any of us know. I pulled three ships boarded by hundreds of people who were escaping Hammond into the Intersection.”
“By yourself?” His face scrunches up with confusion.
“With the help of this Starfire.” I pull the gem from under my collar. Javen touches the crystal in my fingers and his irises swirl. He inhales deeply and releases.
“This crystal is different.”
“The Starfire from the Intersection is the source of the crystals on either side. This type connects them.” As the words escape my mouth, I am filled with a strong desire to be with Javen and my heart pulses audibly in my ears. “Like our bond.”
Relief fills his eyes as his irises return to brown again. “I felt you slipping from me while we were apart.”
Heat travels up my neck at the reminder of my and Max’s kiss. “Javen, if the rest of the Alku people share the same heart as you do, then we can do this . . . together. I believe the Starfire in the Intersection is going to allow our people to live in harmony, if we just use the energy correctly. We need to bring your father and Wirrin together.”
Javen caresses my cheek, and a burst of electricity trails down my spine. “I know you speak truth.”
“Would your father come if you summoned him?” I ask.
“Despite my urging, he remains clear on his stance to be neutral.”
“But if you go to him in person and tell him of the new information—would he come?”
Javen tips his head to me. “Possibly. And if he won’t, I will summon the rest of my people.” Javen squares his shoulders. “I am their future leader, and some may follow me now.”
Pride wells up within me. My lips curl into a smile at his newfound determination, and I reach up to kiss him. The second my lips touch his, he snakes his arms around my waist and gathers me close to his muscled chest. Reality fades and stars fill my vision. The need to be close to him aches from depths of myself I never knew existed. As if to mirror my feelings, he rakes his hands into my hair, bringing me even closer as I reach under his untucked shirt to touch the soft skin of his lower back. Javen shivers at the touch. I kiss him deeply and breathe in his warm breath, wishing we could stay like this forever in our universe of two. But I know we can’t.
As if he knows it, too, he releases me and then looks me straight in the eye, panting.
“Cassiopeia Foster. I realize that what we feel might only be from the Starfire.”
I step away from him, shocked that he may be having the same feelings I am.
“I was lying to myself when I said I didn’t. Since we’ve been separated, I’ve felt the Starfire bond diminish. And I know you have questions and doubts. And there is another you may have feelings for.”
I open my mouth to speak.
“But true commitment is not based on something external . . . our connection can’t only be about the Starfire. I need to know this bond is also from your heart.”
My thoughts wander to my kiss with Max. Part of that felt so right, too. I like Max so much and never want to hurt him because of a moment of weakness. A flush spreads up my chest and neck. “Don’t you still have feelings for Yaletha?”
Javen sighs. “I do. She’s a brave, intelligent and strong young woman—”
“And beautiful,” I interrupt.
“Yes.” He grazes the hair hanging over my forehead with his fingertips. “But I’ve also seen you, and you are brave, intelligent and strong . . . and so beautiful. I’ve seen your past and desire to be a part of your future.” He lowers his voice to a hoarse whisper and says, “I’ve touched your soul, Cassiopeia. My soul is determined to belong with yours.”
I swallow the lump in my throat and my breathing picks up.
“I will save my people and Paxon, and I will prove that my love for you is stronger than the Starfire connecting us.”
Nerves builds in my chest, hot and searing. “You . . . you love me?”
He chuckles. “Do you think I would be able to say all that if I didn’t? You are the one person I want to spend my life with. I’m certain you will lead Paxon and the Alku people with me. But I will never force you to feel the same about me or choose this future.”
Deep respect for Javen floods my heart, more than I’ve ever known for another person. “I have so many questions.”
His lips spread into a small smile. “I know you do, and I hope to help you find the answers.”
Unable to hold my desire for him back any longer, I rise on my toes and slip my hand around his neck and into his thick hair. My lips find his and move in a breathless, languid dance against his mouth. I want to remain here in Javen’s arms longer. But instead, I drop back to my heels and clear my throat. “I need to reach Wirrin before Beda convinces him to do something rash.” I look around me, only seeing an open field surrounded by trees, and realize I have no idea where we are or where Wirrin’s group is.
“Where is your uncle?”
Javen looks down at the ground. “I believe the army is going to the largest mining site on Arcadia to regain control.”
I gnaw on my lower lip as fear shoots down my spine. If Hammond has started mining, the site will be heavily guarded, and she’ll be using the Inhibitors. Panic zips through my veins. “They are heading to their deaths. I need to stop Wirrin before he reaches the mining fields.”
“I’ll summon you after I speak with my father again.” He pauses for a moment, as if thinking. “If you let your mind direct you to Wirrin while you transport, the Starfire should take you to him.”
‘Thank you.” I skim his hand with the tips of my fingers and close my eyes, focusing on the mining site’s location as I remember it from my Earthscape program. At the same time, I reach out to Wirrin as if summoning him. Hopefully, with my limited experience, the process will work.
I open my eyes and Javen is gone. I seem to have ended up on the side of a hill, and below is the mining site. I duck into the safety of a few low-growing plants and watch the activity below. Most of the Starfire on Arcadia is buried under the earth, unlike how they grow on Paxon. Small fields are closer to the surface, but most are farther down. The crystals are delicate and will need to be dug out primarily by hand . . . either human or bot.
Groups of people mill around near several large ships, which are parked beside the site. In the center of the mining operation is a significant hole, where digging efforts appear to be concentrated. Three large patrol ships fly above. I sweep my gaze over the terrain in search of Wirrin and his group, but I don’t see them. Then, to my right, maybe three hundred yards away, I spot a cyan glow. A glow similar to that produced when Javen cloaked me from others. I have no idea why I can see the illumination. My link to the Starfire must be allowing the transparency. It also means, at least at this distance from the mines, that the Alku are able to use the energy.
I touch the Starfire around my neck and attempt to cloak myself. Waves of energy flow through me and I grow lightheaded. But a telltale faint cyan glow circles my body. Now the ships above and the miners below can’t spot me. I race for Wirrin’s group, who are now completely visible to me. Maybe one hundred Alku form the group. How do they plan to go up against Hammond’s Inhibitor and her ships with so few?
A half-dozen Alku soldiers tense as I approach, but no one makes a move to stop me. I have the feeling many of them remember me from the meeting I had with Vihann and the Council. They know the Starfire chose me and, despite their differences with Vihann, will not challenge the will of the Starfire by harming me. At least, that’s my hope.
Wirrin steps to the front of the group, Beda at his side. “Why are you here, Cassi?” he asks. He must see the argument in my eyes, even several feet away. Straightening his shoulders, he takes another step forward. “I can’t stand by any longer. Someone must stop Hammond from stripping the Starfire from Arcadia.”
Panting, I stop several feet in front of him. I glance at Beda and then back to Wirrin. “Of course. But your tiny band of warriors will never win. Hammond has tech you’ve never encountered.”
I look back to the mines and tilt my head. Why are there so few ships guarding the production crew?
“You’re walking into a trap. Hammond wants the Alku to splinter. If you challenge her today, then you’re doing exactly what she wants.”
Beda marches forward and stops inches from my face. “The Alku will not go down without a fight.”
“Then fight smart,” I say without backing down. “We need to figure out how Hammond is blocking the Starfire’s energy and take that out first. Then we can hit them.” I spot Yaletha hanging at the back of the group. She’s one of the best soldiers, so of course she’d be here. The beautiful Alku warrior holds my gaze for a moment and then breaks away and returns her attention to the impending battle.
A blast thunders from behind, and I whip toward the sound. The shaft created to dig out the ore is now larger. And then the earth quakes again.
This time, I not only feel the vibration under my feet but also inside of me. Like part of my soul is being decimated.
Beda winces, as do the rest of the Alku. They feel the agony, too.
“You see what the mining is doing?” Wirrin points to the shaft as a scowl appears between his eyebrows. “The digging is upsetting the balance of the Intersection. And it will kill us one way or another. We can’t wait.”
He pushes me aside and yells for his small army to advance. Rushing toward the mine in frenzied waves, the Alku flood around me, leaving me behind.
I watch in horror, and as they approach the mine, the pressure builds in my chest as if I might explode, too. Then, in a single frantic heartbeat, the Starfire’s haze, the energy cloaking them from view, shifts. Each of their hands glows bright cyan, almost electric, just like when Javen blasted out of the window in the Capitol building during our escape.
I watch, frozen in place, as the three ships swoop in and release a swarm of silver bots from the hull’s underside. Everything in me wants to turn away when the bots descend on the Alku.
Shadows from the ships pass over the scattering miners. The people run in every direction like herds of cattle escaping an incoming predator.
The Alku hurl blue-green lights at the AI, and metal explodes in the air. But there are too many. I watch in confusion as the bots don’t attack. The AI only fly in and out of the Alku, like a swarm of bugs.
I gasp as Wirrin’s group reaches the mine to begin their attack, but the miners are retreating.
My Connect buzzes, and a hologram pops up above the surface.
“Breaking news,” the text reads, and the hologram fills with angry-looking Alku who charge on the helpless, unarmed miners.
The bots are cameras! Hammond lured the Alku here to create propaganda and justify her argument that they are evil.
“No, Hammond,” I grit under my breath. “You are the evil one.”
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Igape from the hillside, stunned. The Alku still move toward the mining operation, and the camera bots scatter back to the safety of the ships above, like a swarm of bees returning to their hive.
Some of the Alku hurl glowing orbs of light toward the mining machines and they explode. A ship circling above lands near the mine, and soldiers and soldier bots pour from the hatch, weapons extended.
Another ship swoops in and hovers over the Alku. Several of them hurl light orbs at the ship, but their attack yields little damage. Then the floating ship shudders slightly as a white glow extends from the hull.
A shiver crawls over my body, intensifying when the Alku’s glowing energy dissipates. Hammond has the footage she needs now, and so they have reactivated the Starfire Inhibitor. The Alku are defenseless, and the soldiers are going to shoot them. The citizens of Primaro aren’t out here to witness this battle, and Hammond will declare the massacre was in self-defense, if anything is reported at all.
The slight glow from cloaking myself is still visible around me. The Inhibitor isn’t affecting the Starfire energy from this distance. My throat tightens, and I clench my fists, knowing what I need to do. After pulling the escape ships across the Intersection earlier, using the ability now could harm me further or even kill me. But I must try.
I touch my crystal necklace and home in on the Alku who have now stopped . . . even the several who are now retreating. But Beda, Wirrin, and Yaletha hold their ground. I have no idea if the three are in shock or just that stubbornly brave.
I don’t know if this will work since Javen couldn’t cross with me into the Intersection the first time. Still, I hold up my hands and trace an area in my mind around the entire group of Alku. I visualize the location I need to bring them to within the Intersection. I could be wrong, but since the Alku can’t transport in on their own, I don’t think they can transport out. I summon Wirrin’s army to my mind. Then, with everything in me, I force every bit of energy I have toward each Alku. My body rips with pain as if I’m exploding, and light discharges from me in bright beams.
It’s as if I am everywhere and nowhere, gathering the last of the Alku and forcing them through the portal.
It’s as if a thousand knives are trying to rip me apart to do so.
I grit down and focus my mind. My body tumbles into the Intersection’s still darkness, skidding and scraping over the rocky ground. The Alku appear and fall to the ground as I release them from my energy.
My vision blurs, but I spot the three ally ships, the one downed and burned, and then . . .
Everything goes black.
∆∆∆
 
My consciousness fades in and out, but my body jostles, as if being carried.
“She needs help. The Starfire isn’t healing her,” the voice says, and I struggle to identify who is speaking. I lift my head up and start. Beda. The last person I ever thought would be attempting to help me. I must be hallucinating. But before I question anything, darkness sweeps over me.
I blink my eyes open once again. The sleeping area in the lab comes in and out of focus. This time, instead of Irene’s face, I see Beda watching me. I open my mouth to speak but nothing comes out, and my body shudders with a barrage of chills. The room is freezing, a sensation I haven’t felt since arriving on Arcadia. An Alku woman with dark skin and long white hair pulled into a side braid appears from Beda’s side and leans over me, pulling open my eyelids. By now my teeth are chattering from the ice-cold room.
“C–can I have a blanket?” I manage to stutter.
“You already have three,” Beda says in a surprisingly calm voice. “There aren’t any more.”
I fixate on not passing out again, but the room spins and I feel as if I could turn into ice any second. “Wha–what’s wrong with me?” I choke out.
The white-haired woman grazes my forehead with her fingers. “You have experienced some of the most intense Starfire exposure I’ve ever seen, my dear.” The corners of her lips curl into a kind smile. “Your body is just trying to figure out what to do with the energy.”
My mind carousels. I have no idea if that is a good or bad thing. She could be smiling at me only because I’m going to die at any moment. I grit my teeth against their chattering and sudden pain shoots up my back like electric bolts.
“She’s awake?” Dad’s voice travels to me from outside the room, and then he appears in the doorway. His jaw is tense, and he pushes past Yaletha, who stands guard near the door. Max and Irene attempt to do the same, but she stops them with her arm and an intense stare.
“I was so worried about you, Cassi.” Dad kneels next to me and takes my hand.
“Dr. Foster,” the female Alku says. “There is nothing you can do here. This is Alku business.”
Dad furrows his eyebrows and twists his gaze toward her. “My daughter, my business.”
“Fine,” she says. “You may have a word. But I need to continue the process.”
My heart jumps, and I lock eyes with Dad. “Process? What process?”
He takes my hand and squeezes my palm. “No one will tell me, but I believe these Alku are helping you, Cassi.”
“You must leave now, Dr. Foster,” the white-haired woman says.
Dad winces and squeezes my hand. “I’ll be right outside if you need me.”
I want to tell Dad I love him, but my tongue refuses as the world spins again. Seconds later, I feel the Alku enter my mind and the Starfire’s energy flow through them and into me. Their presence and control of the power gradually settles the sensations inside me, as if they’re taking in part of the overflow. The passing time is irrelevant—minutes, hours, or even days. It could be any amount of time.
Cyan dreams once again fill my mind. And this time, I’m soaring over Paxon, through lush hills and valleys, over mountains and the clearest oceans and most beautiful white-sand beaches I’ve ever seen. This place is pristine, unlike most of Earth’s landscapes, many of which have been ravaged. My lungs fill with the clean air, refreshing my soul. Ahead, I spot a series of structures that are nestled inside a valley. Somehow, I know it’s the community where Javen lives—where he was born. As I reach the center, my consciousness flutters from the sky and drops down, leading me to a single structure.
But immediately the wonder I feel is dashed.
“What’s wrong?” a familiar, lyrical male voice asks. I know he’s speaking in the Alku tongue. But my mind translates the words.
I don’t even know who this is, but the question makes my core twist with worry.
My bodiless self flows through the walls of the Alku home. In the main living area stands a young Vihann with his hands on his head. Deep frown lines stretch across his face.
A youthful version of the woman who is healing me in the lab stands in front of Vihann with an equally worried expression. She paces the room. “The birth progressed successfully—”
Am I seeing the time after Javen was born? He doesn’t have any siblings that I know of. Did something go wrong?
“—but after Zarah deteriorated,” the woman continues, “the Starfire energy left her body suddenly. And when the energy returned in a blast of light? It was as if the shift changed her. Her eyes went blank.”
“I don’t care what you say. I must see her, Analya,” Vihann demands, and then pushes past her and races out the door.
I tail the two of them wherever they are going. I must know what happened to Javen’s mother. He’s never mentioned her, and I don’t understand why. And why had I never thought to ask? The guilt over my insensitivity toward him weighs on me.
Vihann ends at another structure, and I follow him and Analya inside.
“You shouldn’t have brought him here,” a male Alku I don’t know says.
“I couldn’t stop him.” Analya places her hand on the man’s shoulder. “He needs to see for himself.”
I follow Vihann into a room and ahead of him is a woman, lying in a pillow-like bed. Her dark hair spreads out in soft waves over the top of the bed. To our left is a white-haired female Alku with a newborn infant in her arms, nursing him.
“You have a son, Vihann,” she says.
He bows his head to her. “Thank you for acting as a nursemaid,” Vihann mumbles.
Barely looking at his son, he returns his attention to the woman on the bed, his wife, and kneels on the floor beside her and takes her hand. Quietly he sobs as she moans but doesn’t wake.
“Her condition has not changed,” Analya says. “And the Starfire is blocking me from seeing into her mind. Until the energy releases her, I’m unsure if her condition will improve.”
“But how can you know this?”
“You know I’m unable to be one hundred percent certain,” Analya says.
“But you are rarely wrong.” Vihann rises slowly and releases Zarah’s hand. “I need a few moments with my son.” He gently takes Javen from the nursemaid’s arms and exits the room. The others follow behind, leaving me alone with Javen’s mother.
I float over to her and settle to her side. Zarah’s skin is pale and her cheeks hollow. My heart sinks. Did Javen’s mother die after this? “What happened to you?” I say.
Without warning, the woman sits up and looks straight at me, her eyes swirling with cyan.
I flinch and try to back away, but something holds me in place. Zarah tips her head and raises her hand to graze her fingers against my cheek, as if I had a real body. The touch vibrates against me.
“It’s time for you to return to the others,” she says.” But you must forget what you’ve seen here—for now.”
I don’t want to forget! I begin to speak and tell her “No,” but then she touches my forehead. The sadness and memories start to dissipate, and peace streams through me instead. My body finally relaxes, and I open my eyes to the room in the lab. The last thing I remember is a woman helping me to heal. Beda leans back in the chair beside my bed, her legs outstretched and her arms crossed over her chest, asleep.
But the second I sit up, her eyes pop open.
“Why are you here with me?” I ask before she can say anything. “Is Wirrin forcing you again?”
For the first time since I met Beda, she actually doesn’t bristle against my question.
She presses her lips together in thought. Then she looks down and whispers, “I was wrong about you.” Her demeanor quickly changes. She looks me straight in the eyes and speaks, her voice full. “I was wrong about you.”
At first, I don’t know what to say. The lack of bristling and glaring confuses me. “What . . . do you mean?” I definitely think Beda has been wrong about me, but I know that her heart was to protect her people. I’ve always known this.
“When the humans arrived, my people shifted. Our focus was no longer about caring only for ourselves. Vihann’s and the Council’s philosophy was that we should be willing to share the Starfire, if needed. Doing so would help us atone for the violence in our past and allow the Alku to use the gifts our planet had. But I didn’t like this. People, and not just Alku, made peace more difficult. Humans and Alku do not always share the same values. How would we ever get along? The Alku have been at peace for centuries.”
“And our being here put your peace at risk.”
“Exactly. Then we were proved right when Hammond decided to mass mine the Starfire on Arcadia.”
“But all that is happening. Your father and Vihann are still at odds, and Hammond is mining.”
Beda glances away again. “When you saved us, your mind joined with ours.”
“I summoned you.”
She shakes her head slowly. “No, greater than summoning. Deeper. I saw you; we all did. I saw into your heart, Cassi. Human or not, you are as pure as Javen said. I just didn’t want to believe him. Despite our mistakes . . . my mistakes, you've seen our desire to maintain the Alku way of life. What we truly want is unity among my people.”
“And it’s not what you have right now.”
“No, and this discord is making us crazy.” She leans her head into her hands.
“You know, I kinda hated you,” I admit.
Beda opens her fingers and peeks through them at me. “You should have.” She lowers her hands and sits straight. “But you still didn’t give up on us, despite how I was treating you. You also showed us what Hammond was doing with all those”—She waves her hand in the air— “flying things.”
“The camera bots?”
“Yes. Hammond will use our attack to prove her claim of the Alku’s aggressive nature. It’s how she’ll make digging up the Starfire appear honorable before the humans.”
I want to be relieved at her admission. But we still haven’t solved the bigger issues. I push off the bed, and as I do, my legs wobble like jelly. And something is missing, but I can’t pinpoint what.
“What happened to me?” I touch my neck for the Starfire and find nothing.
“The crystal is gone. For now,” she says.
“What? Why? Without it, I can’t transport.”
“There’s nothing my mother could do. The Starfire energy needs to settle in you. Transporting the three ships and then all of us could have killed you. She has never seen or heard of any Alku doing anything similar. Especially not when we are first learning to control the energy in our bodies.”
“Your mother?” I knit my brows together.
“The woman who healed you is my mother, Analya.”
My mind is so cloudy, but hazy memories resurface. And I see her in my mind’s eye. Analya, the woman with the braided white hair. “So, you carried me here, and your mother saved me— ironic, when you hated me before.”
A humble expression crosses Beda’s face. “Saving you was our privilege.” Her lips turn into a devious smile. “But . . . I am still considerably stronger than you. I wouldn’t push it.”
I chuckle. “Point taken. Now, would you please help me to find the others? I can’t lie here all day. I’ll go crazy.”
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Beda supports me, keeping my weak legs from collapsing from underneath me as we make our way through the lab’s hallways. But no one seems to be here.
“They must be outside,” Beda says. “The Alku, your father, and the other refugees have been working nonstop to set up camp as well as figure out a way for us to transport out of the Intersection.”
I glance at her. So my hunch was right “You can’t transport from here?”
Beda frowns. “No, several of us tried and failed. We can’t even summon anyone outside of the Intersection. There’s no communication in or out. As of now, the link seems to be only with you.”
“And I can’t transport right now.” Keeping the Alku here until we can come up with a different plan is good, but disappointment still seeps into my stomach. I still can’t reach Javen to see if he has spoken with his father, and we have no idea where Hammond is in the mining process, or whether the Alku outside of the Intersection are safe.
“The leaders are trying to figure out an alternative method that will allow us to transport the group as well as the two refugee ships.”
“My dad’s project,” I say.
Beda nods and leads me toward the exit, and already my legs have gained a bit of strength.
“I want to try walking on my own now.” I unhook from her arm.
“I think you’re going to be surprised by how fast everything is moving.” She activates the door, and my breath grows short as my eyes try to settle on all the activity outside in the night air. The entire area is bustling, with Alku and human refugees working together. The two functional escape ships float over the ground in the distance, both illuminated by the blue-green cast of Starfire energy. Organic structures that look similar to the buildings in Irilee have also been fashioned to house everyone.
“How did all this happen so fast?” I ask.
She hands me a protein bar from her pocket. “Well, you were healing over the last several days. But the Starfire energy has the ability to manifest our housing and items we need with the help of the Alku. We made the homes for the survivors.”
My mouth slacks open and my eyes widen, but she doesn’t blink an eye at my surprise at both statements. This must have to do with how Dad was generating items in the Intersection like the apples. He just didn’t know how he did it.
Beda waves me forward. “Let me take you to our fathers.”
I study Beda’s face. The constant scowl I’ve known, ever since the first time I met her on the streets of Primaro, is absent and instead is replaced by an expression glimmering with hope. Her soft, brown eyes are filled with excitement and expectation even though all could be lost outside of the Intersection. Beda is truly beautiful when she feels like the resources to save her people are within her grasp. I follow her past a scattering of Alku and humans who are busy working toward whatever our next steps will be. A few of the people we pass are holding containers of Starfire.
Beda points to a hill on our left. “Over the hill is a Starfire field. My mother has been helping everyone harvest a sample of mature crystals to use. The power the Starfire from this dimension have is amazing. The field is where I’m taking you.”
My chest constricts. I still think we risk the Starfire from this place becoming all-consuming and we need to be cautious. That was the risk of bringing anyone here. I hope Dad has made sure the Alku and refugees understand this drawback . . . if even he knows. Still, he seems to have returned to his former self—no more strange behavior.
I eat my bar and pocket the wrapper while Beda picks up our pace toward the hill’s summit. My lungs struggle for breath from the climb. Leaning over my knees, drawing in deep breaths, I spot the field, and the soft glow from the sea of crystals takes my heaving breath away. Of course, I knew the crystals were here, since Dad gave me one. If I thought the field on Paxon was beautiful, that sight is nothing compared to this expanse.
The field pulses as if to different beats, and a low hum accompanies the vibrations at various tones. And although I had grown used to the almost musical tone of the Alku’s voices, seeing and hearing these crystals reminds me of the Alku’s lyrical quality again. I shiver when recalling Javen’s beautiful voice, and the longing to return to him tugs mercilessly at my heart.
Beda grabs me by the shoulder, releasing me from my thoughts. “The meeting is down here.” She gestures to the field’s right, where I spot a small gathering. As we move closer, I make out Dad, Wirrin, Analya, and General Atkins in company with a few others who are unfamiliar to me.
“Where are Max and Irene?” I ask.
“They’re assisting the two refugee ships,” Beda says. “Both vessels contain a limited amount of defense capability, and Irene is helping to link the computer system to the Starfire power. Apparently, it’s going well.”
When I draw closer to the group, Dad spots me. “Cassi. Thank goodness.” Relief washes over his face and he rushes to my side, throwing his arms around me. “Analya kept reassuring me that you would pull through as the Starfire hadn’t permanently damaged you.” He pulls away, holds me at arm's length and then looks me over. “But I had to see you with my own eyes to be sure.” When I don’t speak, Dad loosens his grasp on my upper arms. “You are okay, right?”
“I think so.” Any other time I would want to share my experience with him, but there’s no time for any of that. “What are you planning?”
Dad returns his attention to the group and then gestures for Beda and me to follow him. Yaletha steps forward and I want to be jealous of her like I was before. But I can’t. She glances at me briefly and then flits her attention toward the crystals.
“After speaking to Wirrin,” Dad says, cutting through my thoughts, “we plan to open a large portal, enough to allow the two ships as well as the Alku resistance back through to the other side. Most of the refugees will stay back here unless military-trained. Using the newly upgraded ships, we will then create a distraction so the Alku can move in and destroy the device Hammond uses to depress the Starfire energy.”
“But how will you be able to use the refugee ships if the energy is blocked?” I ask.
“I’ve run the terrain through the Earthscape program,” he says. “We’ve tested the firing distance of the new weapons, and I’ve also been able to estimate the range of the Inhibitor Hammond is using.”
“But she had airborne ships with Inhibitors the last time,” I say, “moving them toward the source of unwanted energy.”
“Before we execute our mission, we’ll send a few individuals through to retrieve information,” Wirrin says.
“We’re hoping our spy is still alive and can provide intel on how the Inhibitor is being used. There was talk of one device being permanently installed at the mine,” General Atkins says.
“Your friend Irene believes she can shut down the computer technology used by the humans by doing something called . . .” Wirrin looks to Analya for help.
“Hacking . . . she called it hacking,” Analya reminds him.
“Yes, hacking,” Wirrin says. “She says by hacking she’ll create a disruption in the mine’s communication, allowing us to stop mining operations with as few casualties as possible.”
I look from Wirrin to Dad. “And what will I be doing? Right now, I can’t help with any of those plans.”
Beda steps forward. “That’s not where we need your help. Irene found something your father and you both need to attend to.”
“I don’t want her to come,” Dad says. “She’s healing and can stay here.”
“This is Cassi’s fight, too,” Beda presses.
“Come where?” I look at Dad.
He sighs. “Irene finally gave me Matt Owens’s belongings. Among them was encoded information on the World Senate. Members who were die-hard loyalists to Hammond and Hirata, as well as the people on the fence. The information perfectly coincides with the intel General Atkins has on the members who were executed, the ones who migrated to Hammond—”
“I’m sure some of them did so to save themselves,” I say.
“Likely,” Dad quickly replies.
“What about your team, though?”
“Apparently, after the explosion, Hammond wouldn’t release information about my disappearance. So, Owens went underground, so to speak. From his notes, he tried to convince the rest of my team to do the same. But Jonas and Abbot resisted, wanting to continue our work. They believed they could handle Hammond since we always had before.”
“But it didn’t happen,” I say.
“Matt saw through how she was using my disappearance—or death, as far as he was concerned—to go in another direction politically.”
“Good for him.”
“Owens, however, was always the most suspicious of her on my team. Apparently, he broke off with the rest, telling them he needed time for a mental health break because of my death and witnessing the explosion. The excuse was accepted, and he used the opportunity to use the lab. But he also had a contact who was helping to cover all his tracks.”
“Do we know who?”
“No,” Dad says. “But there’s a possibility this group or person is doing the same thing for the missing Senate members. We need to find them as soon as we can.”
“So, the MIA Senate members can get help from Earth, if they haven’t already done so.”
“Yes.” Dad nods. “That’s exactly what we need to do.” He looks back to the Alku and the others in the group. “The Starfire and these ship upgrades will not be ready to cross over for at least another twenty-four hours. But I believe we can initiate a small portal for a few of us to cross over to find Owens’s contact. I think if the World Senate members in hiding learn that I’m alive, the survivors may follow me. I wasn’t the highest-ranking member of the Board, but I was still a Board member.”
“Your crossing over to Arcadia was not part of the agreement.” Wirrin steps up to Dad as his eyes swirl with cyan. From my and Wirrin’s previous conversation, I know that he was concerned about the Starfire’s effects on Dad. I was, too. But Dad has returned to his usual self, and thankfully, I don’t see the crystals negatively affecting anyone else. It seems quite the opposite, in fact. Maybe Wirrin and I were wrong.
I touch Wirrin’s forearm. “I understand your concern. But look around . . . there’s nothing to validate your worries. Humans and Alku are working together better than ever. The Intersection Starfire can be used for good. We can use these crystals together to take back Paxon and Arcadia. We can live in peace. And my dad is right. We need to shock these Senate members into remembering who they are and what is right. These people believe my father is dead. Seeing him again will remind them that standing up to Hammond isn’t impossible.”
Wirrin presses his lips into a thin line, then nods.
“We’ll be back before the primary launch.”
I pull Beda aside. “I need for you to come with us. I can’t cloak myself, and it’s something we may need to find Owens’s contact.”
She purses her lips. “You’ll have to find someone else. I’m needed here. I volunteered to be one of the first in at the mine. And there are preparations to be made.”
I pull away from her, stunned. “You know that’s likely to get you killed.”
Beda sets her jaw and doesn’t answer for a second. “I’m not afraid to give my life for my people. We knew the attack before was likely suicide, but we were unwilling to go down without a fight. It’s the same this time, but the plan is better. There is a chance for success, for peace. I want to be a part of that.”
I sigh. “Then cross with us and summon Javen. I need to know if he was able to gather any more Alku to fight—”
“With or without Vihann’s permission?” she interrupts.
“If Vihann wouldn’t agree, then Javen was going to stand up as the future leader and summon his people into action.”
A proud expression falls over Beda’s face. “I will cross with you and stay until Javen arrives. But I must return after he does.”
I look at Dad. “We need to do this as soon as possible.”
Analya’s face takes on a pinched expression, and she lays her hand on my sternum and closes her eyes. She takes in a long breath. I feel the tingle of her Starfire energy throughout my body, and when she opens her eyes, the irises swirl with color.
“You are healing quickly. More quickly than I would have expected,” she says. “But you are still not ready to use the Starfire.”
I consider my body, and somehow, I know what she says is true. “How will I know?”
“You will know.”
I bow my head slightly and internally hope I won’t need to use Starfire energy before that time.
Dad clasps Wirrin’s upper arm and nods to the rest of the group. “You know what to do. We’ll return as soon as we can.” He gestures to Beda and me.
“I have a few things to take care of first.” Beda glances at her parents and then me. “I’ll meet you at the lab in a few minutes.”
“Don’t be long.” I wave to her and then allow Dad to lead me from the group.
“When you are ready again, I have it.” Dad leans into me and pats his shirt pocket.
“What?” I ask.
“Your Starfire.”
“Thanks, Dad.” I close my eyes and take a deep breath in preparation for the words I’m about to admit. “Dr. Owens . . . he gave me a leather journal that belonged to you.”
Dad’s eyes light up. “Where is it?”
My stomach twists into a knot, knowing what I have to say. “I lost it . . . your journal may have been stolen.”
“Stolen? How?” He stops walking and faces me.
“It’s a long story, but I think I trusted the wrong person, and they may have taken it.”
“And you can’t get it back?”
“I don’t think so.”
Dad starts walking again. “That was your mother’s journal.”
“Mom’s?”
“She wrote in the pages every day after visiting Arcadia for the first time. Which means she wrote in it right up until she died.” Sadness creeps into his voice.
“What did she write about?” I ask as the lab comes into view.
“I don’t know. She never shared her journal with me, and I didn’t have the key. I guess I could have tried harder, but I didn’t have the guts to read her words after she died.”
I twist her gold ring on my finger with my thumb. And now Hammond probably has Mom’s journal, pried the lock open, and read my mom’s private thoughts. “I’m sorry I was so careless.”
Dad turns to me. “Cassi, I never expect you to be perfect.” He reaches for the palm scanner near the door. The device beeps, and the door slides away. Irene stands on the other side and lifts an eyebrow.
She smiles when she recognizes me. “I came to check on you, but you were gone.”
“I’m glad you’re here, Irene,” Dad says. “I need your help manning the program.”
Beda runs up and joins us as Dad ushers us all into the lab. Inside, there’s a clear container of Starfire next to one of the computers, and to the side, an experiment of some sort is happening with more crystals. I wrinkle my brows and lean in closer. A beaker is partially filled with what looks like cyan-colored water, but it must be a liquified piece of Starfire.
Beda hands me a laser pistol. “You may need this.”
“Thanks,” I whisper and shove the gun into the back of my pants under my shirt.
“Load up the portal program,” Dad says to Irene.
She activates the holographic display, and her fingers fly over the keys.
“Configure the settings to open on Arcadia for three travelers.” Dad retrieves a black device, the one on the table I noticed from previous visits, and then places it in his pocket. “Leave the entry open. I can activate the portal from Arcadia when we need to return. Beda will be doing a turnaround.”
A crackling sound sparks from behind as the room lights up in brighter blue-green. I turn and spot an electronic portal on the opposite side of the lab.
Dad eyes Beda and me. “You two ready?”
I tilt my head at Dad and cock an eyebrow. “I think the question is—Are you ready? Because stepping through to Arcadia brings you back from the dead.”




Chapter 21
Javen appears before us, and his eyes immediately flit to Beda. He tips his head with a quizzical look, as if sensing something has changed within her.
She gives him a tight smile, turns to the still-active portal and walks back through the opening. After she disappears, the crackling and glow of the opening fades into nothing.
My heart skips and I hurry to him, taking his hand. His smile is warm like sunshine and the heat of his gaze flushes through me. I kiss him on the cheek and then bring his attention to Dad before Javen decides to deepen our affection. And then I freeze, remembering myself. I kissed his cheek in front of Dad!
“This is my dad, Richard Foster,” I say.
Javen approaches Dad and extends his hand. “Dr. Foster, I’m pleased to see you once again.”
“You’re Vihann’s son, right?” Dad asks.
Javen bows his head slightly. “Yes, sir.”
The corners of my lips tip up at his evident respect for my father. Javen is too honest for me to ever think he is simply putting on a show. Dad’s gaze flits my way and I try to remain sturdy beneath the questions burning in his eyes.
“I saw you several years ago when my wife and I were first on Arcadia.” Dad’s face takes on a serious expression, I’m sure with the recollection of those memories. But then he turns his sharp attention back to me and raises an eyebrow. “You haven’t told me anything about Javen.”
A blush snakes its way up my neck. “Sorry. It’s complicated and there was—is just way too much to share . . . right now.” I have no desire to tell him that the Starfire bonded Javen and me together. Its sounds crazy and I don’t even know what to make of the story myself. I continue to meet Dad’s searching gaze, hoping my features are schooled into innocence.
Dad flattens his lips into a straight line.
“Dad, I’ll explain everything later. We need to find Owens’s contact, okay?” I re-direct his attention away from my fluttering pulse and reddening face.
“Fine,” Dad says and taps on his Connect. “But I’m making it a point to stay alive so I can hear this story.”
“Deal.” I let out a small, nervous chuckle while rolling my eyes, relieved that he’s not pressing for answers. But then I remember there’s not much right now to laugh about and my smile fades.
I return my attention to Javen and fill him in on everything that has happened.
“So, you can’t use the Starfire?” he asks, concern filling his eyes.
“Not until my body makes the adjustment.”
Javen curses under his breath. “I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of this before now. This sort of sickness can happen to us as children when we learn to control the energy, if we progress too fast. I should have warned you.”
“I don’t think it would have mattered if you had. I would have tried to save those people anyway.”
Javen brushes flyaway strands off my face and tucks them behind my ear. “I know.”
His touch sends a thrill through me, even more so when I realize Dad hasn’t noticed. I quickly attempt to change the subject before he does. “What about Vihann?”
A muscle in Javen’s jaw twitches.
“Still? He won’t budge?”
“The earthquakes are picking up on Paxon, too. This means the mining process is still happening.”
This time I curse under my breath. Not that I believed Hammond would halt production but because we’re running out of time. “Are you going to call on your people? Let them decide for themselves?”
Javen straightens. “When it’s time, I will.”
“I have all the information uploaded,” Dad interrupts us. “I don’t have a contact name yet, but I have a location and a map to get there.”
“Where?” I ask.
“Smack in the middle of Primaro,” he says.
Javen studies the map, lines appearing between his dark brows.
I glance around in search of the Rover. By some weird luck, the vehicle is still there, hidden next to a clump of trees across from where Dad’s lab used to be.
“Javen can’t transport all three of us without draining too much of his Starfire energy. It’s too risky. So, we can take the Rover closer to the city and then walk the rest of the way in.” I glance at Javen. “Will you be able to cloak both of us in Primaro?”
“Hammond is intermittently using the Starfire Inhibitor to keep Alku away from the city. But I knew you may need to return to Primaro, so I visited the city on foot and was able to cloak my presence. It appears she moved the Inhibitor to the mining area since that site needs her protection most.”
“There are less guarded areas in Primaro?” Dad asks.
“Yes, and unless those areas have changed over the last several days, I believe I know where we can go and which places to avoid.”
“Okay, let’s go.” I wave Javen and Dad toward the Rover and then race ahead. My legs are growing much stronger, and I actually feel nearly healed. But there’s no way I’m taking a chance on using the Starfire before I’m confident that I can handle the energy exchange.
I make it to the Rover and hop in the front seat. Dad rides shotgun and doesn’t even say anything about me driving. But he’s the one who taught me how to run manual overrides on a vehicle last year, and I scored one hundred percent on my driving test. Javen hops in the back, directly behind me.
I activate the controls and bring up the coordinates to the city from here. The engine lightly hums as I swipe my hand over the dash, and then the tires spin, moving us forward. I peer over my shoulder quickly at Javen and ask, “First time in a car?”
“New experiences are a good thing,” he says.
∆∆∆
 
I bring the Rover to a stop a half-mile from the city and hide the vehicle in the trees as best as I can. I mark the location on my Connect to easily relocate our ride when we return. As of yet, we’ve seen no ships overhead or scouts out in the forest. But one can never be too careful.
Dad opens the map on his Connect again. “I have a building and a suite number. Owens had access to a series of encrypted messages calling for a meeting in person with his contact. I’m replying now. If we don’t hear anything back, best we can hope is that our contact is there when we arrive.” Dad taps across the hologram and hits send. A second later the device beeps, and automatically the hologram disengages. “Okay. I told them we’d meet in twenty-five minutes. That’s our estimated time of arrival.”
We make our way toward the city, and when we’re just on the outskirts, Javen takes my hand and clasps onto Dad.
“We have plenty of time,” Javen says. “There’s no need while we’re cloaked to make any sudden moves or try to run. To remain invisible to the humans in Primaro, I need to be touching you at all times.”
Both Dad and I agree, and we set off.
Inside the city, it’s as if a black cloud hangs over everything. Instead of the beautiful, partially organic but cosmopolitan atmosphere Dad designed for this place, the city feels more like a prison. Guards are dotted among the pedestrians on the street, and at least three times already, I’ve seen vehicles drive past with the World Senate logo on the side. Even the citizens’ faces seem solemn, and conversations we pass by are in hushed tones.
Dad checks his Connect and indicates for us to take the next right, and as we do, the buildings all start to look familiar. This is the street the Capitol building is on. My heart picks up speed. The last time we were here, Irene and I were captured by Hammond and then jailed.
Luckily, Dad gestures to a building across the way. By the address, we must be seven blocks from the Capitol. I’m not sure if I could handle going back there again. Plus, I’m sure the building is protected from anyone who is using the Starfire nearby. We cross the street inside a glowing cyan cloud. Thankfully, no one has yet noticed our presence.
We wait for a pedestrian to enter for the automatic door to slide open. When someone approaches, we race through as quickly as possible, all while holding onto Javen. I spot the stairwell. I breathe in deeply, and then we begin our climb to the ninth floor. My legs burn as we reach the landing, and I check on Dad, who’s winded. For a man his age, he stays in shape, but nine flights is a lot, especially when coupled with the stress of getting here.
“You okay?” I whisper.
“Will be in a minute,” he pants.
As we wait, my chest tingles with nervousness. Who knows whether we are walking into a trap? But it’s a chance we need to take. “I think I should reveal myself first, and after we assess the safety, you can, Dad.”
“No way, Cassi. I’m not putting you into any more danger than necessary. I’m the one doing this. You and Javen hang back. You may not need to reveal yourselves at all.”
I close my eyes for a second. I want to argue but instead lean into his ear. I reach for and grip my gun. “I’ve got your back. Team Foster, okay?”
Dad’s lips curve into a sad smile. “Team Foster.”
Javen releases Dad, and the cyan glow around him dissipates. Just seeing it disappear from him forces my breathing to increase. Gripping Javen’s hand, I follow Dad as he strides directly toward the unit. I check the time, and we are right on schedule. I draw in a deep, fortifying breath as Dad types to the contact.
I’m here.

Dad straightens his back and drops his shoulders while approaching the door. A rustling sound comes from inside and then the door cracks open. A man I haven’t seen before peers out.
Javen grips my fingers tighter, and I squeeze the handle of my weapon with my other hand.
The man, who has dark wavy hair and appears of Indian decent, raises his eyebrows when he sees Dad but says nothing. Instead, he opens the door more widely and gestures Dad inside. Dad glances around and doesn’t move his feet, and I know he’s giving us a brief second to get inside. Javen and I rush through the opening. Then Dad follows the silent instructions.
When the man shuts the door, he crosses his arms over his chest. “Dr. Foster? Aren’t you supposed to be dead?” His voice still maintains the slightest hint of an Indian accent.
Dad presses his lips together. “I have heard this rumor.”
The man bows his head slightly. “I apologize, but I must scan you for weapons.”
“I understand,” Dad says.
The man taps on his Connect and extends his wrist toward Dad. The device beeps and then a beam extends from his Connect. The man runs it up and down Dad’s body, then indicates for him to turn. Dad obeys, holding his hands in the air. Good thing that I’m the one with the pistol.
“Thank you.” The man nods and taps twice on his Connect. “He’s clean.”
Javen snaps his head toward the front door as if he heard something. Or someone. Before I hear anything, the lock clicks and in walks one of the last people I had expected to see.
Luca Powell.
My heart leaps into my throat. Was Matt Owens a double agent? A traitor, too?
I flit my attention to Dad as his face turns ashen. He knows what I told him about Luca and his traitorous behavior. He also saw him on the spy video from General Atkins. Dad has no idea where I am in the room, but he holds his hand up slightly as if to tell me to hold my ground, but not enough to alert them that Javen and I are here. I squeeze Javen’s hand so tightly I think I might hurt him, but he does nothing to stop me.
Another person follows behind Luca. Alina. She peers around the room and back out into the hall, then closes the door behind her. She walks to the other man and stands beside him. Anger burns in my core against her. This girl has tricked me too many times. Why does she have to be here now? Part of me wants to shoot the lot of them and be done with this sordid business. But I know I could never do so in cold blood.
My eyes waver among all the people in the room. No one is speaking and it’s driving me crazy.
“Dr. Foster,” Luca says and walks toward Dad with his hand extended. Dad doesn’t take it and Luca drops his hand to his side. “We had no idea you were alive.”
Dad narrows his eyes. “You know I’m unarmed. If you’re going to kill me, I would rather skip the formalities.”
Luca tips his head and his eyes widen in surprise. “I’m not going to kill you. I’m simply surprised you’re here. When we received Owens’s encrypted message to meet, we weren’t quite sure what to do as we’d gotten word he was killed in the city bombing the other day. That’s why I sent Madan in here first.” He looks to the other man.
I look back to Javen, but he seems no less confused by this than me.
“Are you needing asylum?” Luca asks. “It will be difficult, but I believe we can get you off Arcadia eventually, if need be.”
“Asylum?” Dad asks. “What are you talking about?”
My mind spins with all I know about Luca, and I can’t stand waiting anymore. I release from Javen, and the blue-green glow around us vanishes. “What are you talking about, Luca?” I growl and point my weapon at him.
“Cassi!” Dad scolds.
Luca takes a step backward and throws his hands up chest-high. Alina and Madan inch away in surprise. Luca stares at me and then to Javen, whose right hand now glows cyan.
“Whoa,” Luca says to me. “This obviously is not what you think it is.”
“Then what is it?” I snarl. “I saw you, Luca. I saw you more than once. You are a snake.” I whip my attention to Alina. “And you . . . you are no better.”
“You only think you know what I am, Cassi,” Luca says. “And you have me all wrong.”
“Then how are you still alive when Hirata and Cooper are dead?” I glare at him, clenching my pistol.
Luca grits his teeth together.
“Because he was ordered to plead, if he had the opportunity,” Alina says. “Luca is one of the only insiders left who Hammond trusts.”
I look at her. “Who ordered him?”
“That’s not something we can reveal,” she says. “But you’ll need to trust us.”
“I’m not trusting either of you,” I say.
“There aren’t a lot of options in this situation, Cassi,” Luca says. “Hammond is calling in more battleships from Earth. The fleet is moving through the Space Fold now. My people want to get anyone of high rank to safety, and there’s not much time.”
“Listen,” Alina says. “I get your lack of trust. But if Dr. Foster is alive, we need to at least get him out of Primaro.” She holds an object my way, and it’s not a weapon.
It’s my mom’s journal.




Chapter 22
Fuming, I march up to Alina, pistol still in hand, and snatch the leather-bound journal from her grasp. “If you’re giving this back to me, why would you steal it in the first place?”
Shame blankets Alina’s face. Her demeanor is entirely different than the girl I knew at the dorm. That girl seemed immature, careless, and self-absorbed. “It was a spur-of-the-moment type of thing,” she says. “Our people were looking for solutions in using the Starfire to help us. I saw the journal and had a hunch it might be Dr. Foster’s, and that it might contain data we could use. But when I discovered what it really was, I felt terrible. I didn’t mean to take something belonging to your mother. I’ve carried her journal with me ever since I took it, so her words never fell into the wrong hands. I didn’t even tell anyone but Luca that I had it.”
“How did you know it’s hers? Did you read it?” I snap.
So much has been stolen from me.
Javen touches my shoulder and I glance at him. The glow around his hand is gone, but fire still burns in his eyes.
“I could never get the lock open,” Alina interrupts and I turn my attention back to her. “But I was able to see the name under the strap.”
I pry my finger under the piece of leather and see the tiny inscription of my mom’s name.
Isabel Foster

“I shouldn’t have taken it. But we have been grasping at straws for data.” The emotion in her eyes makes me want to believe Alina. But this entire situation is completely unbelievable.
“So, you want me to tell you what’s inside?” I snap.
She arches a brow. “If the information is useful to our cause.”
Dad steps toward Luca and the others. “Thank you for returning the journal, but can one of you please explain who you really are and what is going on?”
“There’s not a lot of time,” Alina says. “But essentially, I was sent to Arcadia by the group I work for to keep tabs on certain people. Meeting Cassi in the dorm was only a happy accident. But living next to her changed my mission entirely.”
“What are you talking about, Alina? You’re like sixteen . . . maybe seventeen,” I sneer. “Is Alina really your name?”
She shrugs. “I know it’s difficult to believe, and this is the last setting I wanted to be in to convince you. But I only look young. My appearance is part of my cover.”
“And you?” Dad says to Luca. “What are you? Forty? And do you work for these people, too?”
Luca smirks. “No, I’m definitely not forty. After Hammond told me what she was doing and how the plan would affect this planet and the Alku, I knew I couldn’t follow her. But I needed to bide my time and play along. I hoped being on the Board would help me influence the way situations played out. I’ll admit that I was weak, though. Then Alina became my assistant and Hirata came into power. Afterward, Alina approached me in secret to feel out my intentions. When Hammond returned and made the arrests, we planned for me to make a plea. It was a longshot, but I was able to convince Hammond I was only there to spy for her. She bought my lie.”
“We have to go, sir,” Madan says and glances at his Connect. “You’ve already been away from the Capitol building for too long.”
“Honestly, there isn’t that much we can do at this point, though. If the Alku are still refusing to attack . . .” He eyes Javen. “And getting any rebel ships through the Turner Space Fold is proving impossible. It’s too heavily guarded. The living members of the World Senate who side with us would help, if they could, but it’s too dangerous to reveal their positions. The best we can offer you right now is to keep you alive, Dr. Foster. We can rebuild confidence and attempt again later.”
“The Alku may be willing to defend themselves,” Javen says.
“We have a plan to reclaim one of the mining sites and take out the device blocking the Starfire energy,” I add. “But we were really hoping Owens’s contact—you—might be able to secure the help of the World Senate members who are still sympathetic to the cause.”
“For that,” Alina says, “our hands are tied. If there were a way to get ships to Arcadia without using the TSF, I’m certain the option would be considered by the underground Senate members. But right now, their help is impossible.”
I always knew getting outside help was a longshot. But knowing we’re on our own sets a pit in my stomach.
“Well,” Dad says. “We didn’t come here to go into hiding. And if you're just going to sit by and let this travesty happen, then we need to leave.” He looks to Javen. “You can get us back out of the city, right?”
“Yes, sir,” Javen says.
Still not really sure if we’re safe, I holster my pistol in my waistband. If Luca wanted to kill us or take us into custody, he would have done so already. But he could always just be afraid of what Javen might do. I grip onto the journal and turn my attention to Dad. “Let’s leave. We have to get back and prepare.”
“Get back where? For what?” Alina asks.
I look at her. There’s no way I’m telling any of them about the Intersection.
“There’s a war going on, Alina,” I say. “If you haven’t noticed. We need to prepare the troops we have.”
“You won’t win,” Luca warns as he walks to the door and opens it.
“Sometimes you still have to try,” Javen says and then grabs my hand and pulls me to Dad. A cyan glow illuminates us as he clasps Dad’s upper arm. Javen nods to me, and we rush out the door.
I almost expect Luca and Alina to have a small portable device able to block the Starfire energy so guards can jump out in surprise to arrest us. But nothing happens.
Outside, we hurry toward the city’s edge. Javen navigates us back down the safest streets where his Starfire energy can still be maintained. As we near the perimeter of the city, my and Dad’s Connects buzz and a holographic message appears above the screen, rotating and flashing in red.
Emergency Alert

This is probably where I find out Luca and Alina were lying the entire time. “Slow down,” I say to Javen. “We should see whatever this is.” I look out toward the forest. We are so close to being outside of Primaro. My muscles tense with anxiety.
Citizens of Primaro. This is an emergency alert. Please return to your homes. If this is not possible, make your way to the lower levels of the nearest building.

The message repeats itself but gives no further details. An alarm blares from behind us, signaling emergency procedures in the city. Everyone was trained on these before we arrived on Arcadia. But I’m not sure anyone thought we might actually have to use them for a reason like war.
We pick up the pace again, but Javen suddenly slows us and stops. His eyes swirl with cyan, and then he closes them and inhales deeply. When he opens them again, I know by the tension on his face that whatever just happened isn’t positive.
“Wirrin is summoning me. The army used the portal and are already on this side. The troops are in a holding pattern but are waiting to attack.”
Dad’s expression falls. “Why didn’t they wait?”
“He's not sharing his reasons. All I know is that he wants us outside of the mining site.”
“Before we left, they were willing to wait.” Dad’s eyebrows knit in confusion. “Why would Wirrin try and fight again?”
“But the army hasn’t attacked yet, right?” I confirm.
“Not from what I could tell in the summons. But he is agitated,” Javen says. “I suggest getting to him immediately.”
It’s still a half-mile to the Rover, and the mine is on the opposite side of Primaro from our location now. “Can you transport the three of us without draining your energy too much?”
Dad reaches into his pocket and pulls out my Starfire from the Intersection. My chest tenses at the sight. Analya said I would know when I was ready to use the Starfire again, and something inside of me tells me I’m not.
“I know the Alku can’t normally refresh their connection to the Starfire unless they’re on the Paxon side. Javen told me,” I say.
“In the time that you were healing,” Dad says, “Wirrin and the other Alku discovered that the Intersection crystals allow the recharging to happen anywhere.”
“So, have they been renewing their connection with the Intersection Starfire?” I ask. Panic works its way through my chest and arms. “All of them?”
“As the Starfire was being harvested for energy, it took over and refueled them. The process was automatic.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask.
Dad studies me for a second. “This is a good thing.”
“Maybe, but I’m still not sure. When I first found you in the Intersection you . . . you were affected.”
“What do you mean?” Dad’s face scrunches into an almost offended expression.
“You don’t remember?” I ask.
“I admit, I did feel different when I first began studying the Starfire there. But I figured that experience was typical. My body adjusted, and everything is normal now. It’s the same as when your body adjusted.”
“You might be right, Dad.” I look to his hand still clutching the crystal. “But Wirrin told me a story about how the Intersection Starfire can be all-consuming for the Alku.” I move my attention to Javen. “Did you sense any of this from your uncle just now?”
He thinks for a moment. “Possibly, but it may only be his desire to save Paxon.” Javen says. “I’m going to take the risk and take us to Wirrin.”
I open my mouth to protest, but before I can, the force of transporting hits my body as Javen squeezes my hand. I gasp when we jolt to our new location. Javen releases Dad and me, and then Dad shoves the Intersection Starfire into Javen’s hand.
Javen’s eyes go wide, and he inhales deeply, then relaxes. He turns to me, eyes swirling a brighter blue-green than I’ve ever seen. Within seconds, his eyes return to brown. “You weren’t kidding when you said this was powerful.” He hands the crystal back to Dad. “Before we go, I need to initiate the summoning to the Alku still on Paxon.”
Dad and I say nothing, and so Javen falls into a trance-like state, closing his eyes.
After a moment he opens his eyes and points ahead of us. “The camp should be this way.”
“Will they come?” I ask.
“Many of my people are frightened about what is happening on our side. But I believe so.”
I press down my fears. Now Javen has used the Intersection Starfire. But my greater concern is for all the Alku who entered the Intersection and used the Starfire there, as well.
The three of us sprint in the direction Javen indicated, and after a few minutes, we reach the hidden camp among the trees. I search the faces of both the Alku and the humans. Several of the Alku bow their heads to Javen. We finally find Wirrin in the crowd. He extends his hand to Javen, though his serious expression remains.
“Why are you here already?” Javen demands, ignoring Wirrin’s hand. “You were asked to wait.”
Wirrin’s lips form a thin line. “The people were becoming restless.”
“You are leading them, Wirrin,” Dad says. “And we had an agreement.”
Analya comes up from behind. “We used the portal device on the other side and sent a few people through. We were able to get word to General Atkins’s spy. It was either act now or have no chance.” She hands the device back to Dad.
I look around and can’t find my friends. “Where are Beda and Max? And Irene?”
“They are part of the team who volunteered to infiltrate the mining facility,” Wirrin says. “The three are already on their way.”
“What?” I demand. “My friends are going to get killed!”
“Someone has to disable the Inhibitor for us to move in,” Analya says. “Irene has the skills to do what needs to be done, and Max and Beda are protecting her to ensure she gets inside. Once the device is disabled, Beda will summon us.”
My friends are putting themselves into so much danger and I’m not able to help them. My body stiffens and I fidget with my Connect, wanting to contact Max or Irene, but I’m too late.
“And the modified refugee ships?” Dad looks around, but they’re not here. Not that we would be able to see them from our hidden position anyway.
“The portal is ready when we need the ships to come,” Wirrin says. “You can use your device and open the portal for them. The ships should be able to exit directly over the mining site.”
My mind returns to the Emergency Alert in Primaro. “But if the army hasn’t attacked yet,” I ask Dad and Javen, “then why the alarms? Why have everyone return to their homes?”
“That would be our diversion,” Wirrin says. “General Atkins had false intel sent to Hammond, alerting her that the three missing refugee ships were sighted and then re-cloaked. This is, of course, untrue. However, our story sounds plausible enough after the way you evacuated them to the Intersection. If Hammond believes the ships will attack the city, then her focus may not be on the mine.”
Analya goes into a brief trance. “Beda’s team has disabled the Starfire Inhibitor. We must move now.”
Wirrin straightens, and his hand glows blue-green. All the Alku turn his way, including Javen. Their hands illuminate as well, as if a cyan fire were lit in the forest. Wirrin waves them forward. To war. And this time I can’t save them.




Chapter 23
Javen turns to me while I watch the Alku charge. Then, to my surprise, at least a hundred more Alku appear around us, the ones who have decided to follow Javen. Pride fills me with his willingness to be the leader he was born to be. Javen yells for them to follow Wirrin, and without question, the army obeys. Behind us, the crackle and roar of a giant portal sounds. Javen’s face lights up cyan from the glow and his eyes gleam.
Javen clutches my arm, and I flinch from the energy radiating from his Starfire energy. “I don’t know if this is the beginning or the end.” Without another word, his mouth collides with mine. Fire curls through my veins as his breath becomes mine. I nearly drop my mom’s journal but somehow hold it tight in one hand. His touch unravels me until the world spins away for a few heartbeats of time. Here, only Javen and I exist. I return his kiss with more fervor than I have ever expressed before. This need, this fear, his presence—it’s everything. So much so, that when he finally pulls away, the sense of loss is devastating.
“Javen, you are my beginning and end.” I can barely get the words out. A sob knots in my throat and tears prick the back of my eyes. He folds me into his strong arms and holds me tight to his chest as if he’ll never let go. Then he does, and I heave in a ragged breath as he races to join the rest of his people. He can’t leave them to fight on their own.
“That boy is in love with you,” Dad says softly from behind. “I’ve seen the look before.”
I twist around to him, and he holds the Starfire out to me. Any embarrassment I might have had for sharing such an intense, intimate kiss with Javen in front of Dad is gone. In the next hour, many of us will likely die. And right now, Dad is trying to give me the Starfire.
I glance at the crystal and back to his face. “I’m not sure if I should take it. I might not be ready.”
“Something tells me you are.”
Gingerly, I pluck the gem from his palm and suppress the urge to welcome a flood of the crystal’s energy into my body. Barely looking at the Starfire, I grab the necklace and pull the chain over my head.
Dad’s eyes well up with tears and I fall into his arms. “This wasn’t what Arcadia was supposed to be like, Daddy,” I cry into his neck. A blast sounds from behind and I flinch. “How can one planet’s salvation be the another’s doom? It’s not fair.”
Dad pulls back from me and then places his hands on my shoulders. He doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he gently squeezes my upper arms before his hands fall back to his sides.
He steps away from me, but I grab his hand. “How do you know Javen loves me?”
Dad’s lips quirk into a sad smile. “Because the look in his eyes is the same one I gave your mom every morning when I was privileged enough to share my life with hers.”
The words make my breath hitch.
“I want to send you far from here, Cassi. But nowhere is safe. Not Earth, not Primaro, and you can’t hide in the Intersection forever. You’ve made a connection to this planet and its people I don’t entirely understand. All I know is that you are a key to setting things right again.”
I gape at him, not wholly believing his words but also knowing them to be the truth.
“Are you coming?” he asks.
I want to say yes, but apparently my feet refuse to move. “I need a moment.”
Dad nods. “I love you, Cassi.”
“I love you too, Daddy.”
He exhales a quick breath and then sprints toward a group of armed refugees who haven’t joined the fight yet. He taps on the portal device and I whip around just in time for the two modified refugee ships to appear overhead and take off toward the mining site.
Alone and the last to leave the area, I collapse in a heap on the forest floor. I wipe away the river of tears spilling down my cheeks.
My mom’s journal rests solidly in my hands. I turn the small book over and study the plain leather. I trace along the lock, my brows furrowed. Then, as if compelled, I take my necklace off and hold the crystal to the locked front.
The gem pulses and illuminates. I hold my breath, waiting. Hoping. And then it happens. The lock clicks open. My breath hitches.
An explosion rumbles from behind me. I snap my gaze toward it, but I don’t see anything. So, I push up to my feet and scan the area.
“I don’t have time to deal with this.” I bury the journal under fern-like foliage growing beneath a tree. Then I tap my Connect and mark this spot so I can make it back if—when—this is over. I throw a few more handfuls of underbrush on top of the book for good measure and then race to the overlook. Once there, I feel for my pistol; it’s there. But it’s not the best solution, anyway. I’ve never fired one of those things and would probably be dead in a flash if I tried. I fumble for my Starfire, my only hope.
I hold the crystal in my hand and curl my fingers around it. But I’m just not able to focus, so instead I look below the ridge and watch the chaos. The Starfire Inhibitor has been either destroyed or stopped. Dotted bursts of light illuminate the site sporadically. But to hold back the Alku, soldier bots have been released to protect the mine. From the south, Hammond’s ships approach. Shots are fired from one of the upgraded refugee hovers. Despite the Starfire power source upgrades, I’m not sure if our two upgraded escape ships will be powerful enough to control Hammond’s ten other ships.
The refugee ships shoot bolts of cyan lasers at the enemy, but Hammond’s vessels return the fire in full force. On the ground, several refugees and Alku are already down.
Fear gallops through my body and sends ice shards up my spine. I have no idea what to do or whether there’s anything I can do with the Starfire to help. Just stopping the battle won’t solve the problem. If Hammond’s forces are not destroyed, this will continue. And I can’t hide the Alku forever in the Intersection. It’s not meant for them to live there anyway. I’m sure of that.
Another explosion rips from below and jolts me from my thoughts. I clench the Starfire and let my body open as a vessel. If I die, then I die. But I can’t stand by and let all these people kill each other if nothing can be solved by their sacrifices. And if this battle gets out of control, the mine may be damaged further, making it impossible to stop Paxon’s destruction. I need to transport the Alku out of here since the bots have probably already transmitted the feed. Just when I think my pounding heart can’t handle another rush of panic, the crystal’s warm energy fills me, and any fear remaining falls through my fingers as I let myself go.
A blast of light erupts from me, and I grit my teeth against the caustic sensation of being ripped into a galaxy of a billion stars. Pain travels my entire body and my mind reels. This could be the end—of me, of the Alku, Paxon, Arcadia, perhaps even Earth. My jaw aches as I clench it even harder, a relieved whimper escaping my chapped lips when the pain finally subsides. I draw in a much-needed breath. My chest and limbs tingle as if blood has pushed through my once-constricted veins. My mind swirls in a cyan haze.
With a loud crack, the world comes back to me full force and my thoughts buzz with the Alku. It’s as if I’m not only summoning them but also hearing their thoughts and intentions. Through the buzz of communication, I make out Wirrin and Javen issuing battle instructions to the fighting Alku. Responses come through, and I struggle to make sense of their replies. I drop to my knees and throw my hands to my ears, but of course, the voices persist because the sound is in my head. And what I hear gives me pause. All the voices have turned from a position of defense to one of overthrowing. Something has changed. Using the Starfire from the Intersection has shifted the Alku’s thoughts.
This can’t be happening.
I reach out to summon Javen, but nothing returns. It’s as if he’s blocking any contact from me. I close my eyes and focus on quieting the noise. Wary, I look down to the still-churning chaos, and a shadow passes across the ground below. Several gigantic battle cruisers glide through the sky. Cruisers that were not there before. Hammond’s new incoming forces must be coming through the TSF, close to the planet’s atmosphere.
If the Alku’s goal has changed, what are the consequences for the humans fighting with them? Are they enemies now, too? I peer around the ridge and suck in a sharp breath. Where is everyone? Did everyone already join the fight below, including Dad? I tap my Connect and use the voice function.
“Dad,” I say. Nothing comes back through, so I change gears.
“Irene,” I say. “Are you there?” No reply.
I try again.
“Cassi.” Irene’s shaky voice finally comes through. “Where are you?”
“I’m still on the ridge. What’s going on down there?” My breath picks up as I speak.
The hologram function activates, and I can see Irene with Max behind her. “We’re pinned down near the mine entrance. After we took out the Inhibitor, Beda got this weird look in her eyes and abandoned us. Then everything went nuts.”
Behind Irene and Max, a blast of cyan light illuminates the mine’s walls. Max fires a few laser shots in return.
“Are the Alku attacking you?” I yell.
“I think the army turned on anyone from Earth.”
My chest tenses at the confirmation. But there is no way Javen would do this. I know him.
I look at the mine entrance. I have to get down there.
A war cruiser lands and an army of soldiers pours out of the ship within seconds. I feel the sudden, furious urge to destroy the vessel with my Starfire energy. But I resist falling into the Alku’s now-aggressive energy. Stopping them is one thing; wiping them out is another.
“I’m coming to you,” I say to Irene and then click off the Connect without waiting for her reply. If I leave them, they will die, and for nothing. When I get there, I’ll figure out where Dad is.
I focus on the entrance of the mine and visualize myself there. When my eyes open, I quickly duck behind a wall and activate my Connect again. “Send me your exact coordinates,” I say to Irene.
The directions come through, and I display them on the map. Max and Irene are around a nearby bend. I close my eyes and reappear next to Max. My heart fills with joy to see them both still alive. But it’s quickly suppressed when a ball of light explodes in front of us. The sound of laser weapons echoes up above. Hammond’s army must be closing in.
“I need to summon Javen,” I say. “We must work together, or this will fail. I never should have brought the Alku into the Intersection. I knew that place was dangerous for them. Their access was blocked for a reason to ensure Javen’s race didn’t use the dimension’s Starfire.” I look to Max and Irene. “But first, I should get you to safety. And the Intersection is my only option right now.”
“Cassi,” Irene says. “There’s no time. It’s a bloodbath out there. If there’s a way to stop the battle now, we should do that instead.”
I look to Max, and he agrees. “Do it. We’ve got your back.”
I squeeze the Starfire in my palm and focus on its energy, then push it outward to stop the madness. A cyan burst starts at my core and reverberates out like a giant wave of energy. I have no idea what is going to happen. All I want is to stop the killing.
With a zap, I come to, and all around me is a cyan glow. The world seems to be in ultra-slow motion or underwater. Except for me. Max and Irene are nearly frozen except for micro movements. I reach for Irene and tap her on the shoulder. I inhale deeply and unlock her from her transfixed state. When I do, she breaks from the trance and her breath comes in erratic pants. She looks around as I do the same to Max.
“What’s going on?” Max asks.
“I don’t know yet,” I say, but the only sound I can hear around us is the slight buzzing of Starfire energy. With caution, I emerge from our hiding place. Outside and as far as I can see, everything looks the same. Nearly frozen. A cyan blast from an angry Alku’s hand is suspended in mid-air. Hammond’s soldiers stand with weapons pointed high. One of the gigantic ships is frozen in the air, mid-explosion.
“I have to find Javen,” I say. “He can help me stop this battle.”
I scan the area but don’t see him.
“There,” Max says and points to my left.
I follow his finger and see Javen in the distance, and I pause. A blood-curdling shiver moves down my body. The anger on his face shoots pain into my stomach and I want to retch. But I suppress the nauseating urge and race for him instead, the others following behind.
Fear writhes its way through my insides as we get closer. But I keep my attention focused only on him.
“Cassi!” Irene yells from behind.
I skid to a stop to see what she wants. Next to her is Dad, frozen and clutching the portal device in one hand and a weapon in the other. I run to him and place my hand on his shoulder. He blinks twice and stumbles back a step.
“What the . . .” he says.
“Dad.”
He looks around, then flits his attention to me. “What’s going on, Cassi?”
“I used my Starfire to stop the battle. The Starfire from the Intersection has altered the Alku, and I need to fix my mistake.”
Dad glances around, and the wide-mouthed, shocked look on his face wears the memory of everything horrible now flooding back to him—the calculation error we both made. I knew the Intersection Starfire changed people, and now he does, too. But I don’t have time to explain the experience to him. I have no idea how long this frozen state will last. I can already feel the weight of the Starfire’s energy slipping through my grasp.
I finally reach Javen and draw my brows together. His eyes swirl with anger instead of the gentleness I know. With shaking fingers, I touch his hand, and in an instant, he unfreezes and grips my fingers.
I hold my breath as he bares his teeth at me.
“Javen,” I cry out. “It’s me, Cassi!”
He lets out a low growl as if he doesn’t know me.
“Javen, please. Fight this . . . this anger. It’s not you.”
With a shove, Javen releases my hand and pushes me away from him.
“Cassi,” Dad says close by. “You need to back away.”
I do as he says, but my legs will only move so quickly. I stare at Javen’s hand, which now glows cyan.
“You humans are stealing everything from us. And we will take our planet back!” he roars at me.
I think of my hidden laser pistol. But I can pretty much guarantee that I’ll never get it out in time. I can’t shoot Javen anyway. Unsure of what to do, I choose my words carefully. “We need to fix this together. It’s the only chance for peace.” I close my eyes and clear my mind in attempt to summon him, connect to his mind. But a force shoves my thoughts back and I flick my eyes back open to the horrible scene.
“No,” he growls, and with that single word, our bond disintegrates. I shudder in a breath from the pain of the unexpected severance, as if my insides are being ripped out. The anger hardens his beautiful features and the pain in my gut intensifies. Doesn’t he feel the loss? Is the grief shredding through his body, like it is in mine? He gives away nothing, if so, and instead puts his palms up into the air. A bolt of cyan energy shoots from his hands into the sky and the frozen battlefield thaws within a wild beat of my heart.
The scene roars to life. Javen’s hands fly forward, and another bolt shoots for me. I seize up, muscles tight, waiting for the hit. And then I’m falling, forced to the ground and out of the way. The bolt hits Dad square in the shoulder, and he buckles and tumbles to the ground beside me.




Chapter 24
Igrab for Dad’s limp body and scream for Max and Irene. Both turn my way as they shoot their laser guns at the Alku now charging for them from behind Javen. They get to my side and Irene attempts to pull me to my feet, but instead, I yank her down and grab Max by the leg. Mustering all the energy inside of me, I visualize us inside the Intersection and rip the four of us through.
On the other side, I glance down under the starlight at Dad and his barely breathing chest.
“We can’t let him die!” I screech.
My mind reels as images of Javen blasting Dad replay over and over again in my mind. Seeing him changed guts me. Everything I had on this planet . . . everything has been stolen from me.
I begin to heave with unreleased grief but force myself back to reality, to the present. Max is by my side and no one else. Panic resets in my bloodstream and I rush out, “Where’s Irene and the rest of the people who stayed behind?”
“She ran to the lab. There are some basic medical supplies back there. The other people might be at camp.” Terror washes over his face and then he whispers, “Do you think the Alku are coming after us?”
Dad’s portal device still juts out from his pocket. I retrieve the black device and hand it to Max. “I’m pretty sure this was the only one, and from what I can tell, the Alku can’t cross into the Intersection without it or me. But since the Alku have now absorbed the Intersection Starfire, I have no idea if they’ll eventually be able to.”
It’s not a satisfying answer and the tension still shows on Max’s face. Avoiding him, I return my attention back to Dad. What if the Starfire can heal him? I pull the crystal from my neck and place the gem to his chest. The second I do, his body tenses.
“What are you doing, Cassi?” Max yells. “You saw what the Starfire just did. Who knows what will happen if he wakes up?”
Everything in me wants to listen to him and remove the crystal, but a voice in my mind tells me to leave the Intersection’s gem where it is, to funnel myself with energy.
If you need to take me, I tell the Starfire, do it. Just don’t take Dad. He needs to live. Warmth fills my core and spreads up my chest and into my neck and arms. Memories of my life swirl through my mind, both good and bad . . . life with my parents, growing up, the memories of Javen’s life mixed with mine. Like a whirlwind, I integrate the Starfire’s power with who I am—an imperfect person who wants nothing more than all these wrongs set right again.
“Please work,” I whisper. “I just want my Dad back right now.”
I open my eyes and find my body slumped over Dad’s.
Rolling up to sit, my eyes focus on him, and then I see his breathing has returned to normal. His eyelids flutter open.
“Daddy!” I cry out, throwing my arms around his neck.
He groans, and I jerk back.
“Am I hurting you?”
“A little bit.” He sits up and looks around, confusion pinching his brows and mouth. “What happened?”
“Can you stand?” I ask while searching for Irene and Max, who are now standing a good distance away with wide-eyed looks on their faces.
“Please help,” I call out. They look at each other and then jog my way.
Max steps in, reaches toward Dad and takes his hand. “Do you think you can stand?”
Dad nods and blinks several times, as if he’s trying to wake up. He takes Max’s hand, and Max tugs up, pulling him to his feet.
“Lean on me if you need to,” Max says.
Dad shifts, a bit dizzy on his feet, and then straightens. “Thank you,” he mutters before Max leads him toward the lab.
Irene stares down at me for several seconds and then finally offers her hand to help me up.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” I ask, wavering my attention between her and Dad to ensure Dad stays upright.
“Cassi,” she says, “when you used the Starfire on your Dad, something happened.”
“What?” I ask, placing the necklace back around my neck.
“I don’t quite know what I was seeing, but everything around us was glowing . . . on fire almost.”
“Fire?”
“Yeah. I’ve seen some pretty amazing things in the last few days, but what just happened tops that off.” She grabs my arm and pulls me toward the lab. Dad and Max are nearly at the front entrance. “Do you really think we are safe?”
I look around, unsure if I can answer her question truthfully. The Starfire from here changed the Alku, and I and have no idea if just being in such proximity to the fields will negatively change humans, too. Maybe the change just takes longer. “If someone were able to follow us, they would be here by now.”
Irene nods, having little choice but to accept the answer.
Inside the lab, my mind is in a complete haze. Still, I check on Dad, who’s now resting. Max scanned his vitals before Irene and I even got inside, and he seems to have stabilized.
The walls feel as though they are compressing my body, and all I want to do is go back outside. “I need to be alone for a while,” I tell Max and Irene. “I’m taking a walk.”
“You really need to rest, and I’m going to find some food around here,” Irene says. “And then we need to tell the survivors left behind here what happened. Prepare them for the worst.”
“I’d be able to rest better if I had a few minutes to think,” I say, the building pressure of my emotions weighing on my chest.
Max looks at Irene. “Let her go.”
Irene nods, and I smile at Max. He looks away.
But I don’t have the energy to delve into what either of them is going through right now. I will eventually, but I have my own losses to sort through. In a haze, I make my way toward the exit. The Intersection’s blue-green cast permeates everything around me. I peer up at the two moons and the cyan gases painting the now night sky.
I reach into my pocket and feel for the Starfire, but it’s gone. Confused, I check my other pocket and rush back to the spot where I healed Dad. Something metallic glints from the ground and I rush for it. I retrieve the necklace and search for the crystal pendant, but it’s gone.
With a sigh I place the chain around my neck, then scan around the nearly abandoned organic housing constructed by the Alku and refugees. There are a few dull lights, and I see one person wandering in the dark. They don’t know anything that happened, and I don’t want them to see me right now, so I hurry into a shadow. Beyond them is the hill illuminated by the Starfire field’s soft glow from behind the crest.
I avoid the camp, and on the way over to the hill, my body grows heavy. Each step takes effort. Javen severed our bond. He wanted to hurt me, to kill me. The loss sits on my chest until it even hurts to breathe. Is the hope for a connection between humans and Alku now lost? Either the races will destroy each other, or one side will win. But neither really will.
I drop to my knees as the pain building in my heart mounts. What can I do? Any thought that I can fix this situation is ridiculous. Still, I can’t help but wonder if there really is anything I can do, something I haven’t thought of yet. I sit back on my feet and lay my hands on my lap, palms up.
Mom, if you were here, would you know the answer? Tears stream from my eyes and drop down into my open palms. I squeeze my eyelids shut.
“Why did you have to die?” I yell into the air and out over the Starfire field. “I need your help.”
Just as I finish the words, a pulse of light from the field vibrates through my body and I open my eyes to find Mom’s journal in my hands.
I hid this on Arcadia and didn’t have time to find it again. But since Dad was able to use the Starfire to send the apples to Paxon, maybe I can use the same principle to bring items here. Staring at the cover, I grasp the journal with one hand and touch the lock with the other.
With a click, the lock pops open. My hand glows with a bright cyan hue, and I gasp. How did I do that?
My chest tenses as I stare at the first page, illuminated by the light of the moons and the Starfire field below. My mom’s feminine handwriting scrolls over the paper. Dad was right. She started journaling about a year before she died. My heart races, and I quickly flip through the pages to see where the writing ends. I stop at the last entry.
That day. A Tuesday.
The tears begin rolling again, and one drops to the open page and splashes over the paper. I wipe it and a tiny bit of the ink smears. Quickly I center myself and brush the other tears off my face, then glance down at the words with my heart rushing in my ears.
Cassi,

Today is the day. I’ve played the events out in my head a million times and tried to compose a way for them to turn out differently. But they never do. The visions always end the same way . . . with me gone.

I strain to hold back the tears.
It pains me that I will not be able to join you and Dad on Arcadia. Ever since I “discovered” the planet’s atmosphere compatibility nine years ago, I’ve dreamed of the day our family would set foot there. But I have a secret. I’ve known about Arcadia since I was a little girl, in my dreams at least.

The visions started when I was five, and the planet came to me every night. Calling me. For some reason, I kept the dreams a secret. But just before your grandfather died the year before you were born, he asked me a strange question. He asked me if the cyan planet had come to me yet. I was confused but ecstatic that someone else might know of it too. Then he showed me the most beautiful cyan crystal and told me a crazy-sounding story.

He told me that he came from another place and that he was the guardian of peace there. But one day, he was so tired of being alone that he used the crystals to help him escape. To release him from his servitude. He was able to open a portal for himself to leave and knew he’d never be able to return. It was a one-way journey for him. He stepped through and found himself not back among his people but here, on Earth. He worked to blend in and hide his identity, and eventually, he married a beautiful redhead. Then they had me. When he died, the crystal was gone. I watched the gem vanish before my eyes.

It all sounded so crazy, the babbles of a man on his deathbed. But I knew all he shared was true. Every word. So, after that, I did everything in my power to find the planet. And when I did, I knew. I convinced your dad to take me there, and we arranged for the journey to happen, and I led your father to the Alku without him knowing how. But on Arcadia, I sensed them, and somehow, the people must have felt I was safe and showed themselves. When they did, I knew this was our home. A new home for Earth.

Mom knew . . . she knew the whole time.
But then the visions changed, and it became clear to me you were the person who needed to come to Arcadia. The planet was calling for you, but for some reason I would not be coming. As much as this knowledge pained me, I worked to make a new life on Arcadia happen, to do what I knew was right.

I don’t know how this connection will come about, but you are the key. You’ll find a way to bring Arcadia and Paxon back into harmony, as well as bring healing to Earth.

My purpose to get you to Arcadia will be fulfilled, so I can’t change my destiny, no matter how much I want to.

Team Foster forever. And tell your dad I love him.

Love always,

Mom

With eyes full and brimming with moisture, I lower the journal. My grandfather is Alku, the One Pure Soul. My mom was Alku.
I am Alku.
Book two of Cassie's journey is at an end, but you can read what happened next in Parallax.
 




Parallax
BOOK THREE OF THE STARFIRE WARS




Chapter 1
The blood pumping through my shredded heart isn’t fully human.
The night air grows thick, and my lungs struggle to breathe. I force a deep, settling breath, but instead, my head spins. My grandfather was an Alku who traveled to Earth.
He lived there. Worked there. Raised a family. Held secrets that could influence the lives of millions. And then he died there, never returning to the planet he originally called home—Arcadia.
His death occurred over a year before I was born, so I only ever knew him through old videos and photos. As I sit on the ground, overlooking the Starfire field in the Intersection, I conjure those images of him now, searching for a clue that he was anything more than human. The man was tall, with dark hair and eyes like Javen. Similar to endless other people. No tip-offs that he came from another planet. I must have visited their tiny house in the middle of nowhere a hundred times, and nothing I ever saw would have made me think that my grandparents were anything other than normal.
The field’s glow ahead of me dulls and brightens in a steady rhythm as if sensing my pain, loss, and confusion.
I lower my head to the knees curled up to my chest. Tangled hair spills over the arms clasped around my legs.
The words from Mom’s journal spin round and round in my mind . . .
. . . it became clear to me you were the person who needed to come to Arcadia. The planet was calling for you, but for some reason I would not be coming . . .
Mom knew she was going to die and did nothing to stop the accident. Why didn’t she warn me and Dad? Tell us that the worst was coming? That we would be living without her soon?
I clench my jaw against the thoughts. There’s no way she could have shared without some kind of fallout. We would have stopped her. If we believed her story, that is. Or thought she was a crazy person who needed protection from herself.
How was she going to bring up the conversation anyway? At dinner? Over ice cream?
Hey, do you want vanilla or rocky road? Oh yeah, and just so you’re aware—I’m half-alien, and Cassi is one-quarter. I hope my sudden confession doesn’t bother anyone.
Pretty sure the entire conversation wouldn’t have gone over well.
I pinch the bridge of my nose. The responsibility Mom held on her shoulders must have been crushing. So many secrets. I have no idea how she managed to keep her sanity together through the very last day.
With a sigh, I straighten and gaze out over the field again. The low hum of energy resonates in my chest and my breath eventually regulates with the steady, pulsing rhythm.
I’ve experienced the Starfire’s pull. And I’m confident—regardless if her visions were true or false—that Mom had believed each one. Even I’ve seen how the crystals show the past, predict the future, and direct events in the strangest of ways. The imparted knowledge is like an endless series of waves on a sea you can do little to change.
The Starfire’s power bonded me to Javen, and despite how my feelings for him make zero sense, despite my previous questions about our future together, the Starfire was right to pair us together. I love Javen.
I shudder against the words and close my eyelids.
I love Javen.
We don’t complete each other like all the stories told me would happen. Instead, we enhance the person who already exists. I’m sure his love is true, and his intent is on saving his people. My destiny was to be at his side. At least, I think it was.
My breath shakes with the admission. I love Javen—and I lost him.
But why didn’t the crystals foresee Javen turning against me, breaking the connection the gems set in motion? Maybe they did. So how can the power be good when so much evil has been created? Why would the Starfire allow us to be ripped apart? Is their prophecy the only possible outcome? Is our fate locked, or is it an illusion to move us along the path the crystals want us to travel?
The hate in Javen’s swirling, cyan eyes before Dad, Irene, Max, and I escaped the mine burns inside my chest like a raw wound.
“Javen tried to kill me,” I mumble under my breath.
The words punch me in the stomach, and I clutch at my aching center.
No, the Starfire was wrong. Wrong about Mom and wrong to let hate fill Javen’s heart. The crystals were supposed to bring life. Instead, nothing but death now lingers on Arcadia.
None of this makes sense.
I release a guttural scream until my voice grows hoarse.
Then I break into a sob as the agony pours from my body. I fall back on the soil, clutching the still-open journal. My heart pangs with the ghostly image of Javen’s enraged face in my spinning mind. Impossibly, I try to balance this horror with the memory of when he had declared his love for me, with how his strong, warm arms always made me feel safe, as if the world was finally going to be okay.
But the world isn’t okay. Nothing is okay. Everything is shattered.
Javen didn’t just break our bond. He obliterated it.
The tears dry while I rest my cheek on my knees and gaze over the cyan landscape. I never even wanted to come to Arcadia. But now that I’m here, I’m wrapped up in so much more than any seventeen-year-old girl should ever be. Why is it suddenly up to me to figure out how to rescue two obviously broken planets? There must be other people infinitely more qualified for the job.
What did Mom say? I flip through the journal’s pages and locate her letter to me on the last page again. I trace my finger under her handwriting.
The planet was calling for you.
Why? To rip more people I love from my life? To kill me? What?
I slam the journal shut with a smack. I don’t want to be Alku. I don’t want to be a savior or whatever Arcadia wants me to be. Why did Mom put me in this position? Was coming here even really Dad’s dream? Or was that just a thought she had planted in his head?
My gut tenses with guilt for even entertaining the idea. Mom was a kind person. She loved Dad and me more than anything. She showed us daily with her care and devotion. And of course this was Dad’s dream. Discovering a new planet and designing an interplanetary habitable place for humans to colonize was his life work before he even met Mom.
Voices sound from behind, and I quickly stand to find a more secluded spot. Perhaps one that is out of the Starfire field’s light. I’m in no state to become the appointed messenger to share how the battle went all wrong to any survivors at the camp. Or explain how they could now be stuck in limbo in the Intersection for the rest of their lives as a result.
I decide not to go too far and head for the forest surrounding the camp, trudging through the foliage and thick trees. I only stop once I’m certain that no one is following me. Sliding to the ground once more, I lean against the trunk of a large tree. The smooth bark and solidity at my back support the tattered edges of my emotions. I gaze up through the fingering shadowy trees over my head to the cyan sky above and study the two ever-present moons tucked between the millions of stars speckling the darkness.
My hands continue to tremble, and I let out a long sigh. The only way I’ll begin to feel better is to press forward. To push through the grief and confusion. To figure out a way to fix this disaster. Not that I really think I can accomplish the task on my own. But I have a team. Dad, Irene, and Max are here too. There’s no way I’ll leave them to fend for themselves. The survivors in the camp, who may not have been able to fight, might now have an opportunity to help in other ways. The odds of success may be small, but any chance is still a chance.
A spark builds inside of me. We can do this.
I make a mental list of the advantages on our side. Dad and his portal device—he and the others can cross the Intersection unaided by me. Irene can program or hack into most computers or programs. And Max will take any assignment we give him.
And on Arcadia? Despite my lack of trust, Luca and Alina may still be willing to help. If only we could figure out how to return to Earth. We need military support, or there’s little chance of defeating Hammond. I’m positive that not all appointees on the World Senate fully back Hammond. They only fear for their lives . . . and the lives of their families. And if Hammond has the Senate convinced that the only way to save billions of people on Earth is to take the ore from the Alku, who are few and supposedly aggressive anyway, they’re probably not going to oppose her. The members fail to understand how much more is at stake. I’ll need to open their eyes and help them see.
My mind shifts back to the journal. Something Mom wrote sticks with me. I stare at the cover. My grandfather traveled to Earth through a portal made by the Starfire. I gaze toward the Starfire field’s soft glow behind the hill.
Is opening a portal to Earth from within the Intersection possible? Why wouldn’t it be? This would circumvent Hammond’s control of the Turner Space Fold. Such a portal could bring allies directly into this dimension—an army to take Hammond by surprise.
On Earth, Max has influential contacts through his family, and Dad’s influence is a distinct advantage.
My lips curl into a smile, and my breathing picks up.
The Starfire is only a tool, and the variable is us. The energy’s influence might be significant, but we possess the ability to use the power for good or evil if we only harness the force.
My body tingles with excitement as warmth spreads past my sternum to fill my chest.
Hope.
The feeling is hope. Hope that I can reach Javen again. Hope that Earth can be healed. Hope that both races, Alku and human, who each possess the capacity for evil, can experience redemption by tapping into the good that is in each individual.
Gripping Mom’s journal, I return my attention to the glowing field. An instant connection to the Starfire grips me, drawing me from the woods. The concerto of energy dances around and through me.
The Starfire from the field is calling to me. The crystal’s power fused with me and now runs in my blood. I’m certain that’s what happened when I healed Dad.
My human and Alku blood.




Chapter 2
Journal in hand, my feet hit the packed dirt harder when the lab comes into view. Seeing this building triggers a horrible possibility to sink in. Is Dad even okay? I ran away so fast, I didn’t even bother to confirm whether he would be safe.
What if the people I heard a few moments ago were Max or Irene?
I near the lab just as the sun peeks over the horizon and the dark sky transitions into a lighter blue-green ombre. Morning is coming.
The door stands wide open, and I rush through.
“Daddy?” I rub my sweaty palms over my pants.
“We’re in the lab,” he calls from the back.
I exhale a deep, quavering breath and then charge down the hall toward the sound of his voice. But the electricity in my chest doesn’t settle. Rounding the corner, I spot Dad and Commander Tucker inside the room. At the holo-computer, Irene and Max examine a series of files, including an image labeled, “The Starfire Inhibitor.” I place Mom’s journal onto the nearest counter.
Dad sees me and comes directly to my side. “Are you okay?”
I wrap my arms around him, but the contact isn't quite enough to calm my nervous energy. “I’m in one piece, but how about you? Are you okay?” I ask, remembering how Javen’s blast hit Dad’s shoulder. Gritting my teeth together, I release him to glance at the spot. Dad is clearly walking around. He seems to have all his color back, but he could just be putting on a brave face. “Was I able to heal you completely?”
Dad nods and rotates his shoulder forward, then back. “I’m good. My body feels better than ever, actually.” His lips form a thin line and he places his hands on my shoulders. “I’m concerned about you after what happened at the mine, however.”
I gulp down the lump in my throat as the horrible memory of Javen’s angry face enters my mind again.
“I have to move on, Dad.” Should I tell them I’m Alku? That Mom was, too? Right now, we have enough trouble to deal with, and I’m not sure that launching into my alien heritage, the same alien race that just tried to kill us, is a great idea.
He furrows his brow slightly. “If you need time—”
“I’ll be okay.”
Irene and Max remain uncharacteristically quiet while working. They must be struggling to hold it together too after nearly dying at the mine. Max glances my way with a tense smile.
Dad gives my arm a squeeze then returns to Tucker.
“We’re glad you're back, Cassi,” Irene says, her eyes glued to the screen.
I hold back a smile and turn to the ginger-haired man. “Commander Tucker, why are you still in the Intersection? And not with the general on Arcadia?”
Tucker places his hands behind his back and lowers his head. “General Atkins thought it wise for one of us to stay behind. She was convinced the entire mission could go south, and therefore, a leader may be needed in the Intersection for the refugees.”
“So you volunteered?”
“Not by my own choice.” Tucker lifts his head. “But, unfortunately, she was correct. Do you know if she survived?”
I sigh through my nose. “Honestly, everything is a blur. But I don’t remember seeing her.”
Tucker straightens. “Then, until further notice, I’m in charge of military strategy.”
Dad pats him on the shoulder. “And we’ll trust your judgment.”
“I appreciate the sentiment,” Tucker says, “but you have little choice.”
“What are we working on?” I ask, attempting to return attention to the task at hand. “And do we know yet if the Alku can cross into the Intersection on their own?”
If they can, all this may be over before we can even start.
Dad gnaws his bottom lip in thought. “Well, I do know the Alku army took a small amount of the Starfire from the field. But as of yesterday, they were unable to cross from the Intersection to Arcadia without using my portal device.”
My shoulders sag in relief.
“But it doesn’t mean they won’t be able to eventually,” he says. “Honestly, we don’t know much. We were just now discussing our next steps.”
“Which are?” I ask.
“Two things,” Dad says. “Max and Irene are examining the Starfire Inhibitor plans provided by General Atkins’s spy. Commander Tucker and I are discussing how to locate the missing Senate members.”
My brows knit together. “Luca and Alina . . .” I murmur to myself.
“We still need to locate Luca and Alina and then, hopefully, learn more about the organization they’re working for,” Dad says. “Can’t hurt to ask them to help us. Again.”
“We’ll need to return to Arcadia,” Tucker says. “Otherwise, all we can do is blindly prepare from inside this dimension.”
My heart grows heavy. Tucker is right. Insulating ourselves isn’t something we can do for long. But it also means I’ll have to admit to myself there’s a possibility I might never see Javen again. He could even be dead. Everyone could be dead. Inside the Intersection, I can avoid those answers.
My breath quickens and my head begins to spin.
“I need to grab a bite to eat.” I realize I haven’t eaten for a long time and it’s a good excuse to gather my thoughts. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, and then you can finish filling me in.”
“There’s quite a bit in the kitchen pantry,” Dad says. “Owens stocked the place. Apparently, he was preparing for the long haul.”
I force my lips into a smile. “I won’t be long.” Head held high, I make it into the hall. But my world keeps spinning, faster and faster. I press my hand to the closest wall to avoid tipping over. Blinking back the vertigo, my chin drops to my chest and I focus on my feet. Just one foot in front of the other, Cassi.
“Do you require assistance?” Mom’s voice echoes in front of me.
I whip up my head and gape at the holographic projection of my mother.
She tips her head a fraction and blinks—a design in her programming intended to make her appear more human and engaged.
I still don’t reply, and she tucks her hands into her lab coat pockets. “Cassiopeia Foster, do you require assistance?”
“Why’d you do it, Mom?” The words come out as a sob, and I quickly lower my voice. The last thing I want right now is for someone to see me in this stressed state. Everyone needs to stay strong. If we don’t, our plans will fall apart.
For a moment, I swear the AI’s eyes glimmer as if she were human—as if she were my real mom.
“Yes, I am programmed to appear like Isobel Foster, your biological mother. But I cannot answer your question unless you provide me with additional information, such as the topic of your inquiry.”
I straighten. “Come with me to the kitchen.”
“As you wish.”
I speed walk to the galley, half wanting to lose this phantom of my mother, even though I told the AI to follow me. The other half, however, needs her to be with me.
An automatic light flicks on overhead. Inside the kitchen are a large pantry, a stove and cooktop, and a single long countertop running along the right side. On the left is a booth-style table.
While the AI stands behind me, I rummage through the pantry and choose a package of beef stew with carrots and potatoes. Not exactly breakfast food, but whatever.
“You will find a slot to the stove’s left to insert the package into the heat,” AI Mom says.
But I ignore her, plop down on the booth’s seat and rip open the packaging with my teeth. I down the cold stew in about thirty seconds flat and toss the empty biodegradable container onto the table. The AI regards my every move.
“Sit,” I say, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. Apparently, my manners have really gone downhill over the last month.
“I have no requirements to rest or sit,” the AI explains.
I glare in her direction. “I don’t care what you require. I asked you to sit.”
The AI tips her head again and raises her eyebrow as if to question me. But she obeys and lowers her projected body into the seat across from me. The AI folds her hands on the table and leans in. The projection flickers, just slightly. “What do you need, Cassi?”
My breath hitches at the question. Not the question itself, but the fact she used my nickname. And the use made her sound exactly like Mom. My real mom. Not a hologram.
Without much thought, the words pour from my mouth. “There are so many questions in my mind, Mom. And you’re the only person with answers.”
A slight grin stretches over her lips. “I will use whatever information is available in my database to answer any questions you have.”
I sigh. She’s a hologram. An AI. Not the real thing I want her to be.
“Cassi?” A male voice sounds.
I look up. Max’s head is poked around the corner. His gray eyes are glassy and bruised with exhaustion.
“AI deactivate,” I say. A tingle of embarrassment flutters in my stomach. I didn’t expect to get caught in a booth with an AI version of my mom.
The image of Mom vanishes.
Max raises an eyebrow. “You okay?”
“Su—” The lie starts to come out, but then I stop. Tears sting the back of my eyes, but I push out, “No, I’m not okay.”
Max steps into the kitchen and sits opposite of me, where AI Mom was a moment ago. “Me neither. No one out there is. We nearly died, and there’s no guarantee any of us will live the day out. I feel like a stupid, scared kid hiding in a closet while waiting for the storm to be over.”
I swallow the lump building in my throat and stand. I want to go to Max and comfort him, but he keeps his distance. The energy between us has changed. So instead, I grab a glass from the nearest cabinet. “You want a drink too?”
“Yeah.” Max looks away, toward the wall.
I reach for a second glass and fill them both with cold water from the tap. Just the simple act of fulfilling this basic need somehow settles the uncertainty in my gut.
“Here.” I pass a cup to Max and then guzzle from my own.
The water is fresh, pure. The lab must be equipped with a tank, maybe an atmospheric water generator to self-sustain. And the Starfire must be powering this basic tech.
Max chugs his water and plunks the glass to the table as I sit again. He eyes me as if he has a long conversation waiting on the tip of his tongue. Still, we wait in silence.
I would love to share with him everything I read in Mom’s journal. Max is a person I can trust. He’s been there for me since the day we met. But I say nothing. Instead I try and guess what’s on his mind. It could be survival . . . or maybe the kiss we shared. This definitely isn’t time for kissing or even talk of kissing. So, I’m not going to ask.
I finish off my water. “We should get back.”
Max moves his hand to the top of my wrist and holds my gaze. “I’m sorry for what happened on Arcadia.”
I flit my attention to him but don’t really know if he’s talking about what happened between him and me or what happened at the mine. “Me too.”
Back in the lab, Dad, Tucker, and Irene are scanning the Starfire data again. Standing in the door, I blow out a shaky breath and let Max go in front of me. Mom’s journal is still resting on the counter within reach. I pick it up and tuck it into the back of my pants. Dad still doesn’t know I was able to open the lock.
“I’m pretty sure Howard is still over at the refugee camp,” Irene says. “He was helpful back at the base on Arcadia. That guy is a better analyst and hacker than me. We need to pull him into this conversation.”
Howard is the balding guy I saw when I arrived at the base with Max.
“He’s still there,” Tucker says. “I performed a head count last night. Fifty-nine survivors. Howard was among them.”
“I’ll go get him,” Max says.
Dad stops scrolling through the data. “That would be helpful. But don’t fill him in on the situation. We’ll do that when he arrives.”
“Don’t worry, I won’t.” Max jogs out of the lab.
Irene points to the screen in front of us. “On Arcadia, General Atkins had me tap my Connect into her spy’s data feed,” she says. “She had a couple of people on it from different locations within the city since she wasn’t sure who would make it out. But before the Alku went nuts, some new data came in.”
“What did it report?” Tucker asks.
“That the Starfire Inhibitor doesn’t work against the crystals from the Intersection,” she says as an image of the Inhibitor rotates on the holographic screen.
“But you and Max and Beda took out the device before the attack even started,” I say. “How would you even know?”
“Apparently, Hammond sent in two more Inhibitors,” she says. “And there were no effects. The design was built with the separate Paxon and Arcadia crystals in mind, not the combination. So, unless Hammond gets her hands on a sample, she can’t block the power of the Intersection crystals.”
“It also means that innocent people in Primaro are practically defenseless if the Alku attack,” I say.
“All the more reason to get back to Arcadia and locate the missing Senate members,” Dad interjects. “Maybe we can bring the survivors here.”
I bite the inside of my lip, knowing what I’m about to say may be impossible. “And then after that, I need to find Javen and the rest of the Alku with him.”




Chapter 3
Irene considers me, worry brewing in her dark eyes. “Find the Alku? It’s way too early for that.” She purses her lips. “You saw what they did at the mine—the power Javen was able to use.”
“I can use the Starfire in the same way they can. I can protect us,” I say. “I wasn’t ready then, but I am now.” Knowing I’m part Alku makes me want to help them even more. They’re no longer just Javen’s people, but mine too.
Dad places his hand on my shoulder. “Cassi, there’s only one of you and at least fifty Alku who have regenerated by the Intersection Starfire.” He hangs his head. “I’ve seen what you can do, but you’d be going in blind, untested. It’s a huge risk.”
Mom’s journal presses against my lower back. Should I tell them about her and my grandfather? What if I can influence Javen and the others enough to bring them back to normal? It happened before.
Tucker clears his throat. “If we can avoid contact with the Alku until we know more about the present situation on Arcadia, that would be best. When their current hostility levels are determined, then we can make choices about the best course of action to contain the situation.”
“Meeting with the missing Senate members is our number one priority,” Dad adds. “And I’m not willing to needlessly risk your safety.”
I grit my teeth. That plan will never work unless humans and Alku can present a united front. Having two enemies is just going to make winning the war that much more difficult.
“It’s just that when I transported the Alku into the Intersection, my mind connected to each of theirs. In the end, not one of them had true evil intent. I’m sure you noticed the change in Beda’s behavior. She didn’t hate me anymore.”
Dad nods. “Wirrin was very willing to work with us after that, true.”
“So, something went wrong with the Intersection Starfire,” I say. “I don’t know what yet, but it’s like the power overloaded their systems or something and set off a glitch.”
“Like a computer virus?” Irene asks, her eyebrow raising in interest.
“Honestly, I don’t know what it did,” I say. “But when I first found Dad here, he was affected—distracted, even a bit aggressive.”
Tucker glances to Dad.
“I was,” Dad confirms.
“But the feelings passed,” I say. “Maybe because Dad is human, maybe because he didn’t actually absorb the power like the Alku have.”
“You’re using the energy, too,” Irene says. “Why didn’t the crystals ever negatively affect you?”
“I don’t know.” My stomach twists at the partial lie. I don’t have all the answers, but my mom’s journal entries might at least partially explain my immunity. I’ll tell them later when we have more time. “But the energy did affect the Alku negatively. Maybe if I can make that mental connection to them again, I can heal the problem.”
“And maybe the connection would cause your mind to snap,” Tucker says. “I see your point, but the risk is too high. Right now, other than the portal device, your ability to use the Starfire to protect or defend us is one of our biggest advantages. We can’t lose you.”
My chest tenses at his words. I hadn't considered that somehow the affected Alku might be able to make me aggressive if I were to summon and connect with them. As much as I hate giving up on Javen for now, Tucker is right. We should test my theory before I try anything.
“The first thing we need to do after crossing to Arcadia is to contact Luca Powell,” Tucker says. “I still can’t believe he was Matthew Owens’s contact. But at this point, options are limited.”
“I can use the Earthscape program to locate a secluded exit point outside of the city,” Dad says. “Once we’re there, I’ll send an encrypted message, and we’ll wait. Hopefully, an ally will show up. I don’t want to go into Primaro yet. There are too many risks. It’s likely we’ll have better control of the situation outside of the city.”
“And if the meeting still goes south?” Tucker asks. “What are your plans?”
“Cassi can cloak us, and I’ll set the portal device to open immediately upon my call,” Dad says. “If there’s any suspicion of a problem, Cassi, Max, and I will come straight back here.”
“Do you think it’s a good idea to bring both Cassi and Max across?” Tucker asks.
Dad’s brows push together as he flicks a look my way. “I need Cassi to control the Starfire in case everything really does go wrong, and Max knows some of the Senate members. He may be able to use his family influence to sway them.”
Tucker rubs his chin. “It’s a risk we’ll have to take.”
Max’s voice echoes from the corridor outside of the lab, and a moment later he brings in Howard, who appears forlorn and completely out of his element. He barely acknowledges us before he sees Irene working at the holo-computer and immediately heads her way. He pulls up a seat next to her and starts scanning through data.
Well, then.
Howard, apparently, is infinitely more comfortable with computer code than people. These days I can see the appeal.
Dad and Commander Tucker begin to discuss the plans again, and so I grab Max by the arm and lead him a few steps away from earshot.
“Dad told me we’ll be crossing over to Arcadia soon,” I say. “Plans are to locate the missing Senate members. You’re coming too.”
A look of worry sweeps over Max’s face, and I can only assume he must be reliving our last moments at the mine.
“I knew we couldn’t stay here forever.” Max grasps my hand, and I don’t pull away from him.
“It’s going to be okay.” I give his palm a squeeze and then release our hold.
A tiny line forms between his eyebrows. “You have no idea if that’s true, Cassi.”
I inhale deeply before I speak. “You’re right. But if I go in believing anything else, I might as well not even try.”
“Then I’ll show you something while we wait. Howard asked me to.” Max motions me to the door.
I make eye contact with Dad and gesture toward outside.
Dad raises his hand at me. “Check back in an hour. We’ll be ready then.”
“Let’s go,” I say.
Max ushers me into the hallway and toward the lab’s exit. “When I found Howard, he and the other refugees were already working on bigger plans for the portal device. They were in a meeting.”
“Do Dad and Tucker know?”
Max shrugs as I pause before my sleeping quarters. “Not sure yet. But we can get all the details and then fill them in.”
“Hold on for a sec.”
After I tuck Mom’s journal away, we exit the lab and race toward the refugee camp under the early morning sun. Twenty-five organic housing structures created by the Starfire come into view.
Max points to a larger building on our left. “In there.”
As we approach, the sound of a heated discussion, peppered with an occasional grumble, meets my ears.
“That will never work,” a woman says firmly.
“How do you know before we even try it?” a man asks.
The woman scoffs. “Forty years of experience in engineering. That’s why.”
Max and I reach the door and he opens it. Inside the room are multiple rough-cut wooden tables and chairs—very similar to the handmade furniture in Irilee. And a thought hits me. The Starfire doesn’t simply power everything for the Alku; it generates organic items they need—their housing, tools, furniture, maybe even some of their food. That’s why Dad was able to produce his items in the cave, including the apples.
The room is packed with the refugees who didn’t join the battle at the mine. A group of four stands near the front of the room, arguing. The rest hang back, watching. I can see why Howard had no problem leaving this place and coming to the lab. On the largest table in the room are multiple giant sheets of paper covered with drawings and scribbled formulas. A few crumpled pieces litter the floor.
The door smacks the wall as Max and I step completely inside. The arguers quiet and all eyes turn toward us.
“You come to help or are you taking away more of our think tank?” says the woman, whose voice I recognize from outside. Funny thing is that her tightly pulled back gray hair and chubby face make her look more like a doting grandma than a woman who speaks her mind. But I kind of like the contradiction.
“Max told me you were working on a plan out here. Since my dad and I are crossing to Arcadia soon, I thought we should consider all our options.”
The woman smiles. “Well, pull up a seat then.” She waves us over and straightens the mess of papers in front of her. “I’m Kate Morris. I basically voted myself the leader here in our little community.”
I look to the blond-haired man in his thirties next to her, who must be the man I heard arguing back. “She did, but Dr. Morris has the most experience, so we agreed.”
“As well you should have, Brett,” Morris says with a raise of her eyebrow.
On the table is an extensive map of the area within the Intersection, including the refugee camp, the Starfire field, Dad’s lab, and the mountains and forest surrounding us. The range goes out quite a bit farther than I have ventured. Apparently, the refugees sent out scouts.
“We know your plan is to contact the missing World Senate members and initiate help from Earth . . . if anyone from Earth is willing to help,” Morris says.
“But since the Turner Space Fold is controlled by Hammond, we must determine an alternative,” Brett says, and then points to a large open area to the south of the Starfire field.
“And we have a theory,” Morris adds with a twist of her lips.
Brett releases an exasperated sigh. “I think it’s a huge risk. One that could destroy this entire dimension—”
“You need to think on the positive side,” Morris scoffs. “The theory will work.”
“What will work?” Max asks.
“We’ve been studying Dr. Foster’s plans for the portal device since we got here,” she says. “And before the Alku left, a few of them explained how their people use the Starfire energy to transport. Apparently, there are set traveling points through the Intersection, but they can also open a portal by envisioning the location they want to go. Dr. Foster’s device uses the second option through tech and a small amount of Starfire energy.” Morris pauses a beat. “We believe that there’s a possibility of scaling the technology.”
“Scaling?” I ask.
“Building a larger device and tapping directly into the Starfire field as a massive power source,” Morris clarifies.
“To open a portal large enough to bring a fleet from Earth into the Intersection,” Brett adds, pointing to the open area on the map again. “They’d enter here.”
I share a glance with Max. I know it is possible to create a portal to Earth. My grandfather did so using the Starfire, and on his own. “What are the risks?”
“Probably about a million of them,” Brett says. “This is a completely untested theory. Who knows? The tech might completely collapse this dimension or even Earth’s.”
My eyes widen, and I swallow the lump forming in my throat.
“Stop scaring her, Sadler,” Morris says. “Of course, we’ll test the theory on a smaller scale first. But time is short. We know that.”
“All we need are the materials to build the device,” Brett Sadler says.
Excitement builds in my chest. The plan is risky, but if we have a way to bring in reinforcements from Earth, the missing Senate members might be more likely to back us.
“I can’t be sure, but my dad has quite a bit of computer equipment at the lab,” I say. “And Matt Owens was doing research. So, everything you need might be there. While Dad and I are trying to contact the missing World Senate, you can start working.”
Morris nods her thanks and a few murmurs come from the rest of the group. “Our goal is to do everything we can,” she says. “None of us was of any use at the mine. But maybe we can fight this battle differently. We have some of the best minds from Earth here in this room.”
“Good thing,” Sadler says. “Because we have about a one in a billion shot at success.”




Chapter 4
Dad steps through the portal first. I grip Max’s hand and we follow, leaving behind the Intersection’s bright, blue-green morning for Arcadia’s shadowy night. The crescent-shaped moons float high in a sky streaked with cyan gas. I drop Max’s hand to tuck my laser pistol into my waistband, once we’ve confirmed there’s no need for weapons. We’re alone.
An open field stretches in front of us, and to our left is a cluster of boulders and small trees. I walk toward the trees since they’ll provide cover while we’re waiting.
“Where exactly are we?” I ask Dad.
“About a hundred miles northeast of Primaro,” he answers while activating his Connect. He brings up the encrypted line to Luca, or maybe even Alina. At this point, we still don’t really know who Dr. Owens’s specific contact was. We never found out the last time we met with them.
From my memory of the Earthscape data, the topography of this area wasn’t as compatible as the spot chosen for Primaro. The distance should be far enough away for us to escape detection but still close enough for a hover to arrive within thirty minutes.
Dad taps the face of his Connect to send the message. “I laid the situation all out. We want to be taken to the location of the Senate members in hiding. I told them that if they don’t agree, we’ll simply find another way to get help from Earth. But in the end, it’s going to be better if we work together.”
“Let’s see how they respond,” Max says as we arrive at the trees and rocks.
Then we wait. And wait. When the response takes longer than expected, each of us finds our own spot with enough personal space to be alone with our thoughts.
I stare past the open field where a scattering of grass with illuminated tops sways in the breeze. The sound of hooting comes from one side, but I don’t see anything. Must be an Arcadian night bird hiding in the trees. I want to keep my mind focused on our meeting with Luca and Alina, but instead, my thoughts continue to drift in two directions—Javen breaking our bond and the kiss I shared with Max in a moment of confusion . . . weakness. Maybe twenty feet away, Max leans against a rock while stretching his legs over the ground. The moonlight casts enough light on him that I can see his unsuccessful attempt at sleeping while sitting up. I like Max way too much to hurt him on purpose. I vow not to let that happen again.
My heart aches for Javen. And it’s a sensation that takes me entirely off guard. I kept questioning before whether my feelings for him were caused by the Starfire. But that connection is gone now, and all I want is to have him back. Every fiber of my being cries for his touch, support, and strength. My feelings for him are deeper than ever. Our being together is meant for harmony—in each other and everything around us. I just doubted my feelings until now. So stupid.
Dad’s Connect buzzes and I flinch.
He taps the face of his device and reads the message. “They’re coming.”
Max stands and shoots me a fleeting smile as he walks over.
“How long?” I ask Dad.
“Any minute.” He asks Max, “You have the list of government officials and patrons on Earth who might be willing to side with us?”
“It’s all in my Connect,” Max replies. “I added a few from memory while we were waiting.”
After about fifteen minutes, the light of a hovercraft finally glows in the distance. I grab Dad and Max’s arms and cloak us from sight.
The hover lands not too far from our secluded location, and then two figures exit. Alina and Madan, the man who was with Luca and Alina in the apartment in Primaro. Unless they’re hiding an army inside of the ship, it looks like no one else is with them. We wait a few seconds as they glance around for us.
“The portal is on standby,” Dad says. “Go ahead and let go of us.”
I release my grasp and the cyan haze around us vanishes. Immediately, Alina and Madan’s attention snaps to us.
Madan waves us in the ship’s direction. “We must go.”
I look to Dad, unsure I want to trust them so quickly. My heart pounds. This could be a trap. But we knew of this possibility coming into this meeting.
“The portal can open anywhere,” Dad whispers.
I gulp as we jog to Madan and Alina.
“Being out here in the open is risky,” Alina says as we stop in front of them. She looks around, her face tense. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. But I’d rather get you three to a securer location.”
“Fine,” Dad says. “We’re the ones who called you. We’re ready now.”
Madan taps his Connect and the hatch that closed behind them rises. The inside fits no more than seven, including the pilot, even though it’s just us. At least for now, we’re safe.
“Checking us for weapons this time?” I ask. “Because we’re all armed.”
“As well you should be,” Alina says. “Arcadia has gotten pretty dangerous.” She pulls back her light jacket and reveals a holstered laser gun. “We’re all armed.”
I don’t know if her words make me feel any better, but at least she’s not hiding anything.
“You’re taking us to the Senate members, right?” Max asks.
Madan bows his head slightly. “We wouldn’t be here otherwise.”
“Then let’s go,” Dad says and gently touches my shoulder to move me forward.
Despite the swirling pit in my stomach, I follow his encouragement and board the ship, taking the last seat on the right. Madan follows me and heads for the pilot seat. He plops into the chair and runs his fingers across the front panel. The interior illuminates as the hover hums to life.
The other three follow and strap into seats as well. Across the way, Max’s face has paled, and his usual air of confidence is diminished.
“How long is the trip?” Dad asks Alina. Under the light, I see a trickle of nervous sweat trailing down the side of his face.
“We’re forced to travel some distance around Primaro to ensure we’re out of Hammond’s patrol range,” she answers. “So, the estimate is an hour. Your pickup point was nowhere near the secured location.”
“Where is it?” he asks.
Alina lifts a shoulder in a slight shrug. The hatch suctions closed in a hiss while the lock secures. “I can’t tell you. Not yet, at least. Honestly, the only one here who knows the exact location is Madan.”
Madan nods from the front and taps the control screen in front of him. He places a helmeted headset on that covers his eyes and ears. The ship’s front window darkens. Now we have no chance of seeing where we’re going. The hover lifts off and propels forward, jostling my stomach with the motion.
“Those we work for want to keep the location a secret from as many as possible, in case of capture. The fewer who know, the fewer who can give the coordinates away.”
“Sounds official,” Max says.
“It is.” Alina leans toward us. “This place was built with the knowledge of only a few in the World Senate, and no one on the Board.”
Dad’s forehead wrinkles in confusion. “But I designed Primaro and everything about living on Arcadia.”
“There were others with additional ideas,” Alina says.
Dad flares his nostrils, but instead of asking further questions, he settles in his seat. Up front, Madan speaks in a low tone into a comm. I can’t make out what he says or hear the reply feed into his earpiece.
“What’s the status on the aggressive Alku?” I ask. My stomach twists with the question, but I must know whether they’re alive or dead.
Whether Javen is alive or dead.
“After the massacre at the mine, Hammond retreated,” Alina says. “The Alku have yet to attack Primaro. But they stayed in the battle area to guard the mine.”
“Do you know if any of the humans escaped the mine?” Dad asks. “General Atkins was one of the people helping to lead the attack.”
“We know there were miner deaths, and the Alku destroyed several incoming ships, killing most of those on board. But not much else at this point. Any ships or drones that have been sent into the area have been destroyed. The satellite views haven’t shown that any humans are left. There are no signs of anyone but the Alku.”
My heart sinks at her words. Did Wirrin and Javen go so far as to kill everyone?
“But there was mining going on underground,” Max says. “Irene and I saw the operation. It’s still possible that some of the humans could be held hostage, right? Out of sight.”
Alina shrugs again. “Possible, but the Alku don’t appear to be negotiating, and I’m not sure what value Atkins’s group is to Hammond. They were the enemy to Hammond, remember. But after the initial survivors were accounted for, no other bodies have been sighted.”
My hands shake slightly on my lap. To calm them, I press my palms into the tops of my thighs. All I can hope is that there’s a shred of the Alku’s goodness left and that the Starfire hasn’t changed their personalities completely.
“And the second Starfire mine?” Dad asks.
“For now, Hammond has abandoned setting up full production at the second site,” Alina says. “Until she manages to drive off the Alku, she won’t risk permanently losing access to the Starfire. I think she feels that she has time and doesn't want to make another rash move.”
For the rest of the trip, no one speaks except for Madan’s occasional mumblings into the comm. Finally, he turns to us. “Seatbelts, everyone. We’re about to land.”
I tug at my seatbelt and give Dad a small, hopeful smile. He returns the expression, but something in his eyes tells me he’s worried.
My ears pop as the hover drops in altitude, and I force myself to yawn to ease the pressure. The vessel makes a whirring sound, and then metal scraping on metal screeches outside. Ahead of us, the pilot’s window goes from black to clear again. I can’t see much, but we appear to be inside a large, stone cavern. A floating, white AI with a green flashing light guides us into the hanger.
“Are we underground?” I whisper to Dad.
“Don’t ask too many questions,” Alina says. “Not knowing benefits you.”
The hover settles, and Madan removes his helmet and moves his attention to Alina. “Well, we made it this far.”
The hatch hisses and pops open, revealing more of the stone-walled docking bay. We’re either underground or inside of a mountain. I unlatch, as does everyone else, and we file from the cramped hover. Outside, no one greets us; only a few floating AIs and several workers are scattered around the large bay.
“Follow me,” Alina says and waves us forward.
Madan clears his throat and catches her attention. “I’m staying behind to evaluate the hover and ensure there are no issues getting back into Primaro.”
“Comm me if you need me.” Alina lifts her wrist and taps her Connect. “We’re on our way.”
Madan heads back inside the hover, and Alina directs us toward an exit.
The rough-walled corridor she leads us through is tunneled into earth and stone. From the ceiling, lighting casts a white glow onto the space. When was this all built?
“Is Luca here?” I ask.
“Luca has a difficult time getting out of Primaro,” she says. “Too many eyes are on him, and Hammond has tightened up security more since the mine. But I can still get out of the city with a little finagling. Especially in the middle of the night.”
“Is that why it took you so long to respond to Dr. Foster’s message?” Max asks.
“Exactly the reason,” she says as we pass a solid door set into stone. A few more doors come into view, and Alina stops at the third one. On the face is a thumb scanner. She presses her thumb to the pad, and with a hiss, the door slides away. Inside, a group of five nervous-looking men and women peer our way.
Alina gestures toward them. “Your missing World Senate members.”




Chapter 5
“Dr. Foster?” asks an older man with a southern lilt to his voice. “We thought you were dead.”
Behind us, Alina’s Connect buzzes, pulling my attention from the Senate members. She taps the face.
“We could probably say the same thing for you, Senator Simmons,” Dad says as he walks to the conference table.
I leave Alina near the doorway, and Max and I follow behind Dad. The Senate members chuckle in agreement as Simmons reaches out and clasps Dad’s hand. He quickly pulls him into a brief embrace before Dad sits in an empty chair.
A bronze-skinned woman clears her throat. She has dark hair with a silver streak. The strands of light hair graze the side of her face. Honestly, being seventeen, I rarely paid attention to the World Senate members. But Nora Ward’s unique hair always caught my attention when I saw her on video feeds. Her platform was often advocating for the underprivileged and refugees on Earth, so it makes sense that she’s among the Senate members who do not support Hammond’s agenda. Her wrist is wrapped as if she had a recent injury.
“Are you here to join us in hiding?” she asks in a thick Spanish accent. Her jaw grows tense, and any humor she had in her eyes a second ago falls away.
“I apologize,” Alina interrupts before my dad can answer Senator Ward’s question. “But I’m unable to stay here any longer.” She looks to Dad and me. “Madan is calling me. Apparently, I need to return to Primaro immediately.”
“Why?” I ask.
“I can’t say.” Alina turns to the Senate. “Hopefully, I’ll return soon. But we’ll be in contact.” Simmons presses his lips together until they form a thin line but nods to Alina. Alina taps on her Connect again and swipes a few times.
Max’s, Dad’s, and my devices buzz on our wrists. A symbol I haven’t seen before appears—a tree surrounded by stars. It must represent the group Alina and Madan work for.
“Use this link to ask for anything you need or to contact me,” Alina stresses. “If you need us, I’ll do my best to come or send a representative in my place.” With those last words, she turns and exits the room.
“Is it always like this around here?” Max asks as the door slides shut.
Simmons rubs his temples and replies, “Unfortunately, yes,” and the four other Senate members nod in agreement.
“So far we’ve been safe here,” says a dark-skinned man, probably close to fifty. “But that is the extent of our comfort. We do receive daily updates on Hammond’s activities, but that’s about it. Otherwise we risk giving away our location. Therefore, no communication with our family or contacts on Earth, most of whom probably assume we’re dead.” He frowns and lines groove his forehead. “For all we know, our families are dead or in custody on Earth.”
Dad wrings his hands together, obviously pained by these words. “Senator Simmons, going into hiding must be very difficult for all of you.”
The blonde Senator with a straight, blunt-cut bob across from me tips her head and studies Max. “You’re Kole Harris’s son.”
Harris? Max’s last name is Norton. Kole Harris is the CEO of the largest publicly funded space travel organization, Galaxis Corp. He’s one of the wealthiest men in the world. And Galaxis played a huge part in not only maintaining the Turner Space Fold but also getting us to Arcadia in the first place.
Max throws me a sheepish look. “I try to keep a low profile, Senator Gray. I go by my mother’s maiden name, Norton. But I’m not what we’re here for.” Max grins and defers to my dad.
But I stare intently at Max for a moment. What else is he hiding from me?
Simmons clears his throat. “Yes. Now that we see you are alive, Richard, why are you here? Do you bring news, or are you here with your daughter and Mr. . . . Norton to join us in hiding?”
Dad fumbles with his Connect and glances up to a holo-computer screen at the front of the room. With a few taps, the two computers pair and a topographic map of the Intersection appears. The map displays the same area I saw on Dr. Morris’s hand-drawn maps at the refugee camp. Dad must have uploaded the specs to the Earthscape program before we left.
Dad proceeds to explain to the Senate members about the Intersection and how, by using the Mother Starfire, we may be able to create a portal to Earth and bypass the Turner Space Fold controlled by Hammond.
“So, you’re saying there’s a way for us to return to Earth?” Gray asks. “What will we be able to do there? Hammond controls the World Senate now. Anyone who goes up against the new Senate risks their lives. And for what? Earth is just as dangerous as Arcadia—maybe more so.”
“There’s nothing we can do here but wait,” Senator Ward argues. “And this cowardly behavior is not why I am a part of the World Senate.”
“We’re of no benefit dead, either.” Senator Gray folds her arms over her chest.
“Listen,” Dad says. “Hammond is manipulating Earth by withholding information. I’m sure all of you had close political contacts that would back our cause, if only they knew the truth.”
“But the truth has changed,” Gray says, reclining in her seat, arms still folded over her chest. “I was willing to support the Alku when I knew they were peaceful. I understand they may have been protecting the Starfire at the mine. But so many humans died. General Atkins was with the resistance, and no one has heard from her or her people.”
I grit my teeth at her words. She has a right to be scared. “The Alku are peaceful,” I interject. “Something changed when they used the crystals from the Intersection to regenerate. But the damage can be repaired.”
Gray scoffs. “And you want to use the same Starfire to power a portal to Earth? How do we know the crystals won’t have the same effect on humans or just kill us outright?”
Panic sets into my chest. So far, we've not seen any long-term negative consequences on humans. Dad was the only human the Starfire affected at all, and the effect seemed to pass with time. And now that the Starfire has become a part of me, I know there’s a balance. But I can’t tell them yet. Not before I even tell Dad. I close my eyelids for a second to center myself. How are we ever going to be able to defeat Hammond if our allies are becoming the enemy?
“Because,” I begin, “the Starfire is meant for good. The Alku at the mine simply experienced an overload—a glitch.”
Senator Simmons seems to consider my explanation. “And how can you be so sure?”
“Because the Starfire chose me,” I say without hesitation. Telling them is a risk, but I have no other idea how to convince them I know what I’m talking about.
Both Max and Dad shoot me a look of concern.
“Chose you?” Senator Ward asks.
“I can use the power of the Starfire in the same way the Alku do. Maybe more.”
Senator Ward furrows her brow. “I trust your father, but you’re just a kid, Cassi. Maybe you’re understanding this situation incorrectly.”
I walk over to her, pointing at her injured wrist. “What happened?”
She looks down at the wrapping. “When we were escaping, I fell. Bad sprain.”
I reach for lower arm, and before I touch her, ask, “May I?”
She shrugs. “Yes, if you are careful.”
I take her wrapped wrist in my hand and close my eyes. Warmth from the Starfire spreads from me to her, and behind my closed eyelids, a cyan hue lights my vision. The warmth dissipates, and I open my eyes. “How does your sprain feel?”
She studies at her wrist and rotates it. “Fine . . . it feels fine.”
As if a light goes on in each of the Senate member’s heads, their eyes brighten.
Ward peers up at me. “Thank you.”
I inhale sharply as I study each of them. I can’t go back now, but I also need to choose what I share carefully. I end up explaining how my abilities all started with being able to transport. And then by using the Mother Starfire, I had pulled the three refugee ships into the Intersection and temporarily froze the battle at the mine.
“Everything I’ve been able to do with the crystals has only been for good. I haven’t felt any negative reaction. I was even able to summon Wirrin’s group of Alku and transport them to the Intersection before the first battle attempt at the mine. Just doing so changed them . . . as if my connection brought their minds into a peaceful balance. I think I can summon them and do it again.”
“If that worked so well, why didn’t you summon them at the second battle when they turned on you?” Simmons asks. “We heard all the updates.”
My heart sinks. “Javen—the Alku blocked me from connecting with them again.”
“So, you could be blocked still?” Simmons asks.
I fold my hands on the table and consider everything that has happened in the last twenty-four hours. “I won’t know unless I try.”
No one says anything for much too long, and my feet shift under the table.
“And you are still sure that if you can get through to the Alku, their aggression will stop?” Senator Gray asks, breaking the silence.
“I’m positive,” I say without hesitation. “At the core, the Alku want peace. They want to help Earth.”
“I have contacts on Earth who could provide us with a military force,” Simmons says.
Dad claps his hands together. “Thank y—”
“But,” Senator Simmons interrupts, “you must prove that the Alku will not retaliate against us. I will not risk bringing troops here from Earth only to be killed by the individuals we are attempting to protect. I also require a formal agreement that the Alku are willing to work with Dr. Foster.”
Dad sweeps a glance over the other World Senate members. Ward and Simmons nod in agreement. But Senator Gray sits with her arms crossed again, a stern expression pinching her face. Eventually, she unfolds her arms. “I can provide contacts from Earth as well, provided the terms are met.”
I exhale a sigh of relief. But it’s a tall order since we currently have no idea what is happening with Javen and Wirren’s group.
“Once we open the portal to Earth,” Dad says, “we’ll make every provision we can to ensure your families are moved to a secure location, if possible.” Dad slides a glance to me. “I know how important that is.”
I give Dad a tiny smile, despite the gravity of the situation still weighing on me.
“Hammond isn’t aware of the Intersection yet,” Dad says. “And if we transport to Earth, the portal will be from inside the Intersection. I’d like to propose moving the four of you to that location for safety, until we’re ready. Otherwise, since I don’t know the coordinates of this location, the only way we can return is by contacting Alina again, which could cause a delay.”
“And how do you plan to transfer us?” Senator Simmons asks.
Dad produces the portal device from his pocket. “I’ve already programmed the Intersection’s coordinates. I only need a few minutes to configure the setting for more people to pass through. Just to be safe.”
The Senate members glance around at each other.
“Give us thirty minutes to prepare,” Simmons says.
Dad stands and extends his hand to Simmons. They shake hands and the four Senate members exit the room.
As the group leaves, I ask Dad, “You think this is all really going to work?”
Dad taps at the portal device and lets out a light, nervous chuckle. “Cassi, we don’t have any other viable options. It either works or it doesn’t.” He glances around the room. “I think opening the portal in the bay we flew into will work better than in here. Do you happen to remember the way back?”
“I do,” Max offers as he stands.
I follow both men through the door, but just as we exit, the floor shakes, throwing Dad to the ground and me into Max.
“Dad!” I stand and reach my hand out to him. He takes it and pulls to his feet.
“What was that?” I ask, eyes rounded as I examine the corridor’s stone walls. “Another earthquake?”
But before anyone has the chance to offer speculation, a siren pierces the air.




Chapter 6
“Are you okay, Dr. Foster?” Max yells over the blaring siren.
Dad brushes dirt from his pants. “Yes, thank you.”
Another muffled boom sounds nearby, followed by more vibrations through the ground.
Two gray-uniformed guards appear at the end of the hall and jog toward us. The first continues past without even looking our way, but the other stops next to us, breathing hard.
“I’ve been assigned to escort you three to a more secure section,” he says.
“What’s going on?” I ask. “Are we under attack?” My heart races, pounding against my ribcage. I check my Connect to see if any new information is displayed. But the screen is blank. Maybe Hammond knows where we are?
“I’m only authorized to inform you to follow me to a safer location.” His voice is professional, though a throbbing blue vein pops up on his forehead.
I flit a look at Dad as he swipes at his portal device’s screen.
“If we leave now, we won’t be able to take the Senate members with us,” Max says.
The soldier furrows his eyebrows, unsure of what we’re talking about. “Please, just follow me.”
Dad leans in toward my ear. “The portal is still ready to go at any moment.” He tucks the device back into his pocket and eyes the guard. “Lead the way.”
The guard pilots us down several long corridors and past the occasional meeting room like the one we were just in. After about a five-minute run, the space opens into a larger room. About twenty people watch us enter, including the Senate members, who each has a bag slung over their shoulders.
Dad looks around. “Should we take them, too?”
I already regret taking people into the Intersection, but this place doesn’t seem safe. Bringing them along may be the best option. “Only if they want to come. But there’s not a lot of time for them to decide.”
We hustle across the room to ask the senators if they know more about the explosions.
But just as we reach them, my head goes light. I stop as the space seems to move into slow motion and blurs in and out. Warmth grows in my stomach, and the energy moves outward toward my limbs.
The Starfire.
Dad slowly twists my way, mouth open as if to say something to me. But I never hear the words. My consciousness shifts to a new place and my body detaches from the large meeting room.
Behind me, the Tahm mountains stretch into the night sky. But from my recollection of Arcadian topography, we’re on the opposite side from Primaro. I study the side of the mountain, lit by the moons and stars, and find small, dark cracks forming an opening—an opening large enough for a good-sized ship to enter through. Alina brought us to a facility built into the side of a mountain.
I rotate to get a better view of my surroundings. In the valley below are the aggressive Alku. Panic shudders over me and floods my thoughts. They must know we’re here . . . that I’m here.
Images flash in my memory of Javen severing our bond and then nearly killing Dad. Despite my urge to escape, I allow myself to drift lower to gain a better view of what’s going on in the dull light. I need to fix this!
As I do, a cyan ball of energy hurtles past me toward the mountainside. The blast crashes into the stone and sends a flurry of rocks and dirt into the air and down the mountainside. But a green haze shimmers over the opening, leaving the surface mostly undamaged—a sort of force field to protect the bunker’s entrance.
I relax and drop down farther in front of the Alku, drawn to Javen’s presence. I have no idea if he can sense me near him, but from his appearance, he can’t. His hair is ruffled, and his face pinches with anger. He barks orders to the Alku behind him. A group immediately forms into a circle, reaching their hands into the middle, but not touching. Blue electricity builds and crackles in the center, and after a moment, they work together to hurl their weapon at the mountainside once more. The blast hits and shudders through the air as rocks and debris tumble from above.
Yaletha, head held high, marches up to Javen’s side. He says something in her ear, and she nods. A wave of jealousy ripples through me while heat radiates from the marrow of my bones.
I suck in a sharp breath. My eyes shoot open. A bright light overhead pierces my vision and I blink.
I’m back inside the facility, and Dad is kneeling next to me.
“Cassi,” he says.
But before he gets a chance to say anything else, I’m on my feet. “It’s the Alku. I don’t know how they found us, but they did.” I flit my gaze around to the other people in the room as I shove shaking hands into my pockets. “They must be looking for me or Dad’s portal device to get them back into the Intersection for more of the Starfire.”
“How would they know you were here?” Max asks.
“They must have sensed the Starfire energy I used,” I say, tossing out the only logical solution that comes to mind.
“We should just use the portal and get away,” Dad says. “Once you’re gone, they might leave this place alone. Otherwise, the attack is going to catch Hammond’s attention, if it hasn’t already.”
I wring my hands together. “But the Alku might not stop. I saw their faces, their rage. They aren’t exactly rational right now.”
The walls tremble again, and without another word, Dad has the portal device out, tapping at the screen. People around the room gasp as a blue-green rimmed portal bursts to life before us, seemingly from nowhere.
A guard races toward us. “What are you doing?” she asks.
“I’m getting the Senate out of here. They’ve already agreed.” Dad looks around. “Anyone else may come as well. You can return as soon as it’s safe to do so.”
The guard uses her Connect to comm someone. “Wait . . .” She holds her hand in the air.
A blast shakes the space again and dust falls from the ceiling as the room groans. People scream and crowd closer together, their darting gazes studying the roof.
“I want to be anywhere but here,” a man in his thirties says.
The people rumble in agreement and press in toward Dad, ignoring the guard. But I hang back as an idea worms its way around in my head.
Max turns my way and a tiny stress line forms between his brows, his gray eyes darkening. And before he can talk me out of my choice—one he has clearly guessed—I close my eyes, graze my fingertips across the gun still holstered at my waist, and focus on Javen’s position.
In a single beat of my thumping pulse, I envision my arms around Javen. But not in a loving embrace. As much as I want that right now, I need to protect myself—protect my family, and protect Javen from himself.
A jolt of energy rushes through me. I then collide with his body in the valley below the mountain. The force of my energy slams us both to the ground. Pain surges through my bones and muscles.
Before he figures out what’s happening, I shove the barrel of the gun to his head with one hand and wrap my arm around his neck with the other.
“If you don’t stop attacking my people, I will kill you,” I growl. No way I want to actually kill him. But he can’t know that.
Javen’s nostrils flare. He attempts to buck me off, but before he does I release my Starfire energy into him, freezing his body in time. And in that moment of shock, I summon the rest of the attacking Alku.
I grit against the defensive walls in their minds. There’s no way for me to get completely through to them or purge the Starfire’s effect right now. But I can send a message, if I hurry.
Attack my people . . . and your future Luminary will die.
The connection snaps away, but I’m certain they’ve all heard and understood. I grip Javen tighter and propel us into the Intersection.
My eyes open to a blue-green world of full light—the night is gone. I release Javen and jump to my feet, backing away from him. Laying on the ground where we fell, he remains in stasis. I allow my gaze to caress his body. My heart thumps as if it might rip from my chest at any moment.
Panting, I cover my face and burst into a sob. Terror for my own life, paired with my threat to kill Javen, shudders through my body. My legs tremble so violently I collapse to the ground in a heap, my hands shaking against my drenched cheeks.
I can only hope I convinced the Alku army to stand down. The Starfire’s hold on them is too strong. But maybe losing their leader will stop their attacks until we can figure something out. I glance around, wondering how I’m going to move Javen into hiding. Is it even safe to move him?
As I cry, a warmth from the Starfire lights within me and a blue-green glow surrounds my body. From the ground around Javen, glowing crystals begin to grow from the earth. The illumination travels toward Javen and envelops him. At first, the glow covers his body. Then the light begins to fade into a grainy, gray hue as if forming stone. It is stone! My eyes widen and I jump back just as a structure begins to materialize around Javen. Stone walls climb the air in a slow dance. Walls tall enough for a person to stand under, even with a roof. I swallow thickly, afraid Javen will be beyond my reach. But the Starfire forms a door in an opening before me.
I gape for a few seconds longer before remembering how the Starfire knows our wishes. The crystals heard my need to protect Javen and provided a solution.
With a sigh of relief, I brush my hand along the wall. The rough material rubs against my fingertips. Crystal flecks in the stony material wink at me in the light. Just beyond the door is Javen, his body still in stasis and his face still pinched in anger. Right now, he’s not the same person I love. That Javen is gone, replaced by a shell of hatred and vengeance.
On shaking legs, I kneel before him and whisper, “You promised me once that you would always come back for me. I need you to do that now.”
But he doesn’t move. With a defeated sigh, I sit and pull my knees to my chin. Then I wrap my arms around my legs and squeeze.
“Cassi!” Dad shouts nearby. I crane my neck to peer out of the opening and watch as he jogs my way.
When Dad arrives inside the stone hut, he doesn’t mention the structure. Instead, his eyes widen as he scans Javen.
“Why did you bring him here?” Dad gapes at me. “He could have killed you!”
A brick sinks in my stomach as I second-guess my decision. “Um, well . . . it was the only way for me to stop the attack.” I pluck a piece of grass and pretend to study the thin blade. I can’t handle Dad’s frown or Javen’s frozen spite.
But then Dad drops beside me and grabs me into an embrace. The blade of grass falls from my fingers as I melt into the strong, familiar arms wrapping around me. “Cassi, I can’t lose you. You’re all I have left.”
I bury my head into his chest as tears sting my eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have time to think the plan through.” I pull away to take in Javen. “But my idea worked.”
Dad releases a long sigh. “After you vanished, I panicked and shut down the portal. Then we learned that the attack had stopped. Even though your idea worked, most of the people at the base decided against using the portal.”
“But the Senate still came, right?” I ask.
Dad nods. “They’re back at the lab with a few armed guards who came along. Max is with them.”
“So, it worked?” I ask in a breathy voice.
“What worked?”
“Threatening to kill Javen made them stop.”
“That’s what you did?”
I examine Javen again. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to pull off the lie and they would see right through it. But maybe the Alku are so blinded with rage right now that my threat was believable.”
“Before we exited through the portal, the entire war party disappeared—transported away. So, apparently your threat convinced them.” Dad peers at Javen and softly asks, “Are you safe here with him?”
“I have no idea.” Javen could unfreeze at any moment, just like he did at the mine.
Dad taps on his Connect. “I’m sending for a guard to watch over him. Moving Javen might be risky.”
My Connect vibrates.
“I also sent you the updates the Senate have received on Hammond in the last day or so,” Dad says. “You’re not going to like the news, but you should see it.” He gives my hand a squeeze and then stands. “I need to head back. The Senate wants a meeting on testing the portal to Earth with Kate Morris, Tucker, and the other refugees. We can’t waste time.”
“You need to sleep, Dad.”
He grunts in agreement. Still, he says, “There's no time for sleep. I took some caffeine supplements. That should tide me over for a while.”
I should be exhausted, and emotionally I am. But my body and mind are not. The Starfire, I guess.
I slowly stand and we exit the hut. In the distance, a tall man with a massive laser gun jogs our way. He must be the guard Dad sent for.
“Are you coming?” Dad asks.
“In a few minutes. I want to go over the updates you sent. Then I’ll come to the lab.” The truth, though? I can’t bear to leave Javen. My heart grows heavier just thinking about it.
Dad hugs me. “You know where I’ll be.” He turns and walks toward the lab.
The guard reaches the hut, and I sit outside the opening and activate my Connect, scrolling to the news feed Dad sent. Before I tap the link, I glance at Javen and the guard now standing next to him, weapon ready. My breath shakes, and I select the first video feed.
Hammond’s image pops up on the small hologram playing above my wrist. I shudder at the sight but force myself to watch.
The video shows what I suspected she was doing with the footage of the Alku all along—clips of them appearing like rabid animals and attacking everything in sight. I even see a glimpse of Wirrin and Beda. This is most likely footage from the first failed attack at the mine. I’m not sure there was feed from the second. Everything happened too fast, and I don’t recall seeing camerabots.
I close the link and sigh, peering at Javen again. How are we going to convince the Senate members that we can save the Alku when this is what they’ve been seeing? And after Javen’s group just attacked us?
I bury my head in my hands again. This situation is hopeless.
And then a thought comes to me. Not all the Alku are aggressive right now. There are those who are staying out of the chaos.
I need to take the Senate members to Vihann on Paxon. We need to work together to bring peace back to this planet.




Chapter 7
The wind streams through my long hair as my eyes study the glowing Starfire field. Even in the daylight, the pulsing luminescence is visible. My chest thrums with the faint melodic vibrations.
Since this is the largest Starfire power source near Dad’s lab, I figure it can’t hurt trying to summon Vihann from here, as the crystals might amplify the energy.
I close my eyelids and attempt to settle my mind. But relaxing is no easy feat when so many lives are at stake. Since I have no idea how to find Vihann, he needs to connect with me and share where he is. I cast aside any negative thoughts that this won’t work and focus on what I do know about Javen’s father.
In my mind, I picture his face, much like Javen’s, with dark skin and hair. Vihann saved my father from the explosion on the Pathfinder, so I imagine his heart must be good. He’s willing to serve others as a leader, just like Javen. But he also makes mistakes—just like Javen. Vihann didn’t tell me that he had lost Dad when they transported from the ship, but maybe he thought the pain would be too much. He didn’t know Dad was alive. I also thought he was wrong not to join with Wirrin in standing up to Hammond, but then his worst fears came true. Just as the Alku had been in the past, Wirrin’s followers were influenced by the Starfire’s power, and they became aggressive like their ancestors.
The weight of all this information presses on my chest. Even so, I extend my thoughts to Vihann.
We need your help. Please guide me to you.
Instead of Vihann, a vision of a woman I don’t know enters my mind. As I lock onto her gaze, something about her pale skin and long, dark, ringlet-tipped hair feels familiar. Despite my confusion, I reach my hand toward her, and she offers a soft, sad smile in reply. She touches the tips of my fingers and her eyes swirl with cyan, but I’m not afraid. She cups the sides of my head and pulls my forehead to hers. When we touch, a burst of energy races through my body. I gasp and my eyes open to the Starfire field in front of me.
I know what I must do.
“And you’re sure this will take us to Paxon,” Simmons asks.
Max, Dad, the other three Senate members, and I stand at the edge of the Starfire field.
I straighten. “I am.”
And I do know. I trust the strange woman and the instructions she gave. I’m sure I’ve met her before. I’m just not sure where.
“This Starfire field links to another near Vihann’s village,” I say. “The coordinates I gave my father should open next to their field, and the energy will mask our presence. Best not alarm the peaceful Alku to how so many humans are suddenly on Paxon.”
“It will also be wise to let Vihann know we’re planning to open a portal to Earth from the Intersection,” Max says. “I’ve been around many leaders in the last two years. If you don’t build trust, then you have nothing.”
Max keeps his distance from me but offers up a tiny smile. His words sink in my chest. Max is still here, loyal as always. But I broke his trust, and we both know it.
“It’s worth a shot,” Gray says. “I’ve seen more than my share of just as unlikely events these past few days. Why should this be any different?”
“And Mr. Norton is right,” Simmons says. “There are situations where a measure of trust will get you farther than you expect.”
“The portal coordinates are set,” Dad says.
Guilt weighs on me, and I shift closer to Max. “I’m sorry,” I whisper.
“Sorry for what?” he asks.
I pinch my lips together for a second. “You know what.”
A muscle pulses in his jaw. “It was stupid of me to tell you how much I liked you.”
“I like you too.” I step closer to him, but he backs away from me.
“But not that way. I get it. You have feelings for Javen. I don’t know why after what he’s done. But whatever. It’s okay.” Max focuses on the shimmering portal as it materializes and ignores my pleading look. After a few agonizing heartbeats, he takes a step toward the group.
I open my mouth to tell him it’s not okay . . . because it’s not. I was wrong to kiss Max if I hadn't figured out my feelings for Javen. I was selfish and never should have treated a friend that way. And he’s right—Javen tried to kill my dad. But I know it’s not Javen’s fault. I close my mouth, knowing nothing I say will take my and Max’s kiss back.
Dad waves me toward the portal after the Senate and Max have already stepped through. “You ready?”
I grin at him, pushing down my regret for a later time. “Team Foster.”
Despite the gravity of our situation, Dad’s eyes light with hope. “Always.”
I hold my breath, clasp his hand, and then step through the portal with him.
The scene on the other side is much the same. A Starfire field stretches out before us, just as the Alku woman in my vision said it would. Paxon’s sky is more cyan than that of Arcadia, but everything else about the landscape is similar. The mirrored copy of the Tahm range sits to the west, and my instructions indicate that Vihann’s village is about a ten-minute walk east.
“This way.” I gesture with my head and lead everyone away from the field. “Vihann knows Dad and me. So, I think I should head into the village and the rest of you should wait outside of the town with Dad, in case something goes wrong.”
“Cassi,” Dad protests. “We should all stay together.”
“I’m confident he’ll accept me and listen,” I reply. “These Alku are not aggressive because they haven’t been exposed to the Mother Starfire. But I don’t want to spook them. I’ll explain who you all are and then you can come down. Everything will be okay.”
Dad reluctantly agrees, and we walk the rest of the way in silence. I would have expected the Senate members to protest more, but maybe the situation frightens them too much.
Over a small hill, Vihann’s village spreads into view. The town looks much like Irilee, and honestly, if I didn’t know it was a different place . . . Though something about this village is familiar. I gnaw the inside of my lip. No, I’ve never been here before, even if my gut believes I have.
“Good luck,” Senator Ward says as I make my way down the hill.
It will be okay, it will be okay, I repeat to myself, though my roiling stomach begs to differ. I tuck my arms across my chest and enter the town. The first person to see me is an Alku woman with a child in tow. Her eyes widen, and she pulls her son close to her side.
I clear my throat. “I need to speak with Vihann.”
The young woman points down the center road of the village, lined by Alku dwellings.
“Thank you.” I bow my head slightly to show that I’m no threat to her or her child.
As I walk down the road, I pass several other Alku, their faces void of expression save the slight flare of their eyes. I look around at the organic structures, and a heaviness in my gut tells me once again that I’ve been here before. But I haven't—
A pulsing headache coils around my temples. I grimace against the pain as the woman with the pale face and long, dark hair flashes into my vision.
“Not far now,” she says.
I suck in a sharp breath and then she’s gone.
The headache fades and I blink. Ahead of me is a small, single dwelling. One I’m positive is Vihann’s. But how would I know?
When I arrive at the door, it’s cracked open. “Vihann?”
“Hello, Cassiopeia. Welcome to Azmar,” a deep voice says from inside.
My breath trembles as I open the door wider. And then I see him. Javen’s father. Sitting on a rustic wooden chair next to a dining table.
He gestures to an empty chair across from him. “I've been waiting for you.”
My heart quivers. Our plan for the Alku to not be able to sense our presence must have failed. My thoughts immediately shift to Dad and the others waiting on the hill.
“You sensed me here?” I ask.
Vihann shakes his head. “Visions. They told me you would arrive soon.”
I study his soft eyes. So much about Vihann reminds me of Javen. An ache for the boy I care for pangs in my chest.
“We . . . we need to speak with you.” I choke out the words.
Vihann glances around the room and then to the still-open door, an eyebrow raised. “We?”
“My dad and a few others are waiting on the hill over the village.”
A gentle smile curls at the corner of Vihann’s lips. “I am relieved that your father is alive. I feared the worst for him. He and your mother were a light of hope to us. They’re the reason we even agreed to open ourselves up to humans.” He smile dips into a frown. “But the choice has not turned out to be positive for the Alku.”
At the mention of Mom, my hands shake, and I smooth my palms over my pants. Does Vihann know Mom was half-Alku?
“I think our alliance still could turn out positive,” I say. “Everything is terrible now, but neither of us has much to lose by helping each other at this point.”
I tell him what I had to do to contain Javen. The whole story makes my stomach roil.
“You did what you had to do to try to save my son.” Vihann places both of his hands on the tabletop and folds them together. “The Alku have everything to lose. You’ve seen for yourself what has happened to Javen and Wirrin. This is a tiny glimpse of what my people used to be. And now that we have been exposed to technologies that could take my kind all over the universe, the Alku would have the capability to destroy many civilizations with the help of the Starfire.”
I lean back in my seat. “More civilizations?”
“Of course, Cassiopeia. Even after meeting the Alku, you’ve never considered there could be more populated planets?”
When training on terraforming with Dad, I often thought about other potential planets to inhabit. But I never spent much time thinking about intelligent alien life on those planets. “It’s a lot to take in,” I finally answer.
“And now you know how I feel,” Vihann says, sighing. “I would rather let our people die than to allow our legacy to become one of violence and greed. We had our chance, and we failed.”
“Javen and Wirrin are already changed. And the Starfire from within the Intersection has been let loose. If you do nothing at this point, the outcome would be only violence.”
Sadness pulls at his face farther before he draws out two words: “I know.” Two words that match the despair swimming in his eyes.
I place my hand on top of his.
The moment we touch, Vihann’s gaze snaps to mine. “Your Starfire bond with Javen has been broken.”
“Yes,” I admit.
“But even without the connection, your attachment persists,” he whispers.
“Yes,” I repeat. “I once doubted that our connection was real. But now our bond is gone, my feelings for him have grown. Our bond has a purpose, and that purpose is bigger than us.”
Vihann furrows his brows.
“We can set all of this right,” I say. “Or we’ll die trying.”




Chapter 8
“Bring your father and the rest of your people to me,” Vihann says.
My heart skips in my chest, and I lean over the table toward him. “Does this mean you’ll help?”
“It means I would like to see your father alive again, and I am willing to talk.”
My excitement flatlines. Still, his answer isn’t a no. That’s something. I push away from the table and the chair’s legs groan against the compacted dirt floor.
“I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I say and then race out the door, through the town, and up the hill.
Dad, Max, and the Senate members still wait where I left them.
“What did he say?” Dad asks.
“He’s willing to speak with you,” I say through panting breaths.
Simmons steps toward the path I took. “Then there’s no time to waste.”
Everyone agrees, and we make our way down to the village. More Alku appear than before and watch us travel toward Vihann’s. I point Dad toward the dwelling ahead and then trail behind the group slightly, watching each of the Alku faces. A small child steps forward, a long, single white braid draped over her left shoulder and eyes swirling with cyan. Warmth fills me when she approaches. A soft smile tugs at the corners of her lips until a man, who may be her father, pulls her away. I watch for a few seconds as they disappear inside a dwelling and then swing my attention back to my group, who are already nearing Vihann’s home.
Max looks back and waves me forward, and I jog toward him.
“What are you doing?” he asks.
“I got distracted,” I say.
Max gazes around. “This place is pretty amazing. I see your draw to the Alku.”
I start to speak, but Max clears his throat and rushes through Vihann’s door behind the others.
Inside, Vihann greets Dad with a handshake. Javen’s father still has an air of worry about him, but his warm smile is all for Dad.
I hang in the doorway as Dad initiates all the introductions. Vihann invites everyone to sit around the table. An Alku woman with white waist-length hair and pale skin slips around me from behind. She’s on the Alku Council. I remember her from the first time I met Vihann. She takes the final seat at the table.
“Thank you for your willingness to meet us, Vihann,” Dad says. “I know this is a difficult time for you and your people.”
The woman nods. “This is a difficult time for all.”
Shuffling near the door draws my attention. A pair of eyes, belonging to the girl I saw on the street, peek around the door’s edge. When she sees me, she zips out of sight.
I turn back to the others. But something tugs at my mind, telling me I need to talk to her. I catch Max’s attention and mouth that I’ll be right back. Max raises an eyebrow but nods and returns to the group’s conversation.
I slip out the door and spot the girl running around the corner of Vihann’s dwelling.
“Stop,” I call out in a breathy tone, trying to keep my voice like a whisper. But the child doesn’t stop. I round the corner as she ducks behind a cluster of bushes.
My heart sinks into my stomach. I don’t want to scare the kid. I glance around to check if anyone is searching for her, but there’s no one other than her and me. Most of the Alku who were on the road a few moments ago have either returned to their homes or left.
I walk to the bush and peer into the child’s now-brown eyes.
“What’s your name?” I whisper as I kneel to her level. She must be around eight. Being an only child, I didn’t hang out around a lot of younger kids, but occasionally I would do a little babysitting to earn extra funds. One of the kids I sat for was about her size, and he was eight.
“Laina.” She darts her eyes around and then grabs my hand.
The second her fingers interlace with mine, my vision fills with cyan. I gasp as the color clears.
“You know you are the one,” she says in a flat tone.
I gape at her. “The one?”
She tightens her grip on my hand. “Yes. Follow me.”
Before I have the chance to agree or disagree, she pulls me around the rear of Vihann’s dwelling to a forest situated a hundred feet away or so.
“I . . . I really need to get back, or people may come looking for me,” I say. “I can’t leave the meeting!” But Laina pays no attention to my protests and continues tugging me into the trees. “Where are you taking me?”
“To see Zarah. It’s time for you to remember.”
As soon as the words leave Laina’s mouth, my mind flashes with a series of images. A young and devastated Vihann, a baby in the arms of a woman, and another woman, the same one who led me to Vihann’s home, with dark hair and swirling eyes who reached for my forehead.
My lungs heave in shock as my eyes shoot open. I didn’t even realize they had closed. The forest has changed. The trees and undergrowth are thicker, and only a few feet away from where I now stand is a small cottage. Laina pulls at my hand once again.
“Inside,” she says.
My mind races with what I’ve just seen. I remember this woman. Her name is Zarah, and she’s Javen’s mother. She died. No, I thought she might have died, but I have no proof. But she was sick after giving birth to Javen . . .
I gnaw the inside of my lip as the memory settles fresh in my mind. The Starfire had shown me the time following Javen’s birth, and then somehow Zarah—or the crystal—made me forget.
I wriggle my fingers free from Laina’s. “What’s going on?”
“Last night Zarah told me to bring you here when you arrived in the village.”
I tilt my head. “But how could anyone know I was coming?”
“The Starfire told her.” Laina grabs my hand again and tugs. The hinges creaks as she pushes the door open.
“Shouldn’t you knock?” I ask.
“She won’t answer.” The girl steps in and I follow her.
“How do you kn—” But then I see why. Inside is a single room, and on the floor is Zarah. She’s laid out on a pillow-like bed, facing up. Her eyelids are closed and she looks peaceful, but I know something is wrong.
“Is she asleep?” I ask.
“Zarah is always asleep.” Laina releases me and closes the door behind us. “We mustn’t take long. Her nurse will be coming to check on her soon.”
My brows pull together. “Has Zarah been asleep for a long time?”
“Eighteen years.” She shrugs. “But I haven’t been alive that long.”
I kneel at Zarah’s side and touch her smooth, silky hair. If she’s been asleep for eighteen years, then someone takes excellent care of her. There’s not a snarl in sight among the strands. “How do you know she wanted to see me?”
“Zarah visits my dreams. My parents don’t believe me, so I stopped talking about it with them.”
Laina plops next to me and sits, legs crossed while leaning her elbows into her knees and cradling her head in her palms.
“How does she eat?” I mutter.
“The Starfire takes care of everything for her.”
I sit back on my heels. “But why doesn’t the power heal her?”
The girl shrugs. “Never told me. Maybe she doesn’t know either. The Starfire has its own mind.”
I glance at Zarah. Now that’s a fact I know is true. The Starfire does have a mind of its own.
“You’ll need to take her hand. It’ll be the easiest way for her to communicate with you.”
A shiver runs down my spine, and I don’t make a move.
Laina peers up at me as though her instruction is the most natural thing in the world to do.
“What if I don’t want to?”
“But you have to,” Laina pleads.
A tingling in my gut whispers that she’s right. But it still doesn’t mean I want to listen to her—or my gut. She’s eight . . . or whatever. What does she know?
“How old are you?” I ask.
Laina pinches her lips together. “Old enough—and you’re stalling.”
“Maybe you’re trying to trick me or something.”
She lets out an exasperated sigh and grabs my hand. Then she places it into Zarah’s.
My instinct is to pull away from this woman since the Starfire obviously did something to damage her. But once I touch her skin, every apprehension falls away. This is Javen’s mother, the woman who should have raised him but couldn’t. He never mentions her, and there must be so much pain in his heart to have not shared her with me.
My head lightens, and the room suddenly spins, my body lost in the carousel. I release a silent scream as I stop at the edge of a cliff. The world is cyan again, like in the Intersection, and I twist my head around to see where I am. I’ve been here—with Javen. No. My lips press into a line. This is the place from my dreams after the explosion on the Pathfinder, after Javen saved me. He was never really here. All I experienced was in my head. At least, I think it was.
Gingerly, I back away from the cliff’s edge. This time, I have a body, but I have no idea if what I’m experiencing is real or not. I don’t want to take any chances.
“Cassiopeia,” a raspy female voice says from behind.
I nearly jump out my skin but turn to see who the voice belongs to. A beautiful, willowy woman stands no more than ten feet away. A slight breeze lifts a few wisps of her dark hair into the wind.
Zarah.
“Did you bring me here?” I ask.
Zarah’s lips curl into a soft smile. “This is where my mind lives. So, I suppose I did.”
“What happened? Why are you this way?”
Zarah steps toward me and takes my hands. I suck in a soft breath as Starfire energy flows from her body to mine. Her eyes shift into a glowing swirl. “Cassiopeia, I am the Protector of the Intersection.”




Chapter 9
Istare wide-eyed at Zarah, my lips parted. “The Protector of the Intersection?” I glance at the rocks and trees around us. I thought this was only the place of dreams. But with the heavy cyan color, the landscape does appear very much like the middle dimension. Are we in the Intersection now? Is that where I met Javen in my dreams after he saved me from the explosion?
“But your body is on Paxon,” I say.
Zarah chuckles, her delicate features becoming even more beautiful when tiny lines form around her eyes. “Yes, the entire situation is quite inconvenient.”
Shuffling my feet, I peer down to the ground. The muscles in my stomach tighten with apprehension, but I might as well be honest with as much as I know.
“My grandfather was the Protector,” I mumble. “He . . . he came to Earth and left the Intersection unguarded.”
Zarah lifts her hand and places her fingers over my heart. Starfire energy surges through my body. My knees nearly buckle, but I will myself to stand.
“And the Starfire is in you now,” Zarah says. Wisps of light encircle us, twisting and chasing each other.
My legs strengthen again, and I gaze into her swirling irises. Through a shaky breath, I force the word out. “Yes.”
Zarah lowers her hand to her side, and the lights vanish. “Walk with me.”
Silently, I obey. We move farther away from the cliff, down a rocky mountainside path.
“We’re not truly within the Intersection. This is only a version of it from my and now your mind. Because of that, we can go anywhere at any time. Shall we transport to a new location?”
I shrug, and then Zarah closes her eyelids.
When she does, the Starfire shifts in my body again like an electric pulse. I blink, and we’re in a new place. A massive lake ripples before us, sparkling in the sun. I gaze around in wonder. If back on Earth, this would be a place people would visit on the weekends with their families. I can nearly smell the aroma of barbecue and hear the sounds of children laughing and splashing in the shallow waters. Zarah grazes my upper arm with the tips of her fingers and steps out onto the narrow beach.
“I love this place. So peaceful,” she says under her breath. “Many times, I’ve come here to think about my family and life on Paxon—how it should have been.”
I step onto the soft, cool sand and watch as the waves lap against the shore. We just stand there, absorbing the landscape for . . . Well, I don’t know how long. But as we meditate, the war on Arcadia and the Alku’s change in behavior seems to disappear, leaving me lighter, if only for a short time.
“I know everything that happened with your grandfather, Kieran,” Zarah finally says.
“How?”
She sighs. “When he died and the Starfire released from him, the energy had to search for a new host. Kieran lived in the Intersection for a very long time—longer than any of the others. He performed his duty well, but in the end, he became too lonely. He had been there too long. When the Starfire attempted to inhabit me, I received his memories and the memories from the previous Protectors.”
“How long was he here?”
“Hundreds of years, maybe more. But the memories are jumbled, and I don’t think your grandfather even knew how long.”
A wave of panic moves through me. How could he not go insane? Centuries by himself?
I face her. “Something went wrong when the transfer came to you.”
The corners of Zarah’s lips droop and she twists a few strands of her dark hair with her fingers. “Yes. It could have been from the distance between Earth and Paxon, or even because he abandoned his duty.” She releases her hair. “Honestly, I don’t have the answers. The transfer simply did not go smoothly.”
Vihann and infant Javen crystalizes in the front of my mind. “And the transfer happened as Javen was born?”
Zarah’s shoulders relax and her lips tilt up into a soft smile again. “Yes . . . Javen. His birth is another reason the transfer may not have completed properly.”
“Do you know what should have happened?”
“I’ve only been able to gather the information from the prior Protectors’ memories. From their knowledge, I’ve gathered this: when the Starfire took hold of my body, I believe I was to be transported into the Intersection physically. I would have lived my life out in that dimension. But with all the other complications I mentioned, plus giving birth, I must have fought the Starfire. I ended up in an in-between, with my mind and body in two separate places.”
“Stuck,” I say. “Never being able to fully participate in either life.”
“Yes,” Zarah says.
“Why didn’t the Starfire choose another when the transfer didn’t work?”
“Because the next candidate was not available.” She moves closer and pulls me into an embrace. I don’t resist. In fact, I crave the motherly connection.
Warmth fills me, and a flutter of memories of Javen fill my mind. Of my time with him. Of our connection. Feelings mostly, but also a few of his memories I’ve experienced through the Starfire. Like the time he first learned how to use the Starfire to transport. My chest tightens as I watch his nine-year-old self attempt to focus his mind and connect to the Starfire powers unsuccessfully. But when it finally worked, I see the pride in both Vihann and Javen’s eyes. I can’t contain the smile on my face. It’s as if I were really there.
I freely share everything I know with his mother. She’s missed so much.
Zarah gently pulls from me, and tears moisten her cheeks. “Your connection with my son is strong—from deep inside you.”
Tears sting the corners of my eyes and I look up to the cyan sky to force them away. “I’m sorry if experiencing that connection hurts you.”
She blots at the tears. “No, not at all. I’ve accepted my life here and what I was supposed to do as the Protector. I am willing to be a sacrifice for my people. But it’s good to know you care about him so much. Great love is one of the experiences a mother wishes for her child.”
My heart aches for her. To be so prepared to give up everything you love? I can’t imagine it. “Do you know much about Javen? About his life?”
“I have received visions, so I have seen him grow. But visions are not the same as actually being there with him.”
My stomach twists. “Then you are aware of his situation now?”
Sadness clouds Zarah’s eyes and she glances away. “Yes. I believe a weakness—a vulnerability in my people—is the Intersection’s cry for a Protector.” She looks back to me and holds my gaze. “But they’re your people, too.”
The lake’s waves kick up with the breeze right as a fish jumps from the water. The creature twists its body in the air and then returns to its watery home with a splash. This place is so much like Earth, and so entirely not.
I return my attention to Zarah. “I am Alku. At least part Alku.”
“And that is why you are here. The Starfire called for you.”
A heaviness settles on me. “My mother made sure of it. I have her journal that chronicles her work to travel to Arcadia. But she couldn’t join us.”
Zarah tips her head in confusion.
“Mom had visions too, and they showed her that she would die before our journey. She passed away in an accident a year before we came.” I hang my head as the words continue to burn in my throat. This time, I allow the tears to come. What does it matter if I show my emotions in front of Zarah? They’re part of who I am, and I’m proud of my mom for completing her own task in this journey, even though she knew we wouldn’t be here together as a family.
Zarah’s eyes are full of compassion. “Your mother was a brave woman.”
“Just like you. Your son is brave, too.”
“Javen is a good match for you,” she says. “He has a good heart like his father, and I have seen yours. Kieran made a mistake by leaving his post in the Intersection, but he was a good man, too. I have seen him in my memories. No one is perfect, and one person can’t be expected to bear such a burden for so long. We just need to repair the damage that has been done.”
“And how do we do that?” I ask. “Can I help your body to rejoin with your mind again? Then you can fulfill your duty.”
A sad smile softens Zarah’s lips. “That is not what the Starfire has shown me.”
My stomach drops. “Then what can we do? We need to set things right again. Javen and many of your people’s minds have been trapped—changed by the Mother Starfire.”
“And if they continue to be trapped, I believe it will be the end of both of our worlds.”
Zarah turns and begins walking down the beach along the edge of the lake’s shore, allowing the water to cover her bare feet. As if she’s trying to avoid telling me something.
I race to catch up to her.
“Then what do we do?” I ask when I reach her.
Her face is relaxed, her eyes glassy. “I have had a vision, but I have not seen how the story ends.”
My stomach roils with her cryptic words. “Tell me! Please!”
Her gaze clears and locks onto mine. “I must transfer the duty to you. The Starfire has shown me how.”
I drop my hand from Zarah’s arm. “What are you talking about?” My chest tightens. “I can’t be the One Pure Soul. I can’t do this—be alone in the Intersection forever! You must be wrong.”
“This is not my choice,” she whispers. “Despite wanting my life with my husband and son back, I told you I would do my duty if I could. But that is not the Starfire’s wish. The only way I know how to set the problem right is by transferring the responsibility to you. This is what the visions have told me.”
“Well, the visions are wrong!” I yell.
Lowering her voice, Zarah asks, “Were your mother’s visions wrong?”
My breath comes in short pants. “I wanted them to be wrong because she died in the end.” My knees weaken, and I fall onto the soft sand and cover my face with my hands as I sob, “Don’t make me do this. I want to have a normal life—I want Javen to be better and to go back to him.” Heavy tears flow down my face as I continue to sob.
Zarah lowers herself next to me and drapes an arm around my shoulder. I want to pull from her and run away, but where would I go? This entire place is in our minds, and she could follow me anywhere if she wanted to. So instead, I allow Javen’s mother to calm me as if she were my own.
Finally, I raise my head and focus on the lake. The sun casts a glare on the rippling water. As the rhythm soothes my soul, the image breaks apart and comes together again in a seemingly unending pattern.
“I will not make you, Cassi,” Zarah says. “The Starfire showed me that I cannot. If the crystals wanted to take you, they would, as they tried to take me. But they won’t. My visions have told me that you must choose this path of your own free will. This is very different than any of the Protectors, except the first. He chose to take and hide the Mother Starfire to save our people. The rest had little choice but to accept their duty.”
“Except my grandfather,” I say.
“Yes,” Zarah says. “I think by you choosing to become a Protector, the path will become straight.”
Overhead, a flock of white birds with long wings travel across the sky in formation. The leader pivots and the rest follow, nearly changing direction entirely. The rustling of their wings sounds in my ears and vibrates against my chest. I take in a slow breath through my mouth and then let it out through my nose.
Why am I so selfish to believe that my life is any more important than another individual or a group of people? I want to be with Javen. I want to see my dad and friends again. But maybe that isn’t what life is about. Perhaps life is about sacrifice. I dig my fingers into the sand underneath me and rake my fingers through the grains.
Leaning into my apprehension, I dust off my palms and take Zarah’s soft hand. “I want to know more.”




Chapter 10
An electric jolt flows through every inch of my being. Flashes of both my life on Earth and here on Arcadia stream in my mind. My mom is there, Dad, Javen . . . everything I’ve ever experienced—happy and sad, wonderful and terrible—melding into one.
Then the strange memories of others come, too. The Protectors. But they're not truly memories . . . only feelings, concepts, ideas. The memories are like hundreds of galaxies’ worth of stars seeping into me and becoming a part of who I am. Five individuals hover in the corners of my mind, and strangely, I know nothing about them—and everything. Each of them, including my grandfather, passes on a rich legacy to me. One of power and strength but also the desire to use the Starfire for good and to protect the life-giving crystals from falling into the hands of evil.
But I don’t think I’ll be able to sort the experience out for a very long time, if ever. Now I understand Zarah wasn’t holding back the answers to my questions. She probably just couldn’t explain the process either. Words can’t explain this foggy yet clear state of selective omniscience.
Eventually, the intense electrical torrent slows to a thrumming rhythm in my body. I inhale deeply and open my eyes. The lake’s shimmering waters stretch before me. I’m sitting with my legs crossed, hands folded in my lap. I have no clue how I got in this position since I was standing when the experience began. Still, calm envelops me.
From the corner of my vision, I glimpse Zarah. The sun glistens off her dark hair as a tendril blows in the wind. She glances my way and smiles.
Wait. If the transfer worked, then . . .
“Why are we still here?” Sudden panic bleeds through the calm and flutters about in my stomach. What if I get separated from my body the way Zarah did—lost in two places forever?
Despite my obvious tension, Zarah’s demeanor is relaxed, almost fluid. “I’m not sure yet. But the transfer took . . . smoothly. I feel stronger already.”
I study Zarah, and something about her is different: her cheeks are full, and she stands taller. I focus on my own body, and the reality is I feel—lighter. Full of hope. My pulse slows once more, and I unclench my jaw.
“It may not be time for you to leave yet.” Zarah walks toward me across the fine sand.
“But you're coming too, right?”
“I don’t know the answer to that question either.” She offers me her hand. “The Starfire doesn’t reveal all information at once, if ever.”
Before now, I wouldn’t find Zarah’s words comforting, but I know what she means. Everything will turn out as it’s supposed to.
I take her hand and allow Zarah to pull me to my feet. A sudden feeling washes over me. “I won’t be staying in the Intersection. I have other duties to attend to on Arcadia,” I blurt out, relieved.
Zarah grins and places her palm over my heart again. She closes her eyelids and slowly reopens them. “See, you now have inside of you what will be needed.”
I feel her words are true, but I have zero clue how to control the power or stream of information. “Do you know the meaning behind what you just said?”
Zarah's lips stretch into a broad smile, and she lets out a chuckle. “No. I believe the Starfire is different for each Protector. You are mostly human, so everything about possessing the power will be different than it was for me or those before us. You say you will not be confined to the Intersection. That is new. The only thing we can do is listen to the truth inside us and see how this plays out.” Her face grows serious. “I do know this, though. Do not reveal you are the Protector to anyone.”
“Why?” I don’t want to keep the secret from Dad forever. I’m hiding enough from him—about who Mom was, who I am. He deserves to know something this important about his daughter.
She appears to think as I hold my breath in anticipation of her answer.
But instead of answering my question, she only says, “It’s time for you to go.”
My heart jumps into high gear again and my hands go clammy. “And you too, right? And why shouldn’t I tell anyone?”
Zarah reaches toward my forehead. “Hopefully, I’ll see you on the other side.” The tips of her fingers press to my skin, and I flinch. A bright cyan light envelops me, and then it's gone.
My eyes open to the meeting with Vihann, Dad, and the others. I absorb the fuller spectrum of color around me. Standing in the doorway, I quickly scan the room, searching for Laina. But she’s nowhere to be seen. The group is still heavily engaged in conversation and acting normally, as if I didn’t just appear out of nowhere. Or maybe they were so engrossed they just didn’t notice. I take a few steps farther into the rustic room and open my mouth to speak.
But instead of my words, a soft, familiar woman’s voice comes from outside. “Hello.”
I snap my mouth shut as Vihann glances up from the table, and his jaw drops open. Zarah stands in the doorway with the sun shining against her back. The illumination makes her look like an angel. It’s silly, but for a split second, that’s precisely what I think she might be.
Vihann is up and around me like a rocket and has Zarah wrapped tight in his arms before anyone can say anything or even ask who she is. Tears stream down both of their faces as Vihann eases from her and cradles her face while gazing deep into her eyes. Zarah gifts him a gentle smile and then whispers something in his ear.
“What’s going on?” Max asks, scratching his chin.
Mr. Simmons quietly mutters, “I have no idea.”
Vihann twists my way, his eyes wide. “You healed my wife?”
How he knows, I’m not sure. But according to Zarah, I can’t tell anyone that I’m the Protector. I choose my words carefully. “I . . . I think I did.”
“Her consciousness connected with mine, and then she set me free from my prison,” Zarah explains.
The words she says are right; she’s just leaving out the part of how she transferred the power as the Intersection’s Protector to me.
Wrinkles crease Dad’s forehead as his brows push together, a slight frown to the curve of his lips. “Maybe this would be a good time to take a recess.”
“Yes,” Ms. Gray says. “We’ve been at this for a few hours, and I’d love a break.”
A few hours? Dad would notice if I were gone for a few hours. What was I doing the entire time I was with Zarah?
“Yes, yes,” Vihann says, his eyes still wide and glossy with tears. “I need some time with my wife, to figure out what is going on.” He glances to the other Alku councilwoman. “Would you please ensure everyone is comfortable? And keep Zarah’s return private until I’m ready to make the announcement to the community.”
The other Alku bows her head slightly, and as soon as Vihann is satisfied, he drapes his arm around Zarah’s shoulders and pilots her out of sight.
Feeling less confident than I did before, I shuffle on my feet, gnawing the inside of my lip, catching Dad’s attention.
Gesturing to the Alku councilwoman, Dad says, “Go with her,” to the Senate members and Max. “Get something to eat and drink.”
The Senate members agree and make their way to the door. Max eyes me momentarily with a furrowed brow and then follows the group outside.
I peer out the door to make sure everyone is gone before facing Dad. “I know this might sound weird, but was I in here the entire meeting?”
Dad pinches his lips together before he speaks. “Um, you left for a moment at the beginning but then came back. You’ve been in here ever since.”
I run through the events in my mind. “After I came back, I didn’t transport at all?”
Dad shakes his head and gestures to an empty chair. “You sat right there and listened.”
My mind spins, and I clutch the chair next to me to catch myself from falling. Everything with Zarah was in a vision.
Dad grabs my arm. “Are you feeling okay?”
“Like Zarah said, I had some sort of summoning with her—” I glance back to the door. “And I think it affected me.”
Actually, I know the connection affected me. It’s how that I can’t make sense of yet. If I’m the Protector, why don’t I understand better? The dizziness in my head is quickly accompanied by the weight of guilt in my stomach. I’m keeping so many secrets from Dad.
His frown deepens. “You need some rest. We all do. Right now, we’re running on fumes, and there’s no way we’ll be able to continue like this.”
I don’t need as much sleep anymore thanks to the Starfire, but I am tired. “Maybe I just need air.”
A little crease forms between Dad’s eyebrows. “You need more than that, but it’s a start.” The corners of his lips turn up into a sad smile. He’s trying to keep it together for me—for everyone. But from the purple blotches under his eyes, he needs rest too.
“Same for you, Dad.”
He nods. “Then let’s catch up to the others.”
“Give me a few minutes. I need to think through a few things.”
The crease between his brows deepens. “Now, as your father . . .”
A soft smile plays across my lips. “I promise. I’ll get food to eat and then rest. I’ll catch up to you.”
Dad pulls me into a loose embrace before we head outside. But when he goes to the right, I take a left, around the dwelling and toward the house Zarah was in before she woke up. I step up to the entrance, but voices—belonging to Zarah and Vihann—come from inside.
What could she be telling him? Is the secret she wants me to keep one she’ll keep from Vihann, too?
I one-eighty and spot a small garden next to the cottage. It looks to be mostly for food as the plants are positioned in rows. But there are also several trellised vines, the same variety of vines that were growing across the buildings in the city of Primaro. The same white-flowered type that lit up as I passed by the night I snuck into the Capitol building.
I walk to the garden and sit on a large stone next to the vines. Several of the white flowers are still buds.
The night those flowers lit up in Primaro feels like a million years ago. That was the second time I had met Javen. My stomach twists with the loss of him. To distract myself, I graze my finger along the edge of a bud’s outer petal, and the flower splits open, revealing delicate petals. The bloom’s cyan glow is faint in the daylight. Several other buds unfurl and a slightly sweet aroma fills my nose.
“May I join you?” Max asks.
I glance away from the flowers and at him. “Of course.” Grateful to see him, I pat the stone, which is more than large enough for us both.
Max takes a seat and then hands me a snack that looks like beef jerky. “There’s more food back there, but this was the easiest thing to bring out here to you.”
I take it, tear off a bite and chew on the surprisingly tender meat. “Wonder what it is?”
Max shrugs. “They said the name, but I wasn’t familiar with the word.”
We sit in silence for several minutes as I eat my jerky. I use this time to arrange in my head what I want to say to Max. Regardless, I’m sure the words will all come out wrong though.
“Are we okay?”
Max squints, as if thinking, when I don’t clarify. Then his eyes widen with recognition.
“Oh. Um . . . Right now, I think it’s best for us to just focus on staying alive.” Max’s voice comes out softly as he watches the toe of his boot make circles in the dirt.
“You know, you’re still my best friend.”
Max studies me, his lips pressed in a thin line, eyes still not willing to meet mine. “We should go get something else to eat and a few hours of sleep.”




Chapter 11
Asliver of golden sunlight peaks over the horizon as I sit alone on the hillside overlooking Azmar. I hold my hand over my eyes to block the glare. Beside me, the rays hit several droplets of morning dew that are about to drip from a blue long-stemmed flower.
Despite the prior darkness, Azmar has been bustling for hours. Beda was right when she said the Alku don’t need as much sleep as humans. A brief smile takes over my lips as I think of her cranky nature. But the smile disappears as quickly as it formed. She’s now among the aggressive Alku. I was just getting to know her when our possible friendship was ripped away.
I inhale deeply the earthy dampness. Normally this scent comforts me. But not even nature can suppress the sadness welling inside of me this morning. Longing to return to Javen’s side in the Intersection flutters wildly in my belly, the wispy, persistent feeling growing more uncomfortable with every minute. But I also dread the moment I learn if there’s even anything I can do for him once I get there. What if there’s not and I lose him forever?
Restless, I stand, dust off my pants, and then start down the hill to see if Dad or Max is up yet. Unlike me, they’re completely human, so they need more sleep. After what we’ve been through, I wouldn’t be surprised if they were still completely out.
As I watch my step down the winding path, I think about how I could probably transport anywhere I want to go. The Starfire is inside me, so I have no need to recharge like the Alku do by using the Paxon crystals. But I want to be careful with that ability. There’s the risk I could end up in a dangerous place or collide with a person or animal. Maybe as I have the inner Starfire longer, I’ll get used to the power and take advantage of the energy’s abilities. But for now, I would like to hang onto a bit more of my humanity. Being the Protector, who knows how long I’ll have that luxury.
I hurry through the center of Azmar without speaking to any of the Alku. Along the way, I catch a few glancing at me, but no one approaches. I could be wrong, but I don’t think they want to talk, and I don’t want to force the issue, either. As I near Vihann’s home, Laina appears from around a corner and her lips quirk into a smile. I quietly suck in a breath at the sight of her.
Was my meeting with her yesterday real or all part of a vision?
“Laina,” a woman’s voice calls out before I can ask. The little girl twists toward the Alku woman now walking out of her dwelling. “Please come in,” the woman says, not even sparing me a glance.
Laina swings her attention to me for a brief second, bows her head, and then races off toward the woman—probably her mother.
An exasperated sigh escapes my lips. I guess I’ll have to ask another time. I return my attention to my destination, and without any other distractions, I arrive back at our borrowed dwelling and push open the wooden door. In the living area is the familiar pillow-like bed I slept on for a few hours last night. I gave Dad the room in the rear, figuring it would be easier for me to leave if I couldn't sleep long, and I was right.
After passing the kitchen, I make my way down the short hall to Dad’s room. I raise my fist to knock, but before I make contact, the door flies open and I nearly jump out of my skin.
“Cassi!” Dad says, his voice full of surprise.
I step back. “I thought you’d still be asleep.”
Dad runs a hand through his hair. “Simmons and I agreed on an early start. I’ll have plenty of time for rest when this is all over.”
Not exactly ready to take on the day, I shove my fingers into my pockets. “So, everyone should be up?”
Dad nods. “We’re going to eat breakfast and then have a quick meeting with Vihann. Then we must head back to the Intersection.”
“And Vihann is on board with our plans?”
“He wanted the night to make his decision, but everything looked positive yesterday.” Dad gestures to the living area. “We don’t have to stay here, you know.”
I chuckle and rub my forehead.
Dad eyes the bed on the floor. “You sure you were fine sleeping out here?”
“It wasn’t a problem.” I scan the rustic room. “It’s not like the accommodations here are like what we’re used to on Earth.”
We exit the dwelling to find all four Senate members and Max already waiting for us outside.
Senator Simmons holds his hand out to Dad and they shake.
I peer at Max under my lashes, wanting to ensure he’s okay. But he’s deep in conversation with Senator Gray. From the few words I pick up, it’s about his father and Galaxis. I know if we get the portal to Earth to work, Kole Harris is probably one of the first people we’ll see. There’s no way I’m going to interrupt Max, since I’m sure the conversation is important.
I follow Dad and Simmons to Vihann’s dwelling. As we arrive, the front door opens and Zarah welcomes us inside. When she sees me, she waves me forward with a smile. Gulping down the lump in my throat, I comply.
“Hello, Zarah,” I say as I begin to pass her by.
“I need to see you alone before you go,” she says in a hushed tone.
Like yesterday, the Alku Council and Vihann are already inside and ready to begin our meeting. But this time, the table is loaded with food—far more than what is needed for our group. Bowls of cooked vegetables, assorted raw fruits in almost every color, and plates of sliced meats. My stomach lets out a growl the moment I find a seat. A flush creeps up my face. But no one is looking at me, so apparently the sound wasn’t that loud.
As I survey the table, I grab a spoon from the nearest veggie bowl and load on a helping of this dish first. It looks almost like the meal Beda made for me at her home, and that was delicious. Without further thought, I grasp the handle and plunge it into the concoction.
“Before we begin,” Vihann says as Zarah comes to his side and wraps her arm around his waist, “I wanted us to share a meal together. Because that is what friends and allies do.”
Zarah turns her attention from Vihann to us. “This meal is in honor of Cassi.”
My heart jumps as she says the unexpected words, and I drop the spoon. The metal clatters against the side of the bowl. “Me?”
Zarah nods. “Cassi brought me back to life and is giving us all a second chance.” She grabs a cup from the table and raises it to me. Everyone else follows suit. Dad wears an expression that lies somewhere between pride and sadness as he lifts his cup. I can only imagine how he wishes that his wife could come back to him. My chest hurts, but I force a smile. I wish I could bring Mom back too.
“Thank you,” I manage to choke out. “This isn’t necessary, though.”
Zarah pulls out the seat beside me. “But my dear, it is.” She holds my gaze for a second and then returns her attention to the others. “Please. Find a chair and enjoy a meal prepared by our finest cooks.” Zarah eyes the food. “Believe me, I will.”
Everyone sits, and I wait for a cue that we can serve ourselves. I guess trying to dig in like I had was rude.
Zarah leans close to me. “Go ahead, if you are waiting.”
I waste no time, and into my bowl I spoon a large heap of vegetables—way more than I’ll probably eat—as well as a juicy slice of meat. We’ll start with that. I use a pounded metal fork and knife to slice with ease through the tender meat. This looks so good. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.
Inhaling the rich, spicy aroma, my mouth waters as I bring the bite to my lips. Once inside my mouth, the layered flavors explode on my tongue, and I chew the meat quickly, eager to enjoy the next bite.
I’m not sure if my love of Alku food has anything to do with my DNA or if they’re just amazing at preparing food. Could be both, I guess.
Despite all the previous stress and the stress to come, everyone seems to enjoy the feast and Azmar’s hospitality. I chew my second bite of meat and scoop up an overflowing spoonful of green vegetables.
“There’s more, so please do not hesitate,” Zarah says just before I place the bite in my mouth.
I pause but then decide to eat anyway. Ignoring my manners, I say with a mouthful, “Everything is delicious. And I’m so hungry!”
Zarah nods. “You will need strength for what is to come.”
A shiver moves down my spine and I stop chewing for a moment.
I finish my meal, trying a few other dishes on the table, each one at least as good if not better than the last.
Finally, Vihann stands and gestures to Zarah, who rises and walks to his side. “Thank you all for joining us,” he says. “We have made our final decision.”
Vihann takes Zarah’s hand before continuing. “My wife and I are greatly saddened with how the Mother Starfire has influenced our son and my brother to revert back to the ways of our ancestors.”
Tears well in his eyes, and he does nothing to stop them from falling.
“We cannot allow this to happen.” He straightens and meets the waiting gaze of each Alku at the table. “The Council and I have decided that, although we must proceed with caution, it is imperative that the damage be repaired. There is too much risk now that the Mother Starfire will be used for evil by either Alku or humans.”
Mumbles of agreement come from the group.
Vihann clears his throat. “My wife also reminded me that, despite my good intentions for not acting before now, I should have been better as the Luminary at listening to every concern of my people, not only the ones who fell in line with what I believed to be correct. If I would have done this, we may not have brought the discovery of the Mother Starfire upon our people. We could have contained Hammond’s Starfire mining earlier and more successfully. What I was trying to keep from coming to fruition happened anyway . . . and in a way that is far worse than I imagined possible.”
Zarah grips his hand more tightly and he squares himself, as if she’s now his anchor.
“But we can repair this,” she says. “Vihann, several Council members, and I will be following you into the Intersection.”
My heart shudders at her unexpected words.
“Will traveling to the Intersection be safe for you?” Dad asks the very question on the tip of my tongue.
“We understand the dangers,” Vihann answers. “But I stayed up all night going round and round with the Council. We explored every option, and entering the Intersection to prepare for Earth is the best one we could find. We need to be able to speak with your allies directly. Face-to-face is the only way to truly know a person. And if your father,” Vihann looks to Max, “and the others spoken of are willing to support us, we need to be able to look them in the eye.”
“But the Mother Starfire is very powerful, Vihann,” I say. “Will you be able to resist the energy?” My thoughts move to Javen, whose motives were pure, and he was still seduced by the crystals. I push the image of his angry face from my mind and try to focus on the good I know still resides in him.
Vihann looses a shaky breath. “We believe that Wirrin and Javen fell under the influence because they regenerated with the Mother Starfire. We will not do this and will only use the Starfire from Paxon. This means that we will need to limit using our abilities and should only as a last resort transport ourselves or use the power for protection.”
“And how much time will you need before you are ready to depart Azmar?” Simmons asks.
Vihann lifts his head high. “None. We are ready to make the journey as soon as this meeting is adjourned.”




Chapter 12
We step from the portal into a world of blue-green. The Alku silently scan the surroundings. I can almost feel their uncertainty. Part of me longs to connect by summoning to reassure each one, but to do so would be an invasion of privacy. They need to sort out their feelings about coming here, and I don’t want to intrude.
“The lab is only a short walk from here,” Dad says. “After that, we’ll meet with Morris and Sadler to discuss how the portal to Earth is coming along.”
“I want to see my son,” Zarah says in a clipped tone.
My attention shoots to her. I can understand her desire, but Javen is in a terrible state right now. “Are you sure that’s the best idea right away?”
Vihann steps forward. “Zarah and I both agree that it’s not. But we must go for our sakes. My wife needs to see him alive.”
I stand, locked in place. My vision hazes with images of Javen frozen in time on the battlefield, ready to kill me and anyone who got in his way. I don’t want his mother to see him like this. But I suppose this is how Javen saw Zarah all these years—a mother that was right there and yet out of reach a world away.
I glance to Dad and nod.
“I’ll take the rest of you to the lab while Cassi escorts Vihann and Zarah to Javen’s location.” He looks to Javen’s parents and warmly says, “When you’re done visiting your son, please join us. You can see some of the work we’ve been doing and let us know if you have any additional ideas on how the Starfire can be utilized safely.”
Max gives me a small smile. Good luck, he mouths.
I return his expression. “Thanks.”
“He’s this way,” I say to Zarah and Vihann. “And I hate to say this, but I think you should avoid touching him, just in case your Starfire wakes him.”
A small line forms between Zarah’s eyebrows. “Thank you,” she says, her voice breathy.
We silently make our way out of the field. It’s not too long before I spot the guard standing at attention in front of Javen’s hut. A lump rises in my throat. I try to swallow the emotion back, but it’s as if each time I try, the knot returns.
Zarah breaks into a sprint and passes me.
She passes the guard, who eyes me but allows her to pass. She then throws open the door and disappears inside.
As I enter, I find her kneeling before Javen with her hands to her eyes. A sob escapes her mouth, and the whole scene is the end of me.
Tears burst from my eyes, and I lower myself to her side. I place an arm around her shoulders, and the second I do, our minds connect. Her grief flows through my body and melts into mine. I clench my teeth and allow the emotions to consume me so I can take the pain from her. But instead of weakening and drowning me, the connection brings our minds to a place of balance. My body strangely calms.
Slowly I open my eyes to her. Vihann is at Zarah’s other side, taking in the state of his son.
“You are the key, Cassi,” Zarah whispers. “But you will need to discover the full power of the Starfire to heal us all.”
“How am I supposed to do that?” I ask. “I feel the Starfire inside of me, but it’s not telling me what to do.”
Vihann pulls his focus from his son to me. “It will.”
“How can you be so sure?” I ask.
Javen’s father stands. “You simply have to allow the crystals to do what they are supposed to do. Follow your heart, and the Starfire will lead you to what’s right.”
“Thank you for allowing us to see Javen.” Zarah releases a long breath. Her lips stretch into a weak smile. Then she takes Vihann’s hand and rises. “We will see you at the lab.”
“That’s it?” I ask.
“There’s nothing more I can do that will repair this,” she says, “other than getting to work. This is the best way I can help Javen and the others.”
I wish more than anything that I could fix the situation right now—for them. For me. Zarah steals one more glance at Javen, and then she and Vihann walk toward the lab and out of sight.
The Starfire stirs inside of me when I return my focus to Javen. He is still so beautiful. The way his dark hair curls on his forehead, the way the light touches his caramel skin. Even in stasis, the toned muscles of his chest press against his shirt. But it is the lyrical cadence of his voice and the wondrous love and kindness of his heart I miss most.
A few feet away from the door, the guard stands watch. That won’t do. “I need some time alone with Javen.”
“My orders are to stay here,” he says.
“I understand. But I’m the one who put Javen in this state. I’ll re-sedate him if something goes wrong.”
The guard doesn’t move.
I throw my hand to my hip and march through the doorway. “Look, I can pair my Connect with yours.” I tap the surface and bring up the pairing function. “If something goes wrong, I’ll alert you immediately.”
The guard tightens his jaw.
I feel a scowl line appear between my brows in reply. “Listen. My father and I are the ones who are going to get you home. If you want that to happen, I need you to do what I’m telling you.”
His eyes widen, and immediately, my stomach sinks with guilt. “Please?” I whisper as a last-ditch plea.
He relaxes slightly and then taps his Connect. He touches his device to mine, and the two vibrate for a second.
“You don’t have to go far. I just need some privacy,” I say.
The guard nods as he trudges off. I watch as he moves out of sight. Then, I step back inside the hut and shut the door. Crystals speckling the walls illuminate slightly, brightening the space. I sit next to Javen and cross my legs while studying his face.
I move from his closed eyes to his lips. Maybe I’m imagining it, but the anger has softened. There’s still tension in his mouth and jaw, but he appears much more peaceful than when I had last seen him.
A longing to caress each beautiful feature on his face moves through me. But I have no idea whether doing so is safe. Skin-on-skin contact could release him before it’s safe to do so.
Despite the still-present ache for him, the Starfire keeps my emotions in check, my mind clear. I let the thoughts and questions just be instead of focusing too strongly on any one of them.
As I do this, the cyan world fades and takes me to somewhere new. Gone are the grass and sky, and I find myself in stark grayish surroundings, save for a wispy cyan presence, almost like bits of smoke. I glance around, searching for whoever is with me, but there’s no one. At least, not anyone I can see.
“Hello?” My voice echoes slightly into the nothing, and the smoky wisps vibrate and dance with the sound.
No one answers. But an intensifying presence draws in closer to me. Fear grinds in my stomach. I know that someone or something is here.
“Please show yourself,” I plead.
The glowing wisps begin to vibrate and move around the space more quickly. I stand in awe as they zip around my body. The rush of air created by their motion blows at my hair like a gentle breeze. They continue to circle me as my nerves begin to calm. I close my eyes and focus on just breathing. Still, slight nervousness shudders in my chest as the air enters my lungs. My head grows light, and electricity fills my body. The force collapses me to the ground.
Everything goes dark.
My eyelids flick open. Across from me is a woman with cyan skin and long hair blowing in a breeze I can’t feel. No, not a woman . . . more like a ghost, since I can see right through her.
“Am I dead?” I ask. Being dead is the only thing that makes sense to me right now, if I’m seeing ghosts.
The woman’s lips curve into a sweet smile, and her form suddenly goes from transparent to solid. “No, you are not dead.”
I scoot away from the being a few inches. “Then what is this? And where did Javen go?” My stomach flutters wildly as the being fades to partial transparency again.
She tips her head to the side and squints for a moment as if in thought. “I’m frightening you. Why? You should be feeling calm right now.”
Calm? No, I don’t feel calm. I run shaking fingers through my hair. “Because I have no idea what you are. I’m just getting used to the idea of aliens being a real thing, and now this? People who are transparent?” My eyes round wider with growing fear. “Is that what you are? Another kind of alien?”
Several wisps of light come from nowhere and zip around her body. “In a way . . . but not exactly.” She pinches her lips together. “Maybe it is my form that is causing you so much difficulty.”
The light reverses from her and twists around my body. I gasp, but as soon as I do, the lights return to the woman. She raises her hand in the air, and her body transforms.
Instead of a woman, a tall, dark-haired man now stands before me. I step back, my eyes widening even further. But then I halt and tilt my head. I know who this is—my grandfather. The version I see in front of me is younger than the images I’ve seen. I would guess this man here is in his late forties to early fifties. Closer to Dad’s age. But it’s my grandfather . . . I know it. His face is kind and gentle, but all of that could be a trick. Something to make me feel safe and trusting.
“Are you reading my mind? Pulling my memories?” The questions come out in a screech. I whip my head right and left, looking for a way to leave. But there’s nothing because we are nowhere.
“Please, calm down,” the man who looks like my grandfather says.
“Calm down?” I return my attention to him. “Do you know all the crazy things that have happened to me over the past few days?”
He doesn’t offer a reply.
“Well, we won’t even talk about how I thought that my dad was dead for the last month . . . because apparently he was just stuck in a third dimension on the planet. But how about finding out that I’m part alien? That’s pretty big. And then, on top of all that, the boy I love is frenzied with rage and may have killed people. And if that weren’t enough, I’ve now become some kind of ‘Protector’ of a super powerful crystal, one that could destroy whole races of people.” The last words puff out due to my lack of breath. I suck in quick pants like I’m suffocating. Maybe I am.
The being’s face droops with sadness. “I can see this is extremely difficult for you, and that is understandable.”
“You think?” I wrap my arms across my chest and squeeze smaller into myself. Maybe if I squeeze tightly enough, I can disappear.
My legs shake, and I decide to sit on the ground. Then I gather my legs up to my chin and wrap my arms around my knees. But the tears stinging the back of my eyes don’t fall. So, I hide my face between my knees and my body and try to slow my breathing.
I stay there for a long time, and the man doesn’t speak or encourage me in any way to move. But even without glancing up, I sense him lowering himself to the ground and sitting only a few feet from me.
Eventually, I look up. “What are you?”
He smiles in a kind, grandfatherly sort of way. “I am the Starfire.”




Chapter 13
“What do you mean that you are the Starfire? The Starfire is a crystal.” I look my grandfather up and down—or the being who has taken on the shape of him. He’s dressed in a casual pair of tan slacks and a button-up shirt. “And you are not a crystal.”
He sighs, then regards me silently.
“Answer me!”
He twists his lips the slightest amount. Anticipation and anger bubble in my chest.
“The process is quite complicated, and I’ve not explained it in a very long time,” he says.
I stomp my foot. “I don’t care if it has been a very long time. Hundreds of thousands of lives—no, millions—are at stake here. An all-out war between two planets is about to begin, if it hasn’t already. If we’re going about this Starfire thing all wrong, I need to know, and now! I’m the Protector, and I need to do something about it.”
The Starfire being who looks like my grandfather lets out another long sigh. “You are so young . . .”
“You chose me!” I throw my hands into the air with a groan.
“You are right. I did choose you. But your age and inexperience? I would not choose unless it was absolutely necessary.”
At the being’s words, heat rakes up my neck. I am acting childish, but how is one supposed to act in this type of situation?
“You are obviously very agitated. This is not my intent.”
Several light wisps appear, racing through the air and circling my body. I want to yell at the being again, but as the smoky illuminations surround me, my tension dissolves.
I drop my hands to my side and breathe in deeply, allowing the calm to settle my pulse. My mind slows.
My grandfather waves his hand in the air, and two fluffy blue chairs appear. A whirlwind of memories enters my mind at the sight. As a child, I remember throwing myself into these very chairs at my grandmother’s house. I would munch on cookies she made and read stories for hours.
“Those are from my memory,” I whisper, the cookie’s flavor on my tongue.
“Not only yours but Kieran’s, your grandfather’s. He enjoyed many a day in those chairs talking with your grandmother about many wonderful topics.”
“What should I call you?” I ask.
The being smiles. “How about Kieran . . . since you would have never called your grandfather that.”
I nod and a thought comes to the forefront of my mind. “Did Grandma know who he was, that he was Alku?”
“No,” he says. “As far as Kieran knew, she never even suspected that he was anything other than human. The only person he ever revealed himself to was your mother. And as you know, that was only on his deathbed. He knew your grandmother was not ready for the information. She never was. So, he kept the secret until his last moments.”
Sadness seeps into my too-tight chest. Grandma died a few years back, and she had no idea her husband and daughter . . . and granddaughter were so different. But then I’m not sure she wanted to know. Emotions from grandfather's memories of her flood my mind. She was always happy just the way she was. At least, that’s how I saw her.
Grandma’s crinkly, round face and cherry-red hair, which she dyed until the end, vanish from my mind like one of those random light wisps still floating in the space around us.
Compelled by the memories, I walk to the chair and lower myself into the cushy seat. The give is exactly as I remember, and I lean back and close my eyes, grazing over the velvety fabric with my fingers. “Please tell me what you are. I think everyone I love depends on me knowing.”
I open my lids, and Kieran sits in the chair across from me, crossing one leg over the other. I’ve seen my real grandfather in a few video feeds, not that he was ever in many. The mannerisms and body language of this being are exactly like the real man’s.
“The Starfire was created thousands of years ago,” he says.
“Created?”
He steeples his two pointer fingers together in his lap. “The process was simple, involving minimal, specific functions, and the powers . . . so to speak . . . could be safely operated for those functions. The abilities were useful. But as time went on, new processes were experimented with. When the creators passed on, most Alku eventually forgot about us and we lay dormant.”
He thinks for a moment. “You humans have something similar that I’ve pulled from your memories and experiences.”
I cross my arms over my chest. I want to understand, but this thing already seems to know so much about me and can even pull memories from my mind. What if everything the Starfire says is a manipulation?
“My dear.” He leans forward, and his face softens with compassion. “You will need to trust me. You have very few options other than to do so. I am not manipulating you.”
“Are you reading my mind now?” I level a challenging gaze his way and don’t let go.
“We are connected, just as when you summon the Alku. It is the same principle. I will not harm you, and I will not take anything from you.”
My chest tightens as the nothing space around us suddenly becomes a copy of my grandparents’ house. A red brick fireplace appears to the chair’s left, and even a plate of grandma’s cookies rests to my side on a table. Something about the new environment and how I have connected to the Alku’s minds with no ill intent sets me at ease. I still know in my head the room is fake, and that this being could be tricking me. But this being could also be telling the truth. I don’t have a lot of viable choices here. And it’s better for me to find out some information that could be true than nothing at all.
Kieran gestures to the plate piled high with chocolate chip cookies. These were always my favorite. Mom liked her oatmeal raisin, but I never cared much for those. I pick up the oversized cookie and take a nibble. The flavors of butter, chocolate, and sugar tingle across taste buds, and I close my eyes as if the tastes were bites of heaven. There always was something about grandma’s cookies I could never quite replicate, even though we had the recipe.
The being chuckles. “The taste of foods you love is always better in your memory. And since these cookies were pulled directly from there, you are not going to get any better.”
“Grandma made a good cookie.” I scarf the first one down and eat a second nearly as fast. The treat tastes as good as the first, and I have a feeling that if I were to down the entire plate, they would each be just as good. I guess there really is an advantage to basically consuming a memory.
“Are you feeling more comfortable?” he asks.
“Probably as comfortable as I’m going to get.” I dust the crumbs from my hand and lick off a smear of chocolate from my pinky. But in doing so, I spot my mom’s ring on my finger, and the sight of it returns me to reality . . . whatever that is. Because I’m not so sure anymore.
“You were telling me that the Starfire is similar to something familiar to me.”
“Yes. You have something called artificial intelligence—”
I lean forward in surprise. “Like a bot? The Starfire is a bot?”
Kieran stops speaking and furrows his eyebrows a fraction in frustration. “As I said, you are so young . . .”
I pop my mouth closed and allow him to speak. But my mind is swirling with visions of Agrobots and the AI of my mom in Dad’s lab.
“For lack of a better explanation, the Starfire is actually a type of organic nanocomputer colony developed by the Alku’s far-distant ancestors. The crystals have similarities to the AI technology on your planet. Except, in addition to the computer aspect, those who created the Starfire also gave the tech an organic component. It works in symbiosis with certain beings.”
“Like the Alku . . . or maybe even humans.”
“Precisely. The technology was designed for the host’s protection. To be able to make them more effective in their community and improve the functions of their minds and bodies. The Starfire provided everything the hosts need. The energy in the crystals could make shelter, provide the host with nourishment. Improve everything about themselves and the lives around them.”
“But why did something go wrong with the Starfire? Like what happened to Javen and the others. They’re aggressive. And it’s making things worse. They’ve turned against their own and may be killing innocent people.”
Sadness blankets Kieran's face. “I am fully aware of this problem, and it must be repaired. In the time period when the Starfire lay dormant, the crystals were discovered and tinkered with by the Alku’s ancestors. The crystals morphed and began to grow and reproduce just like organic beings. The aggressive behavior is part of the Starfire’s function. The hostility was a predictable outcome of how the Alku used the crystals at the mine—predictable if one understands how the technology works.”
“What?” I shake my head in disbelief. And this thing is inside me? What if I do the wrong thing and go crazy? My stomach roils. “Then get this tech out of me. I don’t want anything to do with it!”
He steps toward me and extends his hand.
I yank away. “Don’t touch me!”
He recoils. “Please. Let me explain. The Starfire’s only intent is to see into its host and pull out their deepest desires. It has a streak of independent decision-making, one not governed by any kind of human conscience. This includes when entering a person’s body and altering their chemistry—sometimes for healing, sometimes for other things. And in this instance, the desire was to protect . . . to preserve the Alku. But your Javen and the others in his group had not been exposed to the crystal’s full power before they became overloaded. There was not the time for their bodies to adjust.”
“And what do you think is going to happen to me? I’ve never been exposed to any Starfire until a few weeks ago?” I grip the arms of the chair. “If you knew all of this before now, why didn’t you fix the problem a long time ago?”
He folds his hands and leans out over his knees. “The situation was under control with the Mother Starfire within the Intersection and out of reach from the Alku. Versions of the crystals on Paxon and Arcadia did not exhibit the same effect.”
“But you knew there was the possibility of Alku entering the Intersection somehow? So why not fix the issue instead of giving it a bandage?”
The being’s lips turn up into a small smile. “When you are calm, you are not as young as you appear. The reality is that we could not fix the problem until now.”
“Why?”
“Apparently we needed someone who was both human and Alku to repair the damage.”
I press into the back of my seat. “You needed me?”
“We needed you.”
“Then did you cause my Mom to have visions of bringing me to Arcadia?”
He smiles and stretches up from leaning on his knees. “We did. Once your grandfather died and his memories were returned to us to pass on, we became aware of her existence. Over time, we were able to summon with her and call your mother home.”
“Then why me and not her? Why couldn’t she come? She would still be alive.”
Kieran pauses and seems to think for a moment more. “Not all information we have is clear. We only knew your mother would not be the Protector and not ultimately come to Arcadia. But you would.”
Frustration brews in my core with his answers. Especially as his explanations only create more questions in me.
I sit quietly for a long time, trying to process all the information. And eventually my shoulders, scrunched up to my neck, relax a little. I don’t really know what I thought the powers were. I didn’t have that much time to think about it. Dad was able to replicate some of the crystals’ features to make the portal, but that was actually using the Starfire as a power source. But even Irene never mentioned anything like the Starfire acting like a computer program.
A glass of milk appears at my side. The action drags me from my thoughts, and I smile at the being.
“Sometimes delicious food can help physical beings think more clearly.”
I study the clear glass and the cold, white liquid inside. Condensation collects on the outside of the cup and I don’t hesitate, grabbing another cookie from the plate and gulping a hefty sip of milk. The creaminess coats my tongue and I let out a groan. I haven’t tasted something so good in a long time. And I may not again.
“So, the Starfire was never magic?” I ask.
“The Starfire is a version of an ancient computer system,” he says, “but still much like the ones you use today. The Alku’s ancestors were extremely advanced.”
I dunk my third cookie into the milk and allow the liquid to soak into the treat’s chewy goodness.
“Then why did you need a Protector?” I bite off the cookie’s softest part and then enjoy a quick swig of milk before speaking again. “Is what Wirrin told me true? That the original One Pure Soul gathered all the Starfire and brought the crystals into the Intersection to protect the Alku?”
“The lore is partially true. The original Protector did not want the Alku to forget the past, but he did not entirely want them to remember the truth either. He felt that if the Alku knew the whole truth, they might work harder to seek out the Mother Starfire.” The being leans forward and grabs a cookie from the plate. Then he sits back, munching on it.
I comb my mind for the memories from the original Protector. I know they’re there, but I can’t quite reach them.
“Why do I have memories from the Protectors, but I can’t access them when I want them?”
“These are delicious,” he says instead of answering my question, eyeing the cookie while turning it slightly. “I’ve experienced your memory of this dessert, but eating it now gives a much fuller experience.”
I lower my hand with the cookie still in it. My stomach tightens with his lack of straight answers. Especially as his words sound like he’s taunting me.
“You want to understand the memories,” he begins again. “I’m getting there. The memories are passed on so that each Protector would learn from the last. But giving you all those memories at one time would be overwhelming. If you truly need a full memory of a past Protector, then it will surface. After it’s not needed, then it may fade into the background again. The experience has been different for each Protector. Since I am not a physical being, I can access the memories at will.”
I nod, not really understanding, but there’s so much to learn. And I have no idea how long I will be in this place. “Tell me how all this began.”
“As in the Alku stories, there was a civil war a very long time ago over the Starfire’s power. This is when the Intersection began. The first Protector, the One Pure Soul, was a very special Alku whose bond with the Starfire was particularly strong. His first thought was to destroy all the crystals to stop the possible destruction of his people. But of course, we did not want to be destroyed. We worked with him to devise a plan that would serve everyone in the end.”
I take another bite of my cookie, listening.
“The Alku needed the Starfire to survive. They had used it for everyday life for too long. It’s possible that eradicating the crystals would have meant the destruction of the entire race. We couldn’t have this. We had been part of the Alku for so long and had grown to care about them very deeply.”
“But you also wanted to save yourself,” I say.
He tips his head slightly. “Wouldn’t you want to save yourself? Especially if you knew so many people depended on your existence?”
I lean back and finish my cookie. Of course, he’s right. If I could find a solution to not only live but continue to improve the lives of an entire race of people, I would. But the Starfire isn’t a person . . . they’re AI. So, are they capable of the same type of reasoning as a human? The being already confessed how, in a way, they are not. And that’s why a select group of Alku are now aggressive.
“So,” he continues, “by allowing the Protector access to the Intersection, we were able to bridge the two other dimensions and allow a part of the Mother crystals to grow on each side. This way the Alku could continue with a weaker version of the Starfire but still protect and provide for themselves. We were able to almost . . . reprogram the two halves to silence any aggressive tendencies that can affect the nanites’ hosts.”
“Nanites? Because I’m Alku, do I have these nanites inside of me, too?”
“Yes, you always have. The nanites would camouflage within your human DNA, and no one would ever be the wiser that you were part Alku. This is how your grandfather disguised his DNA on Earth. The same for you and your mother. Ultimately, this function was designed to protect the Alku from human discovery until it was time to know of their existence.”
The being pauses for a beat and considers me before continuing. “When you bonded with Javen and first used the Starfire power, your nanites were activated once again. It was then we became extremely interested in you and your pairing with the Starfire. As time went along, we allowed more and more of the power to be accessed by you, testing whether a human-Alku hybrid was the answer we had been seeking for thousands of years.”
“So that’s why my ability to use the Starfire came on slowly.”
Kieran nods. “But we were not prepared for when Javen and the other Alku became aggressive, and so quickly. That is why you were not able to stop the overload of power.”
My heart sinks into my stomach. “Will I be able to stop Wirrin’s group now?”
“Since the initial reactivation of their aggressive genes, we have been able to slow the process. Dampen it, so to speak. After the mine incident, we have kept them from killing more humans unless in self-defense. But we have not been able to stop the aggression entirely.”
“Why not?”
The being taps on the arm of his chair. “Each individual Starfire crystal carries its own consciousness that is loosely linked to the colony at large. The crystals carried by the now-aggressive Alku became linked and coordinated their actions. We do have some influence over the Alku, however, which is how we were able to dampen but not remove their current tendencies. Each AI has its own mind and free will, except when it comes to its host. The AI’s inborn programming gives its host’s commands irresistible weight.”
A heaviness presses on my chest. “Then we’ve lost. There’s nothing we can do to repair the damage.”
He shakes his head. “Each of our Protectors has added a new dimension, so to speak, to our capabilities. We believe your unique abilities are why you were chosen.”
“But you don’t know why?”
He chuckles. “I know the Alku have regarded the Starfire as nearly god-like and never wrong. But we do not know everything. We use an evolving algorithm to make choices. But we have been wrong before.”
“Like my grandfather?”
“Yes. We did not predict your grandfather's loneliness in the Intersection. With the past Protectors, we have been able to fulfill their lives, but your grandfather was different.”
“Maybe. Or maybe it was fate that made him lonely and brought me here.” I examine the cookie in my hand and angle my head to the side.
“Due to my nature, I do not believe in fate. But we are doing all we can to course-correct. And to do this, we will need a Protector to help once more.” He gestures to me. “You.”
“But what if I make a mistake?”
“Of course you will make mistakes, my dear. That is part of the learning process. You will need to proceed carefully. The process will take much time, and you will need to commune cautiously with the Starfire—the very crystals that are inhabiting the affected Alku—if we want the AI to reverse those physiological changes. You will need to teach each of the Alku what proper state of mind to use and how to communicate their wishes more carefully to the nanocomputers so a situation like this doesn’t happen again.”
“But that kind of knowledge could be a weapon, as well. What if one of them decides that they don’t want to return to their normal state?”
“This is why we only shared this knowledge with the One Pure Soul up until now, because this information is dangerous. But since exposure to the Mother Starfire has already happened, revealing the Starfire’s truth to the Alku is our current best solution. This will restore the Alku and, with your help, reintegrate them with their technological heritage.”
I let out a long sigh. Before now, I had thought the Starfire was magic and unknowable. But understanding it’s actually a computer changes the dynamics.
As a computer, it can be figured out, and I know people who can help.




Chapter 14
“It’s time for you to leave.” The being stands and wipes the wrinkles from his pants as he does so.
Tension pulls at my middle. “Wait. I have more questions.”
His lips tip up into a faint smile. “Experience is how you will learn to control the Starfire further. As the Protector, it is the only way you will find success.”
“But—” I say.
“You have learned as much from me as I can tell you at this time. Eventually, everything will be revealed.”
“I need to know if we’re doing the right thing going to Earth through the portal.” I stand and grab for his arm, but my hand passes right through as he becomes transparent once again.
“And you will find out when you try.”
Frustration builds in my chest and I pump my hands. The scene of my grandmother’s home vanishes and returns us to the grayish nothing.
I blow out a hissing breath between clenched teeth.
“You have the team you need already assembled. Use their gifts.” He smiles fully now and then, within a blink, is replaced by a few wisps of smoky lights.
The wisps race around my body at a dizzying speed, and my head grows light. With a burst of cyan light, my eyes snap open. I blink a few times as I take in my surroundings. I’m back in the Intersection, and before me is Javen.
The instant I see him, still frozen and lying on the ground, tears pool and then spill down my cheeks. I don’t exactly know why. Fear? Overwhelmed? Probably both.
“Cassi.” I know this voice, a welcome sound, and I twist my head toward the source.
Irene, dressed in a short-sleeved T-shirt and a pair of cargo pants, stands beside me. Honestly, with the pervasive cyan cast in here, I’m not entirely sure what color her clothes really are. It’s like being color-blind, I guess.
“Sorry to interrupt, but we need you back at the lab,” she says.
I let out a slow breath, not entirely sure I’m ready to go. The weight of my responsibility grows even heavier on my mind.
“Stay with me for a minute, and then I’ll go,” I say.
Her brows furrow with concern, but she nods and lowers herself next to me on the ground. “I checked on Javen while you were gone,” she says, looking at Javen and then around at the new hut.
“And did he seem . . . okay?”
“He did,” she says. “I also just met Vihann. So far, it seems like his support will go a long way in convincing Earth that we need to protect the Alku.”
Everything I learned from the Starfire rolls around in my head. He told me I have the team necessary to do what I need, and Irene knows computers.
I lean into her and whisper, “Can you keep a secret?”
Offense scrunches her face up. “You’re asking me this now?” But then she smiles, her rascally kind of smile that always ends with an eye-roll, making me return the expression. For a brief second, I forget everything except that I love being with Irene.
“You have to know by now that I’m pretty good at keeping secrets,” Irene mutters humorously.
“You’re right. It was a pretty stupid question.” I bring up my knees and wrap my hands around them.
“So, what do you want to tell me?”
I inhale deeply and consider my words. But there isn’t a good way to say them, so blurting the truth out and letting the words fall where they may is what I’ll do. I guess. I don’t know. Irene and I have been through enough craziness. Why not add some more?
“I’m Alku.” The words come out in a weird low tone, as if they don’t really want to. My breath shudders. I know I shouldn’t tell, but I need to let someone know. Zarah knows, but I’ve only just met her. I need for a friend to know. Someone I trust.
Irene’s eyes widen and her lips part a fraction. Then she opens her mouth more as if she wants to say something, but no words come. After a loud exhale, she presses her lips together in a tight line and then asks, “What?!”
“You heard me right.”
“No, I’m not sure I did. Can you say that again?” Irene glances at Javen and then back at me.
“No, I’m pretty sure you heard me the first time. I’m Alku.”
“There’s no way you can be Alku.”
“Yeah, there is.” And then I tell her everything I know about my mom and grandfather. How he was Alku and also the Protector of the Intersection. But instead of continuing his duties, he made a portal to Earth.
“And that is how you knew your Dad’s portal might work. Because it’s been done before.”
“Just with the Starfire on its own.”
“That is crazy, Cassi!”
I let out a nervous laugh. I know I shouldn’t tell her any of this. But I can’t shoulder it myself. Irene is the only one who will know. “Oh, I’m just getting started.”
“There’s more?”
“I’ve also been chosen to be the new Protector.”
Irene goes silent for few seconds and purses her lips again. “When you told me you had a secret . . . I thought it might be big. But not this kind of big. So, if you’re a protector, what does that mean?”
“I’m a key to solving all this mess. But it didn’t tell me exactly how.”
“It didn’t tell you?”
“When I came out here to visit Javen, I had a vision. I don’t think I’ve mentioned them to you before. But since I’ve used the crystals, visions have been pretty common for me. I think it’s similar to when I’m about to summon the Alku . . . only it’s the Starfire’s way of communicating with me.”
“Is the Starfire alive?”
I squeeze my knees and just say it. “The Starfire is a computer.”
“What?!” She tips her head in question. “How do you know?”
“It told me.”
“The Starfire told you? You mean it spoke to you?” Irene stares at me. “This is too much. I want to believe you, but this is completely crazy. Maybe you’re just stressed. We’ve been through a lot. I know I’m having a ton of trouble sleeping, not that I’ve got much time to rest. And then I’m worried about my aunt and cousins. I haven’t spoken to them in too long. They must be concerned about me.”
I close my eyes and think of how Irene is the primary provider for her family. With the war going on, there’s no guarantee the CosmicCoin for them is even being deposited into their account.
Irene starts to push up.
I place a hand on her shoulder to keep her from rising. “You have to stay with me. I know this sounds like I’m imagining things. But I’m not, and I need your help. If you help me fix this, we can make everything better for your family. And if we can get to Earth, maybe you can contact them.”
She plops back down and releases a long breath while studying the ground. “Maybe. But I’m afraid they’re going to know something is wrong, and I don’t want to freak them out.”
I reach over and wrap my arms around her neck. None of this is going to be able to stay a secret for long. There’s a good chance that if we’re successful in contacting leaders on Earth who are willing to support us, then war may break out there, too.
Irene loosens from me and turns away to wipe her eyes. She’s a tough girl. “So, what are these visions like?” she asks.
I nibble the inside of my lip. “Ever since I’ve had contact with the Starfire, I’ve seen a lot of things. It all started when Javen rescued me from the explosion. I thought they were dreams at first, but the visions were so much more.”
“Like what?”
I draw my attention to Javen, and a series of memories flickers through my brain. “I’ve seen Javen’s past mostly, like when he was a kid. But I shared a vision with Javen’s mother on Paxon. It’s how I was able to release her from her coma.”
“And this time?”
“I actually spoke with the Starfire. It explained that the computer functions much like our AI. It learns and adapts.”
“How old is it?” she asks.
“Really old . . . I’m not sure how old. But maybe thousands of years.”
Irene furrows her brows. “If this is tech and it’s been around for thousands of years, why aren’t the Alku more advanced than they appear to be?”
“As far as I know, it’s because that’s the way the Starfire wanted it to be. The tech was a means of protection. If the Starfire functioned as mere magic, then it simply was what it was. The Alku remained safe and happy. But that has changed, and the Starfire must transition.”
I explain everything I know about how the program’s intention is to protect the host, but since the tech isn’t a living being with morals, it can go wrong in the way the program plays out.
“The program created a sort of hive mentality among the Alku when they were exposed to the Mother Starfire. Now that I think of it, the purpose almost seems like a military function to get soldiers in the mindset for battle, which makes sense . . .” My eyes widen. “That is the exact scenario where the power took hold of them.”
Irene’s eyes brighten too. “When can I start to play around with it? Now that I know this, I can play with many more possibilities.”
“I think you need to start now . . . like as soon as we get back. But we need to keep this a secret for the time being.”
“Even from your dad?”
“Even from him. He has enough to think about, and I want to keep his mind where it needs to be. The portal to Earth.”
Irene nods.
“Have Howard continue working on your current project and start a new one to figure out how we can release Javen and the other Alku from the Starfire’s aggressive influence.” I peer at Javen and whisper, “Once you figure out a solution, we’ll test on him.”
Irene stands and offers her hand to pull me up. The corners of my friend's lips turn up into a smile. “Don’t you worry. This is what I was born for.”




Chapter 15
Howard is in the middle of packing up computer gear, a frown pulling on his unshaven face. His button-up striped shirt is half-tucked, rumpled at the middle and flapping in the back.
“Where are you going?” Irene asks, perching on the edge of the lab’s workstation beside him.
“Out to the test site near the Starfire field,” he answers. “First, they pulled me off the blocker project and put me on the portal. Then, I told them I could keep working in here just fine—probably better. Now, Dr. Foster insists I come out and do the testing on-site so the Senate members and everyone else can stick their noses where they shouldn’t be and try to tell me what I’m doing wrong.” Howard side-glances me as his cheeks flush. “Sorry . . . I’m just frustrated and not used to being around so many people. Before all this happened, I freelanced from home and over video chat.”
“It’s okay, Howard,” Irene says and pats him on the shoulder. “You’re doing a great job of keeping it together. Everything has been so stressful, and some alone time would help.”
He clears his throat and returns to packing. “Cassi, your father didn’t want to disturb you on your Connect while you were with Javen, but he wants you and Irene out there, too. ASAP.”
Irene and I catch each other’s stare. “You head on out,” she says to Howard. “Cassi and I have a few things to finalize here, and then we’ll come. I promise we’ll work as fast as we can.”
Howard grunts. But Irene’s words seem to satisfy him as he loads a DataPort and a few other items into his bag. He pushes the strap onto his shoulder and makes a failed attempt at re-tucking his loose shirt into his waistband.
“Whatever. No one cares how I look,” he grumbles to himself and then waves goodbye without a backward glance.
In other circumstances, the scene would be comical, and I want to laugh but hold it in. I know he’s doing his best and I don’t want to be rude. Irene and I remain still until Howard is out the door. The soles of his shoes make a clomping sound as his hefty frame walks down the hall. The exit to the lab building opens and shuts with a clack.
As soon as it does, Irene and I race to the primary computer. While Irene’s hands fly across the virtual keyboard, I message Dad.
I might be a while in the lab, but I’ll come to the test site soon. Hope everything is running smoothly.
As I finish the message, a series of charts and stats on how to disarm Hammond’s Starfire Inhibitor pops onto the screen. Irene taps at the holographic display, bringing up more of the data she needs and swiping away the parts she apparently doesn’t. She works so fast, it’s almost as if she’s part machine.
“Howard and I were able to get a lot of data on the Starfire and how Hammond is blocking the power,” she murmurs without looking away from the screen.
My Connect vibrates, and I glance down at my wrist.
Come as soon as you can. And the project is moving along. Vihann is a big help.
I breathe out through my nose slowly, relieved that the portal project seems to be going well. Now, if Irene and I can solve the Alku aggression problem, we’ll be well on our way to resolving all the issues. Of course, we still need to deal with Hammond.
I swipe the message away and return my attention to Irene.
“But,” Irene says, likely to herself, “I can’t believe we didn’t see the AI before. It’s so obvious now.” She eyes the screen and hits a few more strokes on her virtual keypad. “I can take the data we have and run a few programs that might help me understand how the AI bonds with the mind.” She glances at me. “I’m aware of a few tests for similar projects on Earth, but I’m sure they were nowhere near as advanced. If that data is on file here, it will further advance our understanding of the Starfire and help you to release Javen from its effects.”
“The Starfire is crazy complex and probably different from any experiments on Earth. This is going to take too long. We need to understand how to set Javen and the others free now.”
“We have to start somewhere,” Irene says. “You can’t expect miracles, Cassi.”
My chest tingles in frustration. Agitated, I stab fingers through my tangled hair. She’s right. I should have never expected a quick solution. We need help.
The instant I think the words, my mind sparks like never before. One of the Protectors brings a sudden idea to the forefront of my mind. Yes . . . yes!
“Give me a second,” I say to Irene and then study the data.
“A second for what?”
I whip around and scan the room. “I think we only need to ask the right questions and the answers will present themselves.”
She lets out a frustrated groan as she enlarges a bit of data on the screen. “That is exactly what I’m trying to do right now!”
“AI assistance, please,” I say at the air.
“How may I help you?” my mother’s voice sounds beside us.
I twist my chair around to face the hologram of Mom, and I clench my fingers. As much as I need to speak with the Starfire right now, I wish the hologram didn’t have to look like her. But I shake aside those thoughts and power on. I need to get Irene through this.
Irene also turns her attention from the computer to the hologram. “Okay . . . I think I get where you’re going with this.”
I clear my throat and speak to the AI. “Yes, I’m hoping you can help me.”
Focusing on the Starfire, I call up the power I know is working inside of me. I then guide the energy toward the computer with my mind.
“I must speak to Kieran, the Starfire AI,” I say to the image of Mom. “Can you let us access him?”
“You are clever,” the hologram says and smiles my mother’s smile. But her demeanor shifts and the image flickers. I’m sure the Starfire is in control of the lab’s AI function now.
Beside me, Irene’s brows knit together. “What’s going on?”
“Yes, Cassi,” the hologram says, ignoring Irene. “You are learning quickly and utilizing the knowledge of the past Protectors to guide you.”
I slide a glance Irene’s way. “I called up the Starfire’s AI function. I think I basically uploaded it to the lab computer for you to ask it questions.”
“How did you do that? You didn’t even touch the console, let alone upload anything.”
I shrug. “I’m working to understand it, but I think the connection is just like transporting or how I pulled those ships into the Intersection without touching them.”
“But how did you know what to do?”
“The Starfire AI has a lot of the information inside it, but not everything. The AI learns alongside the host—and that’s me right now,” I say. “Protectors make choices for how to best use the Starfire’s functions. And using the lab AI is what my mind came up with to create an interface that we can all understand.”
“So, I can ask the AI anything I want about the Starfire?”
“I think so. It’s not all-knowing, but if you ask the right questions, I think we might get somewhere.”
Irene’s eyes widen with excitement, and she swings her attention to the hologram of Mom. “We need to figure out how to release the Alku without Cassi having to connect with them mentally. I want to create a device that allows a host to program their Starfire with written or spoken commands instead of mental ones.”
The hologram brings one hand to her chin in thought. “Yes, mental commands are subject to too many whims and emotions.”
“Can you help us with this?” Irene asks.
The hologram nods. “I believe I can.”
My Connect buzzes with a message from Dad again.
Will you be coming soon?
My thoughts spin for a second before I study Irene. I doubt I’ll be meeting up with him soon, but if I tell him what we’re doing, it will take his mind off everything else he needs to be focused on, and that’s the last thing we need.
Yes, soon. Less than an hour.
It’s a lie but one that will buy us some time. I swipe the message function away but continue staring at the device on my wrist while my mind pings with another idea. “What if we could reprogram a Connect to run on Starfire?”
A wild look overtakes Irene’s eyes. “Like a hybrid of a Connect and the portal device.”
“Yeah,” I say. “Could that work?”
Irene darts her eyes around and swings back to the data on the screen. “So, we’d convert the Connect to run on Starfire—similar to the refugee ships that were converted.” She peers up at me. “We have all that data. And we could alter the Connect’s programming to control the Starfire’s output to the host.”
“Exactly,” I say. “And we could power a Connect with the Mother Starfire, to keep Hammond from blocking the crystal’s functions while also keeping the Alku in control of their thoughts without overload.”
Not one second after the words exit my mouth, Irene whips her attention to the hologram and proceeds to spew out what seems like fifty questions at once.




Chapter 16
Armed with a modified Connect and a harebrained plan, Irene and I enter the hut and crouch at Javen’s side. With a shaky breath, I reach out and hover over the warm skin on his forearm. A shiver runs through my body.
I sit on my knees and rub my palm over the tight muscles in my neck. Several of the possible negative outcomes roll through my mind. Like, what if Javen tries to kill me again and succeeds this time?
“Ready?” Irene asks.
“No. What if this is a horrible failure?”
Irene sighs. “Until we try, we won’t know, and there’s no other easy way for us to test this theory. We have to trust that the AI gave us all the correct information.” She bends down and carefully affixes the newly modified Connect on Javen’s wrist without touching her skin to his. When she finishes, she glances at me. “I believe in you, Cassi.”
“Are you just saying that? Or do you really believe your own words?” I twist my lips at her.
Irene throws her hand onto her hip and scoffs. “Wouldn't you like to know?”
A nervous laugh escapes my lips. “Might as well go for it, then.”
“Good.” Irene grabs her DataPort from the ground, and the instant she hits the program’s start function, the world plunges into darkness.
Panic rises in my throat, and I swing around in the black. “Irene!” I yell, but the words only echo back to me. Did the program crash? My heart pounds against my ribcage and the sound thumps in my ears. Deafening, like a bass drum took up residence inside my head.
My breath comes in short pants. Just when I’m about to call out for Irene once more, light fades into my vision. Then, within a blink, I’m surrounded by the cyan wisps of light I saw when I was in Zarah’s mind.
“Okay, something is happening.” My breath slows, and I focus on the lights swirling around me. They move faster, encircling me, as my hands tingle with energy. Something—no someone—a Protector and their memory urge me to move. I throw my hands out in front of me to feel in the semidarkness just as the space explodes with light, blinding me.
I gasp at the suddenness and then squint. But I find myself back in front of Javen. On impulse, I flick my hand away from him.
“What happened?” Irene asks, immediately at my side.
I study Javen for a sign, a muscle twitch, something that would tell me the Connect worked. But there’s no change. He’s still lying there, eyes closed, his chest slowly rising and falling. A flood of emotions crashes through my body and tears sting at the corners of my eyes.
Irene taps at her computer. “I don’t know what went wrong. The program is functioning properly. He should have responded to the Starfire Connect.” She lifts his wrist and looks at the screen and then back at the display on her DataPort.
Irene’s eyebrows pull down in frustration as she gently places his hand on the ground. “Why didn’t this work?” she mutters under her breath.
But as his fingers touch the grass, Javen’s eyelids flutter. My heart leaps. I want to throw myself on top of him and wrap my arms around his neck. Instead, I scoot back, readying myself for whatever is next, good or bad.
“He’s awake!” I say.
Irene is on her feet and tapping on the keyboard of her DataPort. “The data is coming in from his Connect now.”
“And?” I ask, still watching Javen intently.
“It’s like he’s rebooting, I guess. If a person can reboot. But I have no idea if our patch has worked yet.”
Javen coughs and then his eyes open wide. His irises are a natural, soft brown, not swirling with Starfire. I think that’s a good sign. Instead of anger, confusion pinches his beautiful face.
I gulp down the nervous lump forming in my throat as tears continue to prick the back of my eyes.
“Where am I?” Javen’s gaze darts around the hut.
I remain frozen, unsure what to do or say. A tear I can’t hold back trails down my cheek.
“Maybe it worked,” Irene whispers from behind me.
Javen must hear her because he pushes up and then looks directly at us. The memory of his enraged face in the battle and his attack on Dad flashes through my mind. As if he sees the same thing, his eyes widen in sadness and horror.
“Cassi.” He immediately throws his hands to his face, covering his eyes, then rakes trembling hands through his hair.
I waste no time getting back to his side, and I wrap my arms around his shoulders in comfort. It’s worth the risk. He needs me, and I need him. The second we touch, our bond ignites once more, and warmth travels through my chest and neck.
Javen breathes in sharply and then out slowly, and I know he feels our bond too. But instead of pulling me in closer, he pushes me away. I sink back onto my heels, utterly confused.
“I can’t do that,” he cries. “I could hurt you again!”
My chest tightens. “It wasn’t your fault, Javen.”
He looks up, his irises now swirling. “I tried to kill you, Cassi. I killed other people, innocent people!” He drags in a ragged breath before choking out, “You need to stay away from me.” Javen clutches his stomach as he doubles over. A groaning sob escapes his mouth as his body shakes with emotion.
I glance back at Irene, who remains guarded, focusing on her DataPort and clicking away at information that must be coming in from Javen’s new Connect.
I whip my attention back to Javen, wanting to comfort him again, but touch isn’t what he needs right now.
I whisper, “Javen.” He doesn’t look up. “The Starfire was controlling you. But Irene and I have found a way to make sure that doesn’t happen again.”
“How do you know it won’t?” he asks, glancing at me and then away.
“We don’t know for sure,” Irene says. “You are the first test subject. But it’s working. All your vitals are on target.” She places her DataPort on the ground and, while keeping her eye on me, walks around in front of Javen and kneels.
“You are wearing a Connect now.” She gestures to his wrist. “I modified mine.”
Javen looks down at the device.
“With Cassi’s help, we were able to pair the Starfire with a computer program. Instead of your mind regulating your use of the power, the program I designed keeps regulation in check. This way the Starfire doesn’t overload your brain to behave in ways you don’t want to.”
Javen touches the Connect with his other hand and then slowly moves his attention to me.
“You did this . . . for me?”
I ease forward and move my hand to his arm. My fingers skim over his skin, and he doesn’t retreat, so I settle my palm flat on his bicep. “We did this for everyone.”
Javen reaches for me, his lips trembling with restrained emotion, and then he pulls me into his embrace. A sigh escapes my mouth, and I melt into his warm arms and chest.
“Um . . . Since you two are okay for a while, I’m going to head back to the lab,” Irene says as she stands.
“We’ll be back soon,” I say without looking at her.
Irene leaves, and I don’t move from Javen’s arms. I peer up into his eyes, wanting him to see my heart as I cradle his face in my hands.
“I choose you, Javen.” Shame pulls at his features again and he tries to turn his face away, but I gently keep him from doing so. “When the Starfire first awakened our connection, I doubted the reality of our affection. But when that bond was broken, my feelings for you only grew stronger. I knew then that what we have is real.” I stare deeply into his eyes as I savor the pull of my soul toward his.
His irises return to normal again. “But how do you know it’s not just the Starfire making you feel this way again?”
I remove a hand from the side of his face and place my fingers over his heart. “I felt the connection return, and I know you felt it too. But for me, now, it’s like a song playing in the background. It sets the tone, but I can feel and hear all of my own thoughts. And I’ve never wanted to be with anyone else more than you.” My gaze continues to caress every beloved feature. “I see you. I know you.”
His brows push together. “But what about me? The Starfire could still be manipulating my mind.”
I chuckle lightly. “Javen, the first thing you did when the connection took hold again was tell me to go away. I think you’re in more control than you admit.”
Javen’s eyes gloss, and I pull him close to me again, drowning in the safety of his presence. His arms tighten around me, and he lets out a long, quavering sigh.
Remembering everything we must do, I ease out of his arms and stand. With a smile, I reach my hand out to help him up.
“Come on,” I say. “I have someone for you to meet.”
“Who?” Javen asks as I drag him from the shelter and toward the Starfire field.
As the field’s glow becomes visible, he pulls me to a stop, hesitant.
“Don’t ask questions,” I say. “You just need to come.”
He stares ahead at the glow. “I don’t think I can go there.”
I take his hand and bring up the Connect on his wrist. “The Starfire helped Irene and me to develop this. The AI inside isn’t perfect, but I’m sure it has your best interests in mind. You have to trust me.”
The corners of his lips turn down as if he’s reliving a painful memory. “Cassi, you don’t understand what it was like to feel nearly . . . possessed,” he says.
“You’ve believed in the Starfire’s power and goodness for your entire life. I know what you experienced was horrific. It was for me too. But your new Connect will work. The device will allow you to use the positive parts of the Starfire and not the negative.”
Javen’s lips form a straight line. “Then we need to cross back into Arcadia and retrieve the rest of the Alku with Wirrin and do the same for them.”
“Yes, absolutely,” I say. I squeeze his hand. “We will fix this.”
Javen’s lips part and he releases a slow breath. I wrap my arms around his waist. He allows some of his weight onto me, and I don’t mind. Javen has changed: he’s not as confident as he used to be, and understandably so. Our bond has changed as well, as if the connection has stabilized. The false intensity I felt before is gone, and I know what we have now is more real . . . and with plenty of room for growth. I breathe in his spicy scent, and calm trickles through my body. Using the Starfire, I extend those feelings to him, the happiness in having him back with me.
Under my arms, his body relaxes.
“Thank you,” he whispers into my hair. “For everything you’ve done.”
I loosen from him slightly and look up to his face. “I can’t guarantee it, but I’ll try to be strong whenever you need me.”
He smiles softly. “I’ll do the same for you.”
“I have no doubt.”
Javen gently presses his lips to mine, and for a moment, it’s as if I can breathe again. A tingling warmth spills into my veins and pours out to each limb. All I want is to get lost in him, to sink my fingers into his hair, to caress his face, to hear the way my nearness quickens his breath. But there are important tasks that need my attention right now. So, I briefly lean into the kiss and then slowly pull back with a smile.
“You are amazing . . .” I whisper. “But I really do need for you to meet someone.”
Javen tips his head to the side. “Who could be so important?”
I laugh and grab his hand, yanking him toward the Starfire field again. “You’ll see.”




Chapter 17
Hand-in-hand, Javen and I make our way over the ridge. As I approach the Starfire field, the crystal’s melodic pulsing flows through me with a sense of joy for what I know is about to happen.
Below us, Dad, the Senate members, Howard, Dr. Morris, and a few others are busy working on the portal and don’t see our approach. Howard has a DataPort station running, surrounded by several large crates of crystals. Vihann and Zarah—her lithe form slightly blocked from view by her husband—stand by Dad.
I glance at Javen, and his eyes light up at the sight of Vihann.
“My father is here?” Javen asks. Excitement peppers his voice and he takes the lead, pulling me toward the group. “You were able to get him to help?”
Vihann sees us and smiles. As he does, he shifts his body back, making Zarah fully visible.
“Mother?” Javen plants his feet, eyes wide and mouth hanging open.
I grin. “I told you there was someone you needed to meet . . . now go.”
Vihann places his arm around his wife with a proud smile as he walks our way. But Zarah apparently doesn’t want to waste any more time than the years already lost and breaks into a sprint, the wide smile on her lips practically making her face glow.
Releasing my hand, Javen races down the ridge and meets her halfway. Mother and son throw their arms around each other and squeeze and don’t let go, as if the fate of the universe depended on them clinging to each other. I sure wish it were that easy. Our job would be done.
Javen picks Zarah off the ground and swings her body around twice before he sets her down again. He looks her over and then embraces her once more. Javen’s father comes to their side, his chest puffed with pride, the joy nearly oozing from him.
After a few minutes of watching, I jog toward them. A lump of happiness forms in my throat. Even the Starfire field glows and pulses to a new rhythm as if it, too, recognizes and mirrors the happiness. Or maybe the crystals are just in sync with the beating of my heart.
Dad starts to head our way, but I hold up my hand. Javen and his family need this time together. He nods and turns back to the rest of the group to continue working.
“Am I hurting you?” Javen asks as he releases Zarah.
She laughs while fat tears roll down her cheeks. As her laughter fades to a soft smile, her eyes crinkle with age. “No, son, I’m just fine.” Zarah glances at me and then back at Javen. “I’m completely healed, thanks to Cassi.”
Javen twists his neck my way. “You were able to heal my mother?” His face is wet with tears too, and he makes no effort to wipe them away.
I bite my bottom lip and blink back the forming nerves. I’m not ready to tell Javen I’m the Protector yet—or even that I’m part Alku. Telling Irene was enough, and I probably shouldn’t have done that. “Well . . . she’s here, isn’t she?”
He looks back to Zarah. “I didn’t think it was possible. Nothing worked before now.”
“I didn’t either.” Vihann comes to Javen’s side and wraps his arms around his son. “I thought I would never have my whole family back.”
He and Javen embrace several minutes before Javen steps back.
“And I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you sooner, Son,” Vihann says as he hangs his head. “I was so wrapped up in what I thought was right that I didn’t see the truth.”
“You’re here now,” Javen says.
I clear my throat. “I believe that the Starfire might be partially responsible for your decisions, Vihann.”
“What do you mean?” Vihann squints, tilting his head.
My mind runs through what I can tell him and what I shouldn’t. I take Javen’s hand to show them the Starfire-powered Connect. I catch Zarah’s gaze and return my attention to the device. “I’ve had several . . . visions about the Starfire’s nature. I believe the Starfire from Paxon may have influenced you not to participate in any type of war because those crystals were designed for peace. This was a good thing until humans came to your planet and introduced a new problem. The Starfire needed to adapt. It started transitioning when Javen and your brother, as well as a few others, believed that using force to protect your people may be necessary. But most of your people still followed you and the Starfire’s need for peace.”
I pause for a moment to allow the information to sink in before continuing. “The Paxon and Arcadia Starfire don’t have as strong of a pull as that of the Mother Starfire, but it’s there and can still bend you to its will.”
“But you have a solution for this?” Zarah steps forward and asks.
“I believe so,” I answer. “Irene and I were able to reprogram a Connect to run on Starfire. This allows the host to control the power but not be controlled by it. We gave Javen a modified Connect and he immediately came out of his aggressive state upon waking. His Connect is powered by the Mother Starfire.”
“And you have more of these devices?” Zarah asks. “We could all use them and be able to defend Paxon if necessary.”
“Not yet,” I say. “There are no spare Connects here, so that means we’ll need to go back to Arcadia. Maybe Luca and Alina can get us what we need.”
“Cassi,” Dad calls out.
“We should speak with your father, as well,” Javen says. “He needs to be informed of all the details.”
I nod, and Javen takes his mother by the arm as we head the rest of the way down the hill. When we arrive, I explain everything that has happened with Javen to Dad and the others working on the portal.
Dad smiles at me and scans Javen curiously. “Then this means that the other Alku must be healed immediately. If they’re no longer aggressive, it will go a long way in convincing people on Earth to help us.”
Each member of the Senate agrees, and I already know this plan is also what Vihann and Zarah wish.
“You should return to Arcadia immediately with Javen and Irene,” Dad says. “The Alku need your help.” He swipes on his Connect and pairs the device with mine. A notification blinks and I read through Alina’s contact information.
“But then I’ll be taken away from the portal project,” I say. “What if you need my abilities to help?”
Dad glances at Vihann and Zarah. “They’ve been a tremendous help. Just work as quickly as you can and get back. We’ve been moving along even without you.”
“Yes, do what you need to do to heal my people,” Vihann says.
“It will also give you a chance to get news of what’s happening with Hammond,” Dad says, “so we’ll know what we’re up against.”
I sweep a calculating gaze over the Starfire field and the portal setup. Satisfied, I face Dad and take his hand. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.”
“Team Foster,” he whispers.
I squeeze his fingers. “Yes.”
Dad’s eyes widen as if he just remembered something. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small portal device. “You’ll probably want this.”
I take it. “Thanks.”
Javen embraces each parent before he and I race up the hill to the lab. Inside, we find Irene working the computer station with Max at her side.
Max is the first to see us as we come through the door, and his eyes narrow on Javen. “Well, you look better than the last time I saw you.”
That was on the battlefield on Arcadia when Javen tried to kill me and then injured and nearly killed Dad. Max and Irene could have died too if I hadn’t transported them back into the Intersection.
Javen lifts his head high. “Yes, that was a regrettable day, but Cassi and I are here to help put things back as they should be.”
Max’s lips form a thin line.
Irene swings her chair around to me, and I hand her the portal device. “Thanks. I have everything downloaded and ready to go. What’s our next step?” She places the device beside her.
“Head to Arcadia,” I say. “What do we need to do to get ready?”
Irene motions to a DataPort to her side. “Everything is in here. All we need is the Starfire to reprogram the Connects.”
My heart shudders at her words. I consider the small box on the counter that contains more than a hundred crystals that are no more than an inch long. Bringing an unprotected supply of the Mother Starfire to Arcadia is risky. The crystals could fall into the wrong hands. But the Alku already had gems with them when they turned aggressive, so the crystals are already there. I walk toward the Starfire and dip my hand into the box. As my hand rakes through the assortment, the gems vibrate against my skin.
I turn my attention to Javen. “How many Alku on Arcadia are affected by the Mother Starfire?”
Javen studies the floor, as if he’s thinking for a second. “Sixty-five.”
“So, we’ll need one crystal for each Connect?” I ask Irene. “Right?”
She nods. “We should bring a few extra in case something goes wrong with the programming.”
I pick up the box and hand it to Javen. “Can you take care of that?”
Javen eyes his own Connect and then takes the box. Then he begins counting.
Max pairs his Connect with the lab’s computer system. After a few moments, the device chimes. “Okay, that’s all I need. I’m heading back to the site to work through all the details with Senator Simmons.” He looks my way with a sigh. “All this is going to work, right? There are so many details that have to fall exactly into place.”
I give Max a weak smile. “Honestly? I don’t know.”
He nods and then starts to walk past me, but before he gets far, I catch his arm. “You’re good at working with the upper class. You know what you're doing.”
Max’s jaw tenses. “You’re right. But I’ve never really been that good at working with my dad.”
I release his arm, and Max exits the room.
“I don’t know the exact coordinates of the location Alina brought us to,” I say when Max exits. “But I think I can get us near there. That way it won’t take long for us to get picked up after we contact them.” I activate the second computer in the lab and start to bring up the Earthscape program.
“Wait,” Javen says. “I know the coordinates. We ported there when we attacked their hideout.” He points at the area on the holographic map. “There.”
“You sure?” I ask.
“Positive,” Javen answers.
Irene snatches the portal device and inputs the coordinates. “Ready to do this?”
The cyan portal flares open, lighting up the room.
I look at Javen and think of the sixty-five angry Alku we need to subdue. “Let’s do this.”




Chapter 18
We step out of the portal into the lush valley below the Tahm. Behind us, the sun is setting, painting the mountainside in brushstrokes of reds and oranges. It’s good to see in full color again. But my stomach sinks as I remember the last time I was here and the way Javen and the Alku attacked us.
The portal crackles and closes behind us.
“The base is up there,” I say to Irene and point to the mountainside, not exactly remembering the location but pretty sure I’m close. There’s a rough spot where I think the Alku caused damage with the Starfire.
“Looks like a mountain,” Irene says.
“No, she’s right. That's where it is,” Javen says.
I lift my wrist and tap my Connect, scrolling to Alina’s contact information.
I’m back on Arcadia, and I need your assistance ASAP.
I send the message and turn to Irene. Behind her, Javen is scoping the landscape with a nervous glint in his eyes.
“Let’s get to some cover while we wait,” I say and point to several trees to our left.
“Good idea,” Irene says and jogs toward them.
But Javen stays put, peering around at the scenery. “Even with my new Connect, I don’t feel like myself anymore,” he whispers.
I take his hand and lead him toward Irene, who’s already under one of the trees.
“I remember how I felt when I was here the last time,” he says. “I wanted to kill you. I wanted to kill any Earthling.”
I find his dark eyes. “That wasn’t you. You know this.”
“But I can’t get it out of my head!”
I stop and pull him around to me. Without speaking, I squeeze his hand and allow the Starfire to flow through me to him. His body relaxes.
He studies the ground, a line carving between his brows. “I just don’t know if I’m going to be okay again. How am I supposed to be a leader when I barely know who I am anymore?”
“Javen, just questioning these things means you care and you still want the best for your people. There’s no doubt in my mind that the others are going to experience much the same thing as you are right now when we free them.”
Javen lets out a long, trembling breath and slips his arms around my shoulders, pulling me into an embrace. I smile into his warmth and murmur, “This has been awful, but the only way for us to get through this is together.”
My Connect buzzes, and Irene must hear the sound because she comes to our side immediately. I allow both Javen and Irene to see.
What are your coordinates?
I tap the voice activation and speak into the device. “Directly in front of the base. You need to send someone down for us.”
We’ll be with you promptly.
We turn our attention to the mountainside and watch as an opening in the face appears. A small shuttle hover floats out and down in front of our tree cover.
The hatch opens, and a tall boy with brown hair waves us in. My stomach drops like a stone at the sight of him, but without question, the three of us board the hover and slide into the open seats inside.
“Wasn’t exactly sure I’d see you again,” he says as the hatch closes. and then the hover lifts from the ground.
I scoff and roll my eyes at Irene. “That’s a weird thing to say, Luca. My dad and I are trying to save Arcadia. We’re not just going to disappear.”
“I didn’t mean because of you,” he says. “Hammond found me out.”
“What?”
“Alina is still over in Primaro, but she got word that Hammond’s suspicions were mounting against me. So, I was pulled from the mission just before I was arrested.”
The hover enters the same bay we came in the first time Dad, Max, and I were here. As the ship settles to the ground, the vehicle emits a hiss.
Luca twists in the pilot's seat and regards Javen. “Your people are here,” he says flatly.
Javen’s energy is so strong it hits me like a jolt of electricity.
“What do you mean here?” He bounces his leg as if he will pop from his seat as soon as the hatch opens.
“What I said.” Luca runs his hands across the hover console, and the hatch opens. “They’re here.”
“In the base?” Irene asks.
Luca nods. “We have them detained.”
An angry spark flashes in Javen’s eyes, and he leans toward Luca. “You had better be treating them well.”
Luca slips out of the hatch, moving as quickly as he can from Javen. “Look, man. We’re on your side. Apparently, after Cassi left, the Alku went into a sort of trance.”
That matches what the Starfire told me. That the AI was able to slow them but not rid the Alku of the aggressive effects. I reach out to Javen, allowing the Starfire to calm him once more.
Luca continues, “The people were nervous, but after an hour or so of observation, they appeared safe. Since it was too risky to leave the Alku out in the open, the team loaded all of them into a hover and brought them to the brig here. It’s not luxury accommodations, but it works.”
“Can you take us to them? That’s why we’re here,” I ask.
“Yes.” Luca peers at Javen. “After a debriefing and if he behaves. We have enough stress around here already.”
Irene and I nod, and we all exit the hover. As we walk behind Luca, I lean over to Irene and whisper, “Can you make a few adjustments to Javen’s Connect? I think he might still be getting fed a bit too much of the Intersection’s Starfire.”
“I noticed that too,” she whispers back. “It makes sense that each Alku would need to be individually adjusted, probably for body weight and several other factors. I didn’t get that far in the limited time we had.”
Luca leads us to a conference room. Once inside, he activates a holographic computer and gestures for us to take a seat around a large table.
“Is Alina coming?” I ask as we sit and Luca taps on the virtual keypad.
“It’s not safe for her to come to the base anymore. Hammond has activated additional security measures for any ship going in or out of the city. Primaro is basically on lockdown.”
“Is she okay?” Irene asks, which kind of surprises me since Irene was never a fan of Alina. But she’s also a mother hen type who’s driven to care about everyone’s wellbeing.
“As far as we know, yes,” Luca says. “She’s not able to check in as often as she likes. But we’ve heard nothing to the contrary.”
Irene relaxes back into her seat. “Do you have any news from Earth?”
Luca slides her a quick glance. “Nothing new to report, but we’re expecting an update in the next forty-five minutes.” Luca taps the interface.
Hammond's face pops up on the screen, all hawkish and thin. Even over the last few days, she’s changed. Her cheeks are gaunt, and her eyes have a new deadness to them. I guess planning to murder an entire race of people must be bad for even her emotional state.
Luca pauses the video. “This was released earlier today.” The tension in his jaw pulls his lips into a straight line.
“It’s time for Earth to know what is at stake here,” Hammond says, her delivery flat. The video cuts to the Alku attack on the mine. Flashes of their faces, vicious and savage, move across the screen. My stomach drops as I catch a glimpse of Javen beside me, squeezing his fists and pushing into the back of his seat. Our connection wakes inside of me and terror ripples through my body.
I leap to my feet. “Pause the video and go to the blank screen.” The video pauses and the screen blackens, and I swing around to Luca. “What are you doing?”
His eyes are wide. “I . . . I’m just trying to brief you on the current situation.”
My fists pump as the energy Javen and I are still sharing vibrates in my chest. I look to Javen, who has his head down, then to Irene. “You need to make those adjustments to his Connect now!”
In a flash, Irene has her DataPort out and open.
“What’s going on?” Luca asks.
“Do you have another room they can go in?” I ask.
A still-confused Luca points to our left. “Yeah, there’s an open room next door.” He glances between Javen and me. “Are . . . are we okay here?”
Ignoring Luca, I race to Javen’s side and place my hand under his chin. Gently I guide his face to look at me. His eyes are glassy and swirling with cyan, but his anxious energy is decreasing.
“Are you going to be all right?” I whisper.
Javen blinks and his eyes return to normal. “I think so,” he murmurs.
“Irene is taking you next door to work on the Starfire flow from your Connect,” I say. “Can you go with her? I need to stay here.”
Javen offers me a faint nod and relief palpably warms in my chest. Leaning in close, I gently kiss him on the forehead. As my mouth presses to his skin, a deep sigh escapes his beautiful lips.
“Come on, Javen,” Irene says and gestures with her head toward the door.
Reluctantly, he leaves my touch and follows her.
As the door shuts, Luca curses at me. “What the hell are you doing by bringing him here, if he’s obviously not in the right state of mind? He should be in the brig with the others.”
I want to scream at him that he doesn’t understand, but I allow the Starfire and the Protector in me to take over and ignore his outburst. “Luca, sit down.”
Luca stands there, unmoving, his eyebrows furrowed.
“Sit!” I growl. “You need to listen to me. Because, as you know, we don’t have a lot of time.”
He clenches his jaw, the steel in his gaze glinting with mine.
When he yields and sits, I explain to him how Irene and I figured out that modifying a Connect to regulate the Starfire healed Javen. But unfortunately, it’s not calibrated perfectly yet.
Luca rakes a steady hand through his wavy, brown hair. “And I suppose you’re here to do this for the rest of the affected Alku.”
“Exactly, and we need more Connects. Can you get them for us?”
“There’s no way I can get enough for each Alku here. And do you think that’s a good idea before you get the device figured out? Say we calibrate each Connect and then they go nuts again?”
He’s totally right. We don’t know whether the Connects will work the same on all the Alku. “Fair point. Still, get as many as you can. We can work on a few at a time.”
Luca nods.
“Now,” I say, drawing out the word. “I don’t want to see the whole video Hammond made. Can you just fill me in on it?”
“Hammond is sending word to Earth about the Alku,” he says. “The majority of the Senate is heading through the TSF today to take control of any problems that could break out, especially in the big cities.”
The news is terrible but not unexpected. I had hoped the news of war on Arcadia would be kept from Earth for as long as possible. Now if we do travel to Earth through our portal, reaching Max’s father is going to be that much more difficult. Hammond will probably be commandeering any of his usable private ships for war.
“I don’t know how we’re going to contain this,” Luca says, gesturing to the video. “I think we’ve already lost. We’re stuck here on Arcadia with little way of getting messages to Earth.”
“My Dad may have figured out a way to get to Earth without the Turner Space Fold.”
Luca zips his attention to me. “What?”
“We think, using the Starfire as a power source, that we can create a portal to Earth.”
“How big?” Luca leans his upper arms onto the table and folds his hands.
“Big enough to get ships through.”
Luca quietly whistles in appreciation and leans back into his seat. “This could change the tide. I mean, Hammond’s announcement puts a wrench in everything. But a private portal would give us a bigger chance.”
“But we also need to heal the Alku. People on Earth must see that they are not our enemy.”
Luca taps his Connect and swipes a few times. “Deal. I’m sending a message to round up as many spare Connects as we can. There’s a workspace and lab here that Irene can use.”
“Great.”
“We can keep the affected Alku in the brig until we get everyone a Connect.” Luca pauses for a moment as if thinking.
But before he can say anything else, the computer chimes three times and a hologram of Alina appears.
“Oh, Cassi,” she says. “I wasn’t expecting you.” She flicks her attention to Luca.
“You can speak in front of her,” Luca says.
She glances around and whispers, “I only have a moment, but I need to get someone this information.”
“What now?” Luca asks.
Alina blows out a breath. “Hammond has ordered a lockdown on all fuel reserves on Earth. She’s going to make an announcement in one hour. We’re trying to get word through before she does, but it doesn’t give us much—”
The screen goes black. Luca fiddles with the hologram controls, and a second later, Alina appears again.
“What will that mean for us?” I ask Alina.
She darts her eyes to the left and then returns her attention to me. “Fuel has always been regulated among the private sector, so very few had stockpiles on hand.”
Luca groans.
I glance between Luca and Alina. “And?”
“It means,” Luca answers, “that no one outside the government will have any means of transportation. And any private defense ships or vehicles will be unable to run after a few days, if that. Even if we can get to Earth, we’ll have very little ability to fight.”




Chapter 19
My heart sinks. I know this isn’t good.
Luca rubs the back of his neck. “They must have some fuel on hand to last for at least a short amount of time. They’re not stupid, especially with so much money at stake. Big businesses must protect themselves from problems like the one that’s about to happen.”
“Of course,” Alina says. A tiny line forms between her eyebrows.
“How much fuel do you think the private sector will still have access to? How long will the reserves last them?” I ask Alina.
“A few days maybe, unless they can get fuel illegally. But even then, the government will be watching the big players like a hawk.”
“Big players like Kole Harris?” I ask.
“Exactly. Galaxis is already under a tight rein,” Luca says, now pacing the length of the table. He shoves his hands into his pockets and a muscles twitches along his jaw. “I’m sure Harris has resources with his wide network, but I’m not sure how big a risk he’ll take to go up against Hammond, if any.”
I swallow the lump forming in my throat. Harris and Galaxis cooperating with us and bringing a fleet of fighters into the Intersection is what our entire plan hinges on. If they don’t have any fuel, how are we supposed to get them through the portal?
“Why don’t you think he’ll cooperate?” I ask them.
Alina darts her eyes around and then returns her attention to us. “Harris is notoriously motivated by CosmicCoin. I don’t think he’s necessarily loyal to Hammond, but he is loyal to the highest bidder and the route that will net him the most money in the end. Going against her could seriously inhibit his future ability to stay in business.”
“But if she’s taking all ability for him to run Galaxis, he’s going to be out of business anyway,” I say. “Right?”
Alina glances behind her and pulls her fingers through her loose, blonde hair. “Look. I have to go. Just getting you this info was a risk.”
Luca bites his top lip and raises his hand chest-high to bid her goodbye. “Be safe.”
The hologram disappears, and I move my attention back to Luca as the Starfire stirs in my mind. So, Harris is motivated by CosmicCoin. I had hopes that he may join our fight out of love for space travel and from human kindness. But maybe we have another opportunity. Conversations with Max replay through my mind. Max being Kole Harris’s son make sense now. It’s why he worked so hard to separate himself from the Galaxis name and why information was much more important to him than money.
“How much do you know about Harris?” I ask.
Luca folds his arms across his chest. “Some. Why?”
“We have access to a major fuel source,” I say. “If we gave Galaxis access to it, do you think he’d be more likely to assist us? Would he risk getting caught?”
“Are you talking about the Starfire?” Luca asks.
“What else would I be taking about?”
He narrows his eyes. “But isn’t that precisely what you are trying to keep from being mined?”
I explain to Luca more about how the Starfire works and about the Intersection and Mother crystals. “If we have the assistance of the Alku,” I continue, “I believe we may be able to use the smallest amount possible to convert his ships to run on Starfire energy.”
“But that would require we have everything arranged and ready to go before Hammond starts to strip the Starfire mine on Arcadia again.”
My stomach drops. I knew she would attempt mining again, but I didn’t want to think about it. “And when do you anticipate that happening?”
“Soon. Hammond knows the Alku are not guarding the mine anymore, and her troops and miners have moved back in. Production will start again in the next few days.”
The mention of the mine reminds me of a question. One I’m not sure I want the answer to. I clench my jaw at what I’m about to ask. “Did they find any survivors at the mine?”
Luca tips his head and uncrosses his arms. “Surprisingly, yes.”
My heart leaps at his words. “Who? How many?”
“That intel hasn’t been released yet. But I do know they’ve a good-sized group in custody.”
“If Hammond hasn’t killed them by now.”
Luca pivots away from me and stuffs his hands into his pockets once more. “I’m sure she needs information from them about the Alku and the Starfire. They may be more valuable alive than dead.”
I look away as sickness roils in my stomach. General Atkins and the other refugees are probably being tortured. Which means Hammond may now know about the Intersection. Just not how to get to that dimension or how I was the one who pulled the ships into the Intersection’s safety. Atkins doesn’t know either. But Hammond could know Dad is alive.
“Torture,” I whisper to myself as the ache in my chest intensifies.
“Likely.” Luca turns to me.
“I need to get back and let my dad know all of this. My friends will need to stay and help the Alku. Can you make sure they can proceed?”
Luca nods. “There's not much to do around here except wait to die. So, if there’s something I can do that will ensure I make it out of here alive, I’m in.” He gestures outside, and I follow his lead.
Around the corner, in the room next door, Irene taps away at her DataPort and then glances at Javen’s Connect. Luca steps in behind me and hangs in the doorway.
“I think that should do it,” Irene says.
Javen lowers his shoulders at her words and peers my way. The corners of his lips tilt into a tiny smile, and I walk over to wrap my arms around his neck. He inhales deeply at my touch.
“How are you?” I ask.
“Better now that you’re here,” he says.
Irene closes her DataPort. “I made several adjustments to the flow of power. The changes were subtle but necessary. I need to keep that in mind when I program Connects for the rest of the Alku.”
A female guard with short, brown hair and a severe expression enters the room, holding a walnut-colored box in her hands. “I have the Connects you requested, sir.” She places the small box beside Irene and asks Luca, “What do you need them for?”
Before he gets the chance to answer, Irene says, “We’re doing some testing.” She reaches into the container, pulls out a handful of devices and inspects them one by one. “Is this all you’ve got? We’re going to need more than three. A lot more.”
The guard straightens. “I apologize, ma’am.”
Irene lifts a single eyebrow. Maybe she’s not used to being called ma’am.
“These were all the non-essential ones,” the young woman says. “I believe they're still trying to round up more, but with Primaro on lockdown, it’s going to take extra time. All airborne traffic out of the city is grounded. Everything is by foot or small vehicle.”
Irene purses her lips together and tosses the Connects back into the box. “Well, thanks for doing your best. I can start with these.”
The guard delivers a brisk nod, swivels on her heel, and exits the room.
Irene sighs. “I guess it will give us more time to perfect the programming before we outfit all the Alku. So, not having them may be a blessing in disguise.”
“Release Wirrin and Beda first,” I say. “They’re leaders, and we’ll need them for the next steps.”
Javen pushes his brows together slightly. “But you’re going to be here to help, right?”
“Irene has got this and . . . I need to return to the Intersection.” I study a kidney-bean shaped stain on the ground to avoid Javen’s eyes. “Luca and I just got an update from Alina. Hammond made a wrinkle in our plans, and I must let Dad know.”
“What is it?” Irene asks.
I wave my hand like Hammond is just a pesky fly. “Oh, just Hammond messing things up like always. Something about fuel supply rationing.” I smile to make the problem seem less of a big deal than it is, and fortunately, Luca stays silent. “It will all be fine.” I shrug. “Just stay focused on this project. It’s important.”
Javen straightens his shoulders. “I’m going back into the Intersection with you.”
I finally meet his gaze. “You should stay here to help Irene. When you wake Wirrin and Beda, they’ll need to see you instead of strangers. And you’ll need to help them adjust.”
He softly clenches his jaw but doesn’t argue. He knows I’m right.
“All right,” he says. To Irene, he asks, “When can we start working on the others?”
Irene glances into the box and then tucks her DataPort into the same bag that holds the small Starfire crystals we brought. She hands the box of Connects to Javen. “Right now, as long as someone shows us where to go.”
“I can do that,” Luca says.
“Are you coming too?” Javen asks.
I reply first with a slight shake of my head. “If I go down there, I know I’ll want to help.”
“Do you need me to open the portal?” Irene rifles through her bag.
“No, I can take care of it myself,” I say. “But thanks.”
Javen takes my hand and leans in to kiss my cheek. As his lips graze my skin, a shiver runs down my spine. Longing to stay—to remain connected to him—burns in me. But I must leave. Briefly, I lean into the kiss and cradle his face. His cheek is rough with stubble and my heart does this little flip that momentarily steals my breath.
I stand on my toes and stretch to meet his ear. “Good luck,” I whisper.
Javen bows his head slightly and whispers back, “Return to me. Soon.”
“Always. I’ll always return to you, Javen.” Pulling away, I force myself to smile at Irene and Luca and say, “Good luck to you all.”
Irene pats her bag and glances to Luca. “Lead the way.”
Luca pilots them from the room, leaving me alone. I look around to the rough stone walls. Taking in a deep breath, I summon the Protectors’ essence inside of me. Am I doing the right things here? They don’t answer in words, but a sense of calm trickles over my body like gentle rainfall.
I hold my hands up and close my eyes, envisioning the Starfire field in the Intersection. When my eyes flutter open, the sky is dark and my surroundings have changed to a blue-green cast.
I did it. I’m back.
An ache forms above my eyes and I rub my eyebrows. Must be the stress.
I ignore the blossoming pain and scan the landscape, settling on the Starfire field. Just over a hedge of crystals, Dad and several others are working on the portal. My eyes widen. Two large metal pillars rise from the ground and tower over the fields, the columns about fifty feet apart. Enough space for smaller ships to easily travel through the opening.
As I study them, I pinch my lips together. The structure isn’t as big as Dad would have liked. But larger ships are going to be too difficult to smuggle without getting caught anyway.
Moonlight and Starfire illuminate strange engravings on each pillar, symbols I’ve never seen before. But the crystals can create all sorts of things, like the Alku villages and the refugee camp. Javen’s hut was amazing, but quite simple—not beautiful and intricate like these structures.
As I near, Dad turns to me and his eyes light up. “Oh, Cassi. Are you all back?”
“When did this happen?” I ask, peering up the nearest pillar.
“Not long ago. They were amazing to watch form.” He smiles and wraps his arms around me and squeezes. “Glad to have you back.”
Warmth spills through me with his hug and my headache lessens a fraction, but I quickly break the embrace and tell him the news.
He flattens his lips as he listens. “The Senate members were trying to get a few hours of sleep,” he says. “But I’ll need to call a meeting. I was really hoping we’d be able to keep the majority of the Starfire here and take very little to Earth. We need a few to convince Harris, but the more we take from the Intersection, the more likely the crystals are going to fall into the wrong hands.” He looks at the ground and drags a hand through his hair.
“Not sure what else we can do,” I say.
“Not much.” He faces those who are working on the portal, including Kate Morris, Sadler, and Tucker. “I need to take care of a few things. You keep working.”
Dr. Morris walks over to us. “Everything okay?”
“Just trying to stay positive,” Dad says. “Hopefully we’ll be able to do a run in the morning.” He taps his Connect and sends a message to Senator Simmons, and within a few minutes, the Senate, Vihann, Zarah, and Max arrive at the test site.
Max rubs his eyes, and his hair is sticking up a bit in the back. He must have enjoyed a touch of shut-eye while I was gone. He gazes at the portal’s closest stone pillar. “I still can’t believe the Starfire made this.” He considers me briefly before turning his attention to the others.
“Tomorrow is the day,” Dad announces. “We’ll activate the portal and cross over.”
“Have we decided who will be going?” Senator Simmons asks and folds his arms over his chest.
“I believe the Senate should stay behind,” Dad says.
Senator Simmons opens his mouth, probably to protest, but Dad holds his hand in the air to stop him.
“We need to diversify the risk,” Dad says. “I was on the Board who led us to Arcadia. That distinction carries a lot of weight. Max will join us too.”
Max nods sleepily while watching the toe of his shoe move foot-flattened grass back to its vertical form.
Dad continues. “Not only is he Harris’s son, but he’s well versed in his father’s circle. He will be an asset.”
“The Senate members would be an asset as well,” Simmons argues, but none of the others protest.
“Of course, you would,” Dad says. “But if we are killed, then you will be as well. Dr. Morris will be here to carry on the process.”
Simmons closes his mouth but tenses his jaw. He stands there for a moment in thought and then finally nods.
“Good.” Dad looks thoughtfully at Vihann. “And I would like for you to come.”
Panic widens Zarah’s eyes, and she bites her lip.
“I agree,” Vihann says to his wife. “This is the best way to protect our people.”
“I know,” she whispers. “To be the Luminary, you must be selfless.”
Vihann returns his attention to Dad and the others. “I will join you to meet this Harris.”
“Thank you.” Dad brings his attention to Dr. Morris and Howard. “Please explain the process so everyone knows what to expect.”
Morris clears her throat. “From the Earthscape program and known intel, we’ve determined that Harris has an old test site that is rarely used but still functioning.” She glances to Max. “Mr. Norton has informed me that he still has a secure contact for his father and that your Connects should function normally once on Earth. Max will contact his father, and if all goes according to plan, Mr. Harris will send someone to retrieve your group. The negotiations will go from there. Hopefully the Starfire you bring to him will be enough to convince Galaxis to take the risk.”
“We will give Harris a demonstration on how to convert one of Harris’s ships to run on Starfire,” Dad says. “Hopefully, it will convince him to help, and we can start transporting his ships through the portal as soon as possible.”
“What are your calculated odds that this plan will work?” I finally ask.
“My dear,” Morris says. “The plan will either work or not work. Odds are not our focus.”
My mouth runs dry as the blood leaves my head. Morris’s words can only mean one thing.
The odds aren’t good.




Chapter 20
The morning sun peeks over the horizon, bathing the surroundings in cyan light.
Dad stayed up all night with the Senate and Vihann, planning how to persuade Harris once on Earth.
I keep rolling the thought around in my head that I could probably be of more help with the Starfire inside of me. But it’s safer if the portal project is completed without me. I might not always be around to make sure it continues to operate.
My grandfather’s memory keeps reminding me that his ticket to Earth was one-way. He was unable to return to the Intersection. The portal will prevent this from happening to me, thankfully.
“Is it ready?” I walk toward Dad. He stands next to the closest large stone column. A bag of prepared Starfire rests near a portable computer Howard is manning while waiting for Dad to transport the crystals to Earth.
I brush my fingertips along the column’s rough material—an unknown conglomerate flecked with sparkling crystal shards—and my skin tingles.
Dad turns to Howard. “How much longer?”
“I’m putting on the final touches,” Howard says.
“You should call everyone else down here,” I say to Dad.
He lets out a long breath. “Yes, yes . . . I think it’s time to do that.” Dad swipes his Connect, types a quick message, and hits send.
“I can’t believe this is really happening,” I say.
He turns back to me, his jaw tight with stress. “Me neither. In my mind, I was never going back to Earth. You and I were supposed to come to Arcadia and start a new life. Nothing has happened as I expected.”
“Well, you got the new life part right,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.
He ignores my stupid joke. “I don’t know what we’re going to do if this doesn’t work.”
I pull Mom’s ring from my finger and clasp the treasure in my palm. “You should take this with you, for luck.” I hold it out to him, and he stares intensely at my open hand.
“No, no . . .” he protests and closes my fingers. “You need to keep Mom’s ring. She left that to you in her will, and you’ve had it since she died.”
“It’s a way for her to go on this journey with you again.” I think of the words in Mom’s journal: her biggest goal was to get me to Arcadia. Well, I’m here, and she needs to be involved with every step of this journey, even if she couldn’t come.
I push the ring into his hand.
He tips his head and then finally takes it. With a sigh, he wriggles it onto his pinky, right next to the matching band he still wears on his ring finger.
Conversation reaches my ears from behind me. Over my shoulder, I spot the four Senate members, Dr. Morris, Tucker, and the rest of the refugees walking down the hill to our location.
“Vihann and Zarah will be here shortly,” Morris says.
Dad gives me one last look and I smile. It’s okay if you take care of business, I try to convey in my returned gaze. Then, I search for Max, but he’s not here yet. Earlier he was working in the lab, so I jog the five-minute trek back there.
“Max,” I call out as I enter the building, but no one answers. I move to head outside but then stop to speak instead. “AI? Is Max in the lab?”
The hologram of my mother appears, and my chest tightens. I’m not sure if I’ll ever get over seeing Mom in this way.
“His location is in the kitchen,” she says.
“Thanks,” I say and wave her away. She vanishes into thin air like a ghost. I walk through the space she once occupied and make my way to the kitchen.
“Did you hear me calling for you?”
Max slips a look my way as he rifles through a kitchen cabinet. “Uh . . . no, sorry.” Without pausing, he continues to pack his bag with a few packages of shelf-stable snacks from an open drawer.
My fingers dig into my palms. Maybe he’s nervous to go through the portal. I know I would be.
“So, you’re still going too?” I ask.
He nods, still not looking my way. “Yeah. It’s my dad we’re trying to get help from. He and I don’t get along all that well, but I still think this plan is best.” Max loads in another handful of granola bars before he closes the drawer.
“You know, there’s food on Earth,” I joke.
Max shoots me a glare, but then he shakes off the expression and zips his bag. “Just trying to be prepared.”
“You’re still upset with me, aren’t you?” He has every right to be.
He slings the strap of his bag over his shoulder and twists toward me. He opens his mouth to speak but quickly closes it. He leans his hip against the counter and crosses his arms over his chest. “We have much bigger problems to deal with than you kissing me—but yes. I am still upset about that.”
“You know—”
“If you’re going to tell me that you never meant to hurt me,” he interrupts, “then stop. Because an apology isn’t making me feel better.”
My stomach swirls with nausea and I drop my gaze, heat flushing up my neck and face.
“You told me that I’m your best friend—”
I whip my attention to him. “You are!”
“Then I’m not sure you know what a best friend is because friends are honest with each other.” He fiddles with the strap of his bag. “I think I could have handled the idea if you had just told me you wanted to be with Javen. I wouldn’t have liked it . . . but I’d have been fine.”
“I didn’t know what I wanted,” I plead.
“Then you should have taken more time to figure out your feelings, Cassi.” Max’s eyes are glossy, but no tears fall.
I take a step toward him, but the narrowing of his gray eyes makes me stop.
“All I know is none of . . . this—us—matters.” He waves his hand my way and then back at himself. “Who knows if we’ll even make it out of this war alive. But for now, I’m heading to Earth, and you and Javen can do whatever you want. Hopefully, the two of you will be able to save the world or something.”
I start to speak, but Max steps all over my words before I get anything out.
“And if I can help it, I’m not coming back to Arcadia,” he says. “Right now, neither place is safe. But here? I’m too focused on you . . . which is stupid when the world might be ending soon. I should have listened to my dad and never come here in the first place.”
With those barbed words, he pushes past me and disappears down the hallway.
When I’m alone, I throw my back up against the doorframe, and pinch at the bridge of my nose. Blinking back emotion, I swipe my Connect. I can’t crumble. I need to remain strong just for a little while longer. “Max is on the way,” I choke out into the comm.
“Good,” Dad's voice returns. “Get down here, too. We’re starting in ten minutes.”
“Be there soon.” I swipe off the comm and close my eyes. When I open them, I’m twenty feet from the portal. The Earth-bound travelers watch Dad, who stands near a pillar, holding a second portable portal device. He must be taking it with him to Earth.
I sweep my gaze over the crowd and catch Zarah’s eyes. Pain zips through my temple. Great. A new headache. Just what I need right now. Then my knees go weak, but I catch myself. The pain in my head is getting worse each time.
Zarah leaves her husband's side and comes to mine. “What are you doing?”
“Coming down to see them off,” I say.
“That’s not what I mean. Why did you use the Starfire to get here?”
I attempt to shake off the headache, but it doesn’t work. “I didn’t mean to. It just happened. One second, I was at the lab, and the next, I was here. But then a headache and dizziness started.”
She presses her lips together. “Be more careful. You’re not fully Alku, and something about the Starfire is still adjusting in your body.”
I blink several times, and all the dizziness dissipates. “Yes. I was emotional and not thinking.”
From behind, I see Max jogging toward the portal. He glances at me and frowns, then joins the others.
My stomach tightens, but Zarah wraps her arm around me and squeezes. “It must be difficult to see your father going back to Earth and you staying here.”
I pull away from her slightly, glad she doesn’t know that more than giving goodbyes to my dad is stressing me. “No greater than Vihann going and leaving you when your family has only just reunited.” The headache stabs again over my eyes. I grit my teeth against the blazing pain.
Zarah squares herself. “I’m doing my best to focus on the good of others. It’s difficult, but the Protector in me still echoes that it is everyone else who matters.”
That’s what Max just said. I exhale deeply and pull her into an embrace. “You and the Alku are amazing people. I can’t imagine a universe without you. What we’re doing here has to work.”
Zarah squeezes me, and the warmth only a mother can provide fills my heart. The pain in my head lessens to a bearable level under her caring touch as we amble back to rejoin the onlookers.
Max and Vihann now stand next to Dad as he nods to Howard.
Howard taps a series of keystrokes, and the two stone pillars spark with light. A bolt of electricity exits from the top and curves to form an archway connecting the two pillars.
Crack!
The sound is deafening and I clap my hands over my ears, squinting against the light.
Eventually my eyes adjust and my gaze widens as the Starfire’s power vibrates through my body and under my feet. Everyone stands speechless as the view on the other side shifts to a night scene. An abandoned building sits to the side. The night sky on the other side is clear and cloudless, speckled with stars. Earth’s moon hangs full up above.
Home.
“It worked!” Dad shouts and everyone lets out a cheer.
“Now what?” someone shouts.
Dad faces Vihann and Max. “Well, this is my project, so I’ve decided I’ll be the first one through to test that the portal is safe.”
My stomach does a flop. I trust the people who are working on this project, but this travel is untested. I start to step forward, but Zarah grabs my arm, stopping me.
“No, Dr. Foster,” Max says. “I know Kole Harris is my father, but you and Vihann are imperative for this project. I’m going through first, and then I will step back to make sure the opening works from both sides.”
I grit my teeth against his words. I don’t want anything to happen to Max, let alone when he’s still so angry at me. He quickly glances my way and then turns his attention back to Dad, straightening his back and squaring himself.
Dad opens his mouth to speak.
“You know my going first is the best option.” Max looks around. “Everyone else here plays a part in further maintaining this project. I’m the only one who doesn’t have a clue about it. I’m just a body.”
My eyes sting with tears. You are so much more than that Max—to so many people, including me.
Although I don’t want to, I inhale deeply to relax my body, and Zarah loosens from me.
Dad crosses his arms over his chest and pinches his lips together. “Every single one of us is valuable, Max.”
Max lets out a soft grunt and smiles, but the smile is sad, resigned. “The success of this mission doesn’t hinge on me. My dad is going to be much more impressed with the Starfire than he is with his son.”
“He’s right, Richard,” Simmons says and then looks to Max. “Sorry.”
Max shrugs. “It’s what I’ve already said.”
“Well, you need to know that I don’t like this plan,” Dad says. “But we need to get moving.”
I want to yell at Max and tell him what a beautiful, sacrificial person he is. But I know he’s doesn’t desire any words of admiration from me right now.
He steps to the portal’s edge and then looks to Howard. “Is it ready?”
“Ready as it’s going to be,” Howard answers.
Without glancing back at any of us, Max steps into the portal, and a blinding light flashes. I gasp loudly. So much so, I almost don’t hear everyone else around me gasp as well. The light brightens until my retinas burn. The illumination quickly dissipates, thankfully, and I blink to try to clear black spots from my vision. And to see if he crossed over. My breath slows as I spot his shadowy frame situated on the portal’s other side . . . on Earth.
Max smiles and waves to us. The people around me lift a celebratory cheer. He did it! But he still needs to step back through to our side once more. He looks around and up to the night sky on the Earth side and then takes three steps forward. This time, I cover my eyes just before the burst of light. When the glow dims, I peek between my fingers and bite back a smile.
He’s back.
Once again, the onlookers let out a cheer, and this time, I release one of my own. My heart thumps in a rapid beat, thankful. To see him safe. That Dad and Vihann will be, too. At least for now.




Chapter 21
Dad’s, Max’s, and Vihann’s silhouettes disappear as the portal’s light flickers and closes. Everyone has stopped talking, shoulders slumped. Every ounce of hope I had a moment ago flutters away.
What did we just do? We have no way of contacting Dad unless we cross through the portal. And doing so could put our operation at risk of detection if we open the portal too many times before we really need to.
Choosing to trust Dad and this plan instead of giving into my fears, I shout, “We should all get back to work.”
“Yes,” Dr. Morris replies. “Follow me back to camp. There is still much to do to prepare for Dr. Foster’s return.”
She gestures to the Senate members and the rest of the refugees. They follow her except for Howard, who remains with his portable computer setup. He’ll stay and ensure the portal is functioning properly for when Dad activates it from Earth’s side. I’m sure Howard wants to be alone anyway.
“I’m not entirely sure what I can do,” Zarah says. She’s the only other person lingering around the portal besides me and Howard. “But I’m going to help the Earthlings.”
After a squeeze of my hand, she walks toward the refugee camp. When she’s gone, I gaze back at the portal one more time before I head back to the lab. Nothing in me wants to stay here in the Intersection. Morris has plenty of help and from people who know much more about the potential ship conversion. I need to get back to Javen and Irene.
Despite the possibility of a headache, I close my eyes and envision both Javen and the coordinates of the mountainside base. I open my lids expecting to find myself in the same valley as before, but instead, Javen stands before me and the surroundings are still blue-green.
“Javen?”
He looks around, brows furrowed. “You summoned me to the Intersection?”
A headache now pulses on my temple, but as before, I do my best to ignore the building pain. “Uh . . . I didn’t mean to summon you,” I choke out. Seeing him is a form of torture and a form of peace unlike any other. An ache and a sigh. By the hesitation in his eyes, I know he feels the same. Heaviness presses hard against my chest—from responsibilities, my goodbye with Max, worry for Dad—until I feel as if I might stop breathing at any moment. So I throw my arms around Javen and begin melting into the comfort of his nearness, whispering into his shoulder, “I was trying to come to you.”
He wraps me in a hushed embrace, leaning his head atop mine. The warmth and safety of his muscular chest soothes me in an instant.
“Is everything okay here?” he whispers into my hair. “You don’t look well.”
But I don’t want to talk right now. Instead, I rise onto my toes and press my lips to his. The Starfire lights inside me and reconnects me to his. Our kiss is gentle and sends quick flashes through my mind of Javen’s strength, and his determination to save his people and planet from destruction. Everything about this intimate experience reminds me of how much I need his presence and support on this journey, wherever it may lead.
I ease from Javen, not wanting to but knowing it’s necessary. “The portal to Earth was a success. He left a few minutes ago with Vihann and Max.”
Javen tips his head. “My father went?”
“He thought traveling to Earth was necessary to convince Harris. But your mother is still here. Would you like to see her?”
Anguish tightens every one of his beautiful features. “If I see her, it will make going back to Arcadia that much more difficult, and I need to remain focused. We have too much to catch up on and no time to do so.” He gives me a sad little grin. “It’s difficult enough to focus while you’re around.”
I chuckle and graze my fingers over his cheek. I know the feeling.
“How are Irene’s adjustments working?” I drop my gaze to his wrist, to his Connect.
Javen taps the display, and the device awakens with data. “Good. Better than before. The crystal’s flow is reduced and seems to be working desirably.”
“And everyone else?”
“We should return,” Javen says. “Irene needs my help. The exact coordinates to the base are stored on my device. I knew we might need them, so I asked for the data.” He swipes the face and shows them to me.
The Starfire comes alive in my brain, and my mind sees the latitude and longitude in a single flash, just like having a version of an Earthscape program in my head.
“Do you know the exact exit point within the base from these coordinates?” I ask.
Javen nods. “I knew if we returned, we would need that information eventually. So, I made it a place we had already been—the room where Irene altered my Connect.”
Images of the room swim to the forefront of my mind and then meld with the coordinates on Javen’s device.
Other than for our own safety—which a considerable part of me would love to take advantage of—nothing is keeping me here in the Intersection. Right now, my job as Protector is to use the Starfire to save as many people as I can.
I take Javen’s hand and envision the mountainside base. As if slamming into a vortex, we’re whisked away from temporary safety.
On the Arcadia side, we bash into a wall carved from the mountainside. My body crashes into the stone and then rolls to the ground.
Everything spins and then stops. On the floor nearby, Javen groans while holding his head. Nausea swirls in my stomach. Then pain shoots through my temple and neck, but despite it, I scoot over to him. “Are you okay?”
“That was a rougher ride than the time I transported you from the Capitol building.”
My head pounds. “I . . . I don’t know why the transition was so rough.” But I do know. Zarah warned me, and I think transporting is causing too much stress on my body. Another ripple of pain pounds through my head, and I suck a breath through clenched teeth.
Javen looks me over. “You’re not well.”
I blink several times and take in another centering breath. “No. But I will be.” It might be a lie, but I don’t have time to figure the problem out. “Can you help me stand and then take me to Irene?”
Javen offers me his hand. The moment we touch, my head stops spinning and the sickness in my stomach subsides. His Starfire must have a healing effect on me.
“I’m . . . good now, actually,” I say. “But I need to be careful using the Starfire. The overdose affects me differently than it does you, and I have no other way to regulate the power since it’s now inside of me. My body has to learn to adjust on its own.”
Javen wrinkles his brows but nods in agreement. He then swipes his Connect and speaks into the device. “I’m back.”
“Yeah,” Irene’s voice comes through the device. “Where'd you go?”
“I’ll explain in a minute,” Javen says.
He leads me down to the brig where the Alku are being held. When I walk in, the first person I see is Wirrin, eyes drooping, skin ashen and clammy as if he’s ill. Sitting in a chair, his forehead pressed to his palm, Wirrin spots me us and then glances away.
Irene is fitting a Connect to Beda, who is lying on a cot. She lifts Beda’s wrist to study whatever the screen shows her, then taps the screen. Luca is to Irene’s left.
“Where were you, Javen?” Irene asks. “I needed you here.”
“Sorry,” I say. “That was apparently my fault. The Starfire is functioning strangely for me right now. When I tried to transport here, it brought Javen into the Intersection instead.”
Ignoring me, Irene nods at Luca. He injects Beda with a clear liquid, and her eyes open wide.
Wirrin rushes to his daughter’s side. “You’re okay. You’re safe.”
Beda’s eyes grow glassy as her face pales. Wirrin, Irene, and Luca step to the side as she leans over and retches onto the floor.
“Again?” Irene moans, and her shoulders slump.
Beda grimaces in horror at what she did and then flops back onto the pillow behind her. Luca grabs several towels from nearby and works to clean up the mess.
“It’s not working?” I ask. Nothing like this happened to Javen when I brought him out of his frozen state.
Javen quickly replies, “The sedatives they were given before we arrived are causing nausea.”
“They were sedated?” I gape at Luca.
“We had to take precautions,” Luca says.
“But pairing the Connects with the Starfire is working, and they’re not aggressive anymore?” I ask.
Wirrin murmurs, “They are working.” He examines the device on his wrist. “If only they could make me forget the events at the mine.”
Before Wirrin can say anything else, Javen reaches for his uncle and embraces him. The warmth of their love fills my chest. And though Beda could throw up again, I know she needs some support, too. Hopefully, the bud of our friendship is still there and I can help. As I move to her side, Beda narrows her eyes and turns her head from me.
“Beda?” I whisper as I approach.
She groans and slowly turns her head my way. Her typical bravado has faded from her features, and she appears much more like a young girl than the warrior I know she is.
I take her hand, desperately wanting to share my Starfire with her to help the healing but afraid that doing so could hurt me.
Beda gently pushes to a sitting position. “Why did you save me?”
A small smile pulls at my lips. “Because you’re an amazingly loyal person—to your people and friends. You didn’t mean to become so aggressive. The Starfire made a mistake and read your need to protect your people. It changed a part of your thoughts in a way you never meant it to.”
I don’t tell her anything about the Starfire’s true nature. I think learning the power is a nanocomputer would be too much for her, or any of the Alku for the time being. That will have to remain between Irene and me for now.
“Besides, I think you would have done the same for me.”
A sly grin stretches over Beda’s dark lips and a bit of her caramel coloring returns. “You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?”
Maybe she’ll recover more quickly than I thought. I raise my eyebrows in question, but she pats me on the arm.
“Thank you,” she whispers.
“This is the last Connect I have,” Irene says. “Who else do we need to wake up?”
I look around at the group, and no one answers.
My mind turns with the faces who were in the war party as the Starfire lights inside of me. I know who it should be, despite how I’m not personally thrilled with the choice. “Yaletha is one of the best warriors. We need her.”
Javen shoots me a questioning look and my chest constricts. I’m pretty sure he and Yaletha became close again while under the Mother Starfire’s influence. Javen must sense my awareness. But Javen loves me, and I love him.
“You know I’m making the right choice,” I say.
Javen nods.
“Then let’s help her,” Irene says to Wirrin and Luca.
Luca’s Connect buzzes on his wrist. His eyes grow owlish before he taps the screen. A hologram of Alina appears.
Luca holds his arm up higher for each of us to see. “What’s going o—”
Alina cuts Luca off. “General Atkins and about ten survivors of the mining attack have escaped Hammond. They were smuggled from Primaro and need to be retrieved immediately.”




Chapter 22
“Retrieved?” I ask. “How are we supposed to do that? The city is on high alert. You can’t even leave the city.”
A muscle pulses along Luca’s jaw. “If we go after them, it will put this entire base at risk. Hammond may discover our location. You know this.”
Alina eyes Luca. “It’s an order,” she says in a flat tone.
“An order from who?” Irene asks, throwing her hand on her hip. “You?”
“Of course, not me!” Alina says, bringing her attention to Luca. “From higher up. All the instructions should be coming into your Connect soon. I wanted to give you a heads up.”
Just as she says the words, a blinking Urgent Message icon displays at the bottom of the hologram.
“This is a level six order, and no one else is to be alerted to the mission,” she says.
“So, we can’t bring a pilot or extra manpower?” Luca asks.
“You can take anyone from your current project, and that’s it. Too many people already know.”
“Understood,” Luca says with a sigh as he clicks off the hologram.
He then reads the incoming message and swipes the screen off. The muscle along his jaw pulses faster. “As expected,” he grits. “It’s believed that Atkins and her people were being tortured for information, but they’re in a secure place for now, just outside the city. But it’s as far as they can go.”
I rub at my temple. Pain is blossoming again. Maybe it’s from what I’m about to say. “I’m coming. For reasons I don’t know yet, transporting has become difficult for me. But if we have an emergency, I need to be there with you for a quick exit.”
Javen eyes me, the slight wrinkle between his brows reappearing.
I mouth, “I’ll be okay.”
He purses his lips, then says to Wirrin, “We’re going with you, too. General Atkins and the rest were captured by Hammond because of us.” Pain swims in Javen’s eyes. “And I should be there for Cassi.”
I squeeze my fists together, knowing he’s not going to like my next words. But I’m confident they must be said.
“No. You all need to stay here and recover.” Wirrin is still pale and Beda is dozing on the cot.
Javen studies them as well. “But I can go,” he insists. “I’m ready to fight, if I need to.”
I bite the inside of my cheek, knowing that Yaletha still needs to be given her new Connect. She will need help recovering, and Javen must be here for her.
“Of course you’re ready, but your people need you. You’re the best one who can help them deal with their confusion.” I glance at Beda, her skin still with a grayish cast. She’s normally so strong. There’s no way we can bring her and expect her to make choices that would be safe for the group. “And I can fend for myself.”
“She’s right, Javen.” Irene steps up beside us. “So far, the Alku’s transition hasn’t been easy. The Starfire Connects are working, but everyone needs more time to purge the sedatives out of their systems.”
Javen groans and rakes a hand through his hair, but he eventually nods in agreement.
I wrap my arms around his waist, and he returns my embrace as our eyes lock. “A good leader does what is right for his people and not always what’s right for himself,” I say quietly.
“You know this is what needs to happen,” Irene says and then returns to checking Beda’s device.
Javen’s lips form a thin line, and he inhales deeply. “You and Irene are right, and I don’t mean to doubt your abilities. You have done amazing things and are capable of caring for yourself. You rescued me.” He tips his head and that adorable wrinkle forms between his brows again. “I just don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all.”
“I know. I’m not sure what I’d do without you, either.” I stretch up on my toes and kiss him. It’s short and sweet, but the connection reminds me of how much I appreciate him.
After a moment, I turn toward Luca. His attention is fixed on us. But he quickly darts his gaze away as if he’s both curious and embarrassed to have seen our affection. I can’t help but think of when he tried to kiss me, but I mentally flick the memory away. Despite my dislike for him then, he’s helping us now.
“Let's go,” I say.
Luca and I race to the docking bay. He enters his authorization code at the computer near the door, running his finger down the display in search of an available ship.
“That one.” He stops at one of the listed ships. “It’s a little larger than I’d like, but it’s equipped with an emergency pod.” He pairs his Connect with the screen and selects the ship. “It also has low-level cloaking tech to help us avoid detection.”
We jog to the far side of the bay, past several small ships to a large hover. The outside has a dark, mottled appearance for camouflage.
Luca taps his Connect and the ship door slides open. He hustles me inside. The space is relatively large and has at least twenty seats inside. To the back, I spot the partially visible pod Luca spoke of, one that looks like it’s able to fit two or three.
Luca closes the hatch and takes the pilot’s seat, and I sit in the co-pilot’s, even though I have no clue how to fly this thing. He activates the controls, and the ship hovers off the ground while the hidden exit in the mountainside opens. Luca steers the ship from the bay and follows the coordinates from his instructions.
About an hour later we land in a clearing. No civilization in sight.
“What next?” I ask as we exit the ship.
He taps on his Connect. “I’ve alerted them to our presence, so we wait.”
Just as the words leave his mouth, I spot a group of people walking from the forest into the clearing where we landed. I recognize General Atkins first. Her body is more slumped and tired than the last time I saw her, but her dark skin and hair are unmistakable.
Luca and I dash toward the group.
“General At—” Luca says.
“They never should have sent you this early,” Atkins cuts him off. “We would have been able to survive out here for a few days. There could be patrols looking for us. Who knows if you’ve already been spotted.”
“Well, we’re here,” I say.
“Then we should leave stat.” She waves to the rest of the group. I count fifteen—quite a few less than the number who fought at the mine. Were the rest killed there, or does Hammond still have them in custody? I don’t ask.
Without protest, the group loads into the ship.
Atkins hurries to the pilot’s seat and pushes Luca aside while taking over the controls. “This ship has an emergency pod?”
Luca nods.
“I want you and Cassi in one. If we are detected, you need to fly away and hide. Those pods maneuver a lot more quickly than these ships.”
“We came all this way,” Luca protests. “We can’t just leave you.”
“You’re not leaving us. We may need to split up to mitigate the risk. The first ship they’ll spot is the largest, and we can’t put all our eggs in one basket. Plus, this ship has weapons,” she says. “We’ll use them if necessary. We’ll cover you.”
Luca grabs my arm and pulls me to the back of the ship. The silver-gray vessel at the rear is small, barely fitting two people. We squeeze around the pod’s sides and slip into the available seats.
“We’re in,” he says.
“I’m opening the exit,” Atkins relays through the comm.
As she says the words, a hatch opens to the outside. Luca flies us out of the main ship and, when we’re at a safe distance, rotates the pod around to face the larger vessel.
On the navigation screen, nothing else shows but our two ships.
“Follow me,” Luca says to Atkins and then maneuvers around.
“Are you setting the course?” I ask.
“No,” Luca says. “I have the location memorized. That way, there’s nothing in the data stores if we get captured.”
My chest constricts at his words. This must work. Capture isn’t an option.
“We’ll hover lower to the ground than usual. Paired with the ship’s cloaking tech, flying under the radar will keep us less visible,” Luca says into the comm.
“Understood,” Atkins says.
The pod glides forward, and we’re off. Out the port window, I watch the ground while squeezing my fingers together. As the miles pass, neither Luca nor I speak, as if doing so might ruin our chances of getting away safely.
Beep.
I whip my focus back to the display.
Beep.
“What’s going on?” Several yellow dots appear on the screen about twenty miles out from our location.
“Ships.” He taps on the comm. “But I can’t tell if they’re in pursuit yet.”
“I see them,” Atkins says.
“You think they're onto us?” Luca asks.
“Not sure yet,” she says, her voice crackling through the comm. “Maneuver off course slightly to check.”
My heart pounds against my ribcage as I watch the yellow dots.
Luca edges the pod to the right. The yellow dots immediately veer to follow.




Chapter 23
“We have to go! Now!” Luca yells into the comm, but I know he’s directing the order at me as well as Atkins.
I need to transport us into the Intersection. It’s the only way. Gripping my armrests, I close my eyes and summon the Starfire within me. Tingling warmth fills my body and everything else falls away. I envision porting the entire ship across the dimension. But before I can, fire rips through my body. My body jolts as if I slammed into a wall at full force. I clap a hand over my mouth as I release a piercing scream, my eyes shooting open.
“What’s going on?” Luca asks.
My body shudders with pain and I gasp for breath, my mind spinning. Are the Protectors blocking the Starfire?
“Are you okay?”
“Just go. We need to go,” I mutter.
With a jerk, Luca maneuvers our small ship around.
“We have to help them,” I cry out through my fingers.
“We can’t,” Luca says. “If we stay, we all die.”
“Let’s go then,” I whisper.
The emptiness inside consumes me as if I’m already dead. Dad’s face flashes through my mind. He has no idea what’s going on here, and I have no clue what’s happening on Earth. I could die any moment, and he wouldn’t know until he returns to Arcadia . . . if he even does.
I lower my hands from my face and reach for the spot on my finger where Mom’s gold ring has been for over a year. The spot is empty, and I mumble a few words to Mom to help keep Dad safe. Not that she can hear me.
“You’re going to need to split away from us,” Atkins says. “Your ship is small enough. Try to lose them in the forest. I’m ordering you to abort your mission, Powell,” she says. “We’ll be the diversion.”
“Atkins,” I say. “We’ll get help!”
“No, you won’t. We were stupid to escape. It was all a setup to get to either you or the Alku. It had to have been. They were too prepared, and I fell into the trap.”
Through the front window, I can see Atkins’s ship turn and head back the way we came.
“Leave—and radio silence.” Her stern voice crackles through the comm. “Don’t make me waste what I’m about to do.” The comm goes dead.
Luca’s hands fly over the controls, and our ship shoots off over the ground.
I bring up the topographic map on the screen in front of me and scan through the surrounding area. I point to a spot on the chart where there’s a vast, dense forest. We should be able to descend into an open field right before the tree line begins.
“We can hover close to the ground here and then maneuver the ship into the forest,” I say.
Luca wipes the sweat from his brow. “Press the spot on the screen and follow the directions.”
I tap the area where we need to descend.
Confirm destination? Yes or No
I tap the “Yes” and a chime sounds.
“Can you track Atkins’s position? “I ask.
Luca punches a few buttons on the screen, and Atkins’s location lights up on the display. Surrounding her icon are enemy ships in red.
“She’s surrounded,” I mumble under my breath, then glance at our destination timeline.
2 minutes, 24 seconds
“I’m sorry, Cassi,” Luca says in a shaky tone. “I’m sorry for everything.”
“What are you talking about? You need to hold it together since you’re piloting this ship.”
He eyes the swarm of ships surrounding Atkins on the screen.
“I was a jerk to you, and I’m sorry I tried to kiss you,” he says. “I was trying to work my way up the ladder, and I should never have used you.”
“Why are you telling me this now?” I demand while watching Atkins’s ship head this way, Hammond’s ships close behind.
“Because if we die, I don’t want to leave it unsaid.”
“Why is Atkins’s ship heading toward us?”
“What?” Luca homes his attention back onto to the display. “She’s firing on them but there are too many. Those ships are pushing her toward us.”
“Why?”
“I have no idea. But at their speed, they’ll overtake us before we can escape into the forest.” Luca’s fingers tap the console. The ship jolts into higher speed, pressing my body into my seat.
My eyes stay glued to the screen. I can’t read all the data, but I know enough to be certain Atkins’s ship is moving faster than we are.
Several red dots leave the formation and close in on us. Luca attempts to increase our speed again as he mutters a few curses under his breath.
I close my eyes and call for the Starfire again, but nothing happens. In frustration, I flick open my lids and pound my fists on the arms of my chair. What good is the Starfire if it won’t work?
Beep.
An alarm!
Beep.
Two ships now flank us.
“I have to put the pod down,” Luca says. “Can’t think of a better idea unless you can do something to get us out of here.”
I take in a shallow breath and shake my head. It’s over.
Forced to the ground by Hammond’s ships, our hover descends into a small clearing and then drifts to the cover of tall trees. Atkins’s ship remains in the sky, no longer firing on the enemy. Then an image flashes onto the screen in front of us—Hammond. My eyes widen at the sight of her.
“If you attempt to escape, I’ll blow up the other ship.” Hammond raises her eyebrow as if to taunt me.
“You’re bluffing,” I growl at her. “You would have already blown them up if you were going to.”
She turns, looking off screen and nods.
“Wait, wait!” I yell and peer through the front window.
Fire explodes through the ship above us and I scream in horror. Flames and metal shards burst across the sky, and the vessel crashes to the ground. I recoil from the glare and wrap an arm around my stomach. Nausea pools in my gut and I hold back the urge to retch.
She blew up all the massacre survivors from the mine—General Atkins is gone. They’re all gone.
“What did you just do?” Luca yells.
“Cassiopeia?” Hammonds stern voice comes from my wrist again and wrenches my attention away from the carnage. “You will surrender immediately.”
“Why are you doing this?!” I scream. “It’s not right. You know it’s not right!”
“Exit your ship and stand down within thirty seconds or you will suffer the same fate.”
The screen goes black, and Luca and I are left alone in the pod.
My arms pull at my sides as if I’m holding bricks in each hand. What do I do? With shaking hands, I release my safety belt. Luca glances at me, his eyes swimming with uncertainty, and then unlatches his own before activating the top hatch. It slides back with a snap and the acrid smell of a burning ship hits my nose. Slowly, we push up to stand. We don’t have a safer option than surrendering at this point. Maybe the Starfire will come back and I can try to use it later to transport us out.
We step from the small pod with hands in the air.
I close my eyes as they flood with tears and try not to peer at the burning ship. But they flutter open when a vessel whirs above me. Hair blasts off my face and I cough as smoke swirls around us, especially when a black hover lands nearby.
As soon as the vessel kisses the ground, four soldiers armed with large laser guns hustle out, pointing their weapons at me and Luca. Behind them, Hammond steps from the ship. Around her neck is the very Starfire crystal she yanked off me in Primaro.
Stay calm, Cassi. You still have a chance since they haven’t killed you yet. Max and Dad are on Earth now getting help. You just need to stall and not die in the process.
Two guards on my left proceed to pat us down for weapons.
“You won’t find anything,” I mumble to my guard. I still barely know how to even fire a gun.
“We can’t be too safe,” Hammond says.
“She’s clean, ma'am,” the guard says.
“He’s clean, too,” the other guard says after patting down Luca.
I scoff. “Told you.”
Hammond tightens her jaw and steps in, no more than a foot from me. “This is not the time for your teenage attitude, Cassiopeia. There is so much more at stake here than you understand.”
Try me. The words dance on the tip of my tongue, but I bite them back.
A shiver runs down my spine as she shoots an icy glare my way, and I focus on a tree over her shoulder to avoid doing something I might regret.
Hammond holds her ground for a moment. “Good, now escort Miss Foster into the hover.”
The guard grabs my upper arm, pinching my skin, and I grit my teeth as he nearly drags me to the craft. I crane my neck around for one last look at the wrecked ship, still burning on the grass behind us.
Luca is carted before Hammond, the guards’ weapons trained onto him.
Hammond swivels her steely gaze to the nearest guard. “Kill him.”
Luca’s eyes widen.
“No!” I scream.
But the word is barely from my mouth when the guard shoots a blue laser blast at Luca.
He crumbles to the ground. Dead.
A small cry whimpers from my trembling mouth. The guard bracing my arm whips toward the ship. I can’t see him anymore—Luca. Dead. So many people dead. Tears roll down my cheeks, my chest squeezing until I can only pant for breath.
The guard shoves me into a seat against a wall. He straps me in and makes sure the body restraint is secure, then grabs my hands and snaps a metal device on them. The other guards board and two sit across from me, their weapons trained my way.
Hammond is the last to board and, to my surprise, positions next to me, the fourth guard flanking her opposite side.
“Take us back,” she calls out to the pilot.
“Yes, ma’am,” he says, and the hover raises from the ground.
Hammond leans into me and whispers, “When we get back to Primaro, you are going to teach us how to use this . . . what did they call it? Oh yes . . . Mother Starfire. It is everything Earth needs.”
My stomach tightens. She must have tortured the information about the Mother Starfire from one of Atkins’s people. “You mean the ‘deserving’ people on Earth,” I mutter as tears continue to drip down my cheeks.
Anger radiates off Hammond. I try to lean away from her, but the restraint belt over my chest keeps me locked in place. Her fingers dig into my cheeks and under my chin.
“You insolent gir—”
A yelp escapes my mouth. Her face is inches from mine when everything goes into slow motion, and my eyes round at what I see. For one second, the Starfire activates within me and then sputters, as if a flickering flame snuffed out.
Hammond’s glare in her eyes shifts from fury to confusion. She pinches her eyebrows together as if grimacing in pain.
Time returns full force, and Hammond snaps her hand away from me as if burned. The second her fingers leave my skin, it’s as if my body collides with a solid stone wall. I gasp and my head spins. Everything goes dark except for the blue-green ghost of Starfire energy. Then that dissipates too.




Chapter 24
The pain in my brain zings from side to side as I clutch my head in agony. Luca’s dead body hitting the ground with a thud haunts me. The ghost of the sound rattles around in my head endlessly, and I struggle to shove away the clinging image from my mind.
I barely knew Luca, let alone even liked him. But I never wanted to see him die. And then General Atkins and the others—gone too in a fiery explosion. They were all trying to make things right. And now nothing is right.
I grab for Mom’s ring on my finger to soothe my nerves. My stomach sinks and nausea rolls to the surface. Dad has the band. And he’s on Earth. So far away. Tears continue to soak my cheeks.
“Please help me,” I beg to the darkness. But no one comes for what seems like ages. Who would come anyway? Hammond isn’t going to help, and no one else knows where I am.
Despite the pain in my head, I crawl around the space on my hands and knees, running my fingers over the smooth floor and walls. I’m trapped in a cell that can’t be more than six feet by six feet, with one exit. The door has no handle on the inside. At least, not one I can locate. I push to my feet, palm pressed to a wall for balance, and then reach for the ceiling. But my shaking hand can’t feel it.
Calm down, Cassi, I repeat to myself over and over, even though the words don’t work. My mind is a jumble of agony, confusion, and death. If only I could summon Javen or port out of here myself.
Pressing all my fears down, I focus on the Starfire, but again, nothing happens. Why won’t the power work? I attempt again to call for the memories of the Protectors to help me, but that yields nothing either. It’s as if my ability to use the crystals never existed. I slide to the floor and gather myself into a ball, pressing into the corner of the room, and then wrap my arms around my body. I rock forward and back, over and over.
The door to my cell flies open, and I swing my gaze toward the movement. A shock zips through my left eye from the blinding light, and I throw my hands to my eyes to cover them. The door slams shut.
“Cassiopeia,” a muffled woman’s voice says. “You must focus. Our time is limited.”
“What are you doing to me?” I scream, burying my face into my hands. “If you’re going to kill me, then just do it.”
Two hands grab my shoulders and shake me. “I know it’s difficult. Believe me, I know. But you have to stay alert.”
I blink my eyes open and squint against the light. I glance around at the space’s white walls. Looking up, I can’t make out where the light is coming from. It’s as if the illumination is radiating from nowhere in particular.
And Hammond is standing right in front of me.
Despite the stabbing pain, my eyes widen. I rip her hands from my shoulders. With a grunt, I push along the floor to scoot away from her. But there’s barely any place to go, and I end up trapped in another corner.
I screech, “What are you doing to me, Hammond?”
“Shut up, girl.” She presses a hand to my mouth. “You need to listen.”
“No!” I scream, and the instant the word leaves my lips, Hammond slaps my cheek.
I fall to the side and stare up at her in complete shock. My cheek stings and my breath punches hard against my lungs.
She kneels beside me, her eyes glistening, as if glossy. She leans in and whispers, “I know the Starfire is inside of you somehow. You must call for it.”
“I . . . I did.” The words tumble out before I can stop them. I clap a hand over my mouth before anything else stupid comes out.
Hammond’s nostrils flare, and once again her eyes swirl with cyan, then return to normal. She rips my hand from my mouth and stands, yanking me with her.
“How are you using the Starfire?” I ask, dumbfounded.
“You’re not asking the questions here.” She digs her nails into my wrists. “We need to know how you’re using the crystal’s powers. And that means you need to call on them now. Or you are of very little use to me.”
Hammond twists my wrist, and a cry escapes my lips as fiery pain shoots through my arm.
“I can’t!”
In a swooping motion, she releases my wrist and then elbows me into the wall. The air is forced from my lungs, and I double over, coughing.
“Then you can stay here until either you can—”
“You’re a horrible person,” I cough out, still trying to drag in air. “My dad never liked you, and you’ve just gotten worse. You’re killing the Alku, and you’re going to end up destroying Earth in the process.” My head stabs with lingering pain. I grit my teeth and glare at Hammond.
She tweaks an eyebrow up into a perfect arch. “Cassi, my goal was never to let it come to this. I want to save Earth—I do. Arcadia was supposed to be our salvation. A backup if healing Earth didn’t work.” She glances away briefly and then back at me. “I’m sorry, but you are going to feel intense pain again in a second.”
“Wha—” Pain ripples through my head. I grab for my skull and fall against the ground, screaming. “Why are you doing this?”
“So you’ll listen.”
“It would be much easier to listen,” I yell, “if my head didn’t feel as if it were going to pop off at any second!”
Hammond strokes my hair, and I pull from her. “I know. That’s why you must quit fighting me.” She leans down and whispers, “I need what’s inside of you. And if you won’t give it to me, I’ll have to take it. We need it for Earth.”
I inhale a shaky breath as the pain subsides. “But my dad already has a plan for Earth. Renewal will work.”
The hardened lines of her face soften, as if bored. “What do you know? You are a child. Your father is dead, and his plan is dead with him. I had that bomb placed on the Pathfinder to get rid of him and his ideas. He was holding us back from the true value of Arcadia.”
My stomach spasms. She ordered his death. I always knew she was behind the bombing, but the confirmation makes it that much more real. He escaped with the help of Vihann, but so many others didn’t. She took innocent lives to hide her true target—Dad.
I study President Hammond’s hawkish features and her tousled white-blonde hair. She can’t know for sure that he’s dead. His body was never found. She must have seen him vanish on the video feed, just like Irene and I did. So why is she still holding to the lie that she knows he’s dead?
Hammond must be making a play for my father to reveal himself to her. She not only needs my Starfire power, but she must also need Dad to make her plan work.
I clench my jaw, refusing to speak. I will not give her any more information than she already has.
“How can you live with yourself,” I grit out, “knowing that mining the Starfire will probably murder the Alku? They were here first, and you are stealing from them.”
She crosses her arms over her chest. “So, you would rather see billions of people on Earth die rather than potentially a few hundred thousand Alku we didn’t even know existed until recently.”
I think back to President Hammond’s meeting with Luca, when she admitted that her ultimate plan didn’t even include most of the people on Earth. She wants to create a new dimension on Earth for the best of the best to start over in. “You and I both know you aren’t planning to save everyone on Earth.”
She pierces me with her stare, an elegant wrinkle forming between her brows. “You are right that we may not be able to salvage the planet as is . . . but we will try. And if that doesn’t work, I have a backup plan.”
I ball my hands into fists. “A dangerous one that you have no idea if it will even work! You could annihilate Earth as well as kill off the Alku. If you used Renewal, you might be able to save both.”
“If Earth cannot be saved, then humanity will have to make do with Arcadia. And sharing this planet with another species is too risky for our survival. I will not allow you or your father’s ridiculous plans to ruin our chances.”
I let out a long sigh. There’s no arguing with this woman. My only hope is to figure out a way out of here. I glance at the door and back at Hammond.
“You won’t escape so easily as walking out the door,” she says.
“I’ve done more difficult things,” I mutter.
“Oh, from what I’ve heard, I’m sure that’s true.” She furrows her brows even more. “I have my best people working to extract information from your body.”
I dart my eyes around the room. “How? There’s no one else here.”
“Everything you see, not that it’s much, is in your mind. Your body is in a medical facility in Primaro. But until you give us what we need, this is where you’ll stay. For now, a cocktail of the Starfire and drugs are allowing me to communicate with you.”
My chest constricts at her words. If I don’t know where I am, even if the Starfire was working, how could I tell Javen where to find me? I need to port out of here.
“And as an insurance policy, one of those drugs is keeping you alive. If you try to escape, you will stop receiving it. And you will die within one minute.”
My heart nearly stops. Is she bluffing?
“So,” she practically purrs in triumph, “your best bet to survive is to give us what we need.”
“I’m not giving you anything,” I grit through clenched teeth.
President Hammond’s eyes light with cyan fire. “Stay here and rot for all I care,” she scoffs. “At least with you contained, you can’t do any more damage than you already have.”
Before I can say anything else, she spins on her heel. The door flies open and she exits. My head jolts with pain and I collapse to the ground in a fetal position. The door slams shut. With the echoing sound, the lights go black—swallowing me whole.
Leaving me for dead.
Book three of Cassie's journey is at an end, but you can read the gripping conclusion in Zenith.
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Chapter 1
I shudder awake, only to be met with inky darkness—the same blackness that has greeted me a thousand times.
A thousand times? That can’t be right. There’s no way I’ve been in a cell created by my mind this long. Have I?
Maybe I have.
I rub my hands over my face just to make sure it’s still there. Luckily, it is.
Pressing the tips of my fingers to my temples, I focus on how I haven’t felt any pain in a long while. Not from the Starfire adjustments or from whatever Hammond is doing to extract the crystal’s power from my body in Primaro—if that’s still where she’s keeping me.
It’s possible she figured out that physical torture was never going to break me and now she’s giving solitary mental confinement a spin. But I have a feeling that she has just paused to cook up something even more sinister to draw the secrets of the Starfire out of me.
Well, it won’t work. There’s nothing that horrible woman can do to make me betray the Alku or the mission the Starfire has given me. I won’t say a word, not even if she pulls me apart cell by cell.
That’s assuming she hasn’t already . . .
Maybe my brain is floating in a jar on a shelf in Primaro, and I’m destined to float in this black nothing forever. Or maybe it’s on display in an Earth museum, a thousand years after Hammond destroyed the Alku to save our home planet. Maybe my silence doesn’t even matter.
I push the stupid thought away. I didn’t travel ten thousand light years from Earth, meet the love of my life—who happens to be an alien—and discover I’m actually one-quarter alien myself, just to wind up as a brain in a jar. I refuse to let that be the way this all ends.
I press my index finger against my temple to focus on what I know. Dad, Vihann, and Max traveled to Earth in hopes of convincing Max’s father to help us get reinforcements to Arcadia. Irene, Javen, and the others are at the mountain hideout, helping the Alku recover and preparing for the next inevitable battle . . . or at least that’s where they all were when Luca and I were captured. When Luca was shot.
How many times did I have to watch that happen before the darkness took over?
Slowly, I inhale a deep breath through my nose to steady my nerves and then envision Javen—tall, dark hair and eyes, and sepia skin. His brow is furrowed, and tension pulls at his jaw. Smiles are hard to come by when someone wants to kill everything and everyone you love. And likely, his appearance is only mirroring my own emotions, since I’m creating the daydream.
Reaching out, I touch the dark stubble running across his jawline. The roughness catches on the tips of my fingers, and his eyes shift from brown to cyan. My breath hitches as he leans into my touch and closes his eyelids. The tiniest smile pulls at the corners of his lips.
“Cassi . . .” He sighs my name in a low tone that ignites a fire in my chest. “You are everything.”
When Javen’s lids open again, his irises swirl with unnatural color.
“I’m not everything,” I whisper back as heat trails up my neck.
The swirling in his eyes stops, but the color remains cyan. He tips his head slightly. “Why don’t you see it yet? How special you are?”
I hold my breath and gulp down the lump in my throat when Javen leans into me. Hot energy radiates from his body and he pauses, his lips not more than an inch from mine. His warm breath calls for my mouth to be on his, and our arms entangle. But he waits.
So I wait.
Wait for everything to come crashing down.
The lights suddenly flicker and illuminate my tiny gray cell; Javen vanishes.
“No!” I yell, grabbing the empty air his frame just occupied. In a flash, I spin and find Hammond standing behind me. She’s wearing a black shirt and a casual pair of black pants. Her white-blonde hair is loose in its blunt cut, and her pursed lips are pale, nearly bloodless, as if she’s tightened her expression for so long the life may never return.
“Aren’t you ready to go home yet?” She crosses her slender arms over her chest.
None of this is real, none of this is real.
“You know very well that you’re never sending me home,” I answer brazenly.
“Cassi.” Her lips press together for a moment. “We must save Earth. The atmosphere on our home planet is quickly collapsing, and mass panic is ready to take over the globe.”
I say nothing.
“The situation was bad in the big cities before we left—shootings, murders, theft. Think of what will happen to all those poor people when they realize that the world is literally falling apart, and much faster than we ever anticipated.”
My stomach clenches as Irene’s family in LA comes to mind. I’ve never been to the cities—Dad always said they were too dangerous—but Irene shared how hard life was for her and for all those who live there. I can barely imagine.
Hammond’s right hand lifts and my tiny cell disappears. We stand in the middle of a filthy, crowded street. Overhead, advertisements for all sorts of seedy products and services flash on the large telescreens affixed to each tall building. The sounds and strobing lights accost my senses, and all I want to do is leave. Claustrophobia presses in on me, but the people around us don’t notice our presence because we’re not really here.
Above us, the sky is nearly brown with smog. Just the sight of the toxic air makes me want to cough, and I gawk at the pollution until a man with a dirty face across the street shouts an obscenity at another man and then shoves him to the ground.
Hammond takes my arm to stop me from moving, not that I intended to. “There’s nothing you can change here right now.”
I gasp as the man on the ground whips out a homemade-looking blaster and doesn’t hesitate to pull the trigger. The weapon emits a red blast right into his attacker’s chest.
“Get down!” someone yells. Many in the street notice the altercation, but the man is already dead, and the shooter scurries away into the still-thick crowd.
Two small, metallic surveillance bots swoop in from overhead. “Please return to your business,” comes a voice. “This situation will be attended to by Los Angeles Security. Please return to your business,” it repeats.
As if this has happened a million times before, most people around us barely even stop to look now that the scuffle is over. They probably just want to get off the streets before someone tries to shoot them, too. I don’t blame them. I don’t want to be here either.
“You want to help them, right, Cassi?” Hammond’s husky voice breaks through my thoughts. “The Starfire could make Earth healthy again . . . ease the suffering of these people.”
I swallow back a forming lump in my throat. “Of course I want to help them! But not like this! Not by destroying the Alku.”
The scene vanishes as Hammond raises her hand again, bringing us back to the cell’s safety—if I can call it that.
The ghostly images of LA and the city’s people hang in my mind. My lungs heave for breath, but it feels like a pile of bricks are sitting on my chest.
“Earth’s cities are suffering, and it’s only going to worsen—and quickly.” Hammond’s nostrils flare. “You know I will do what it takes to use the Starfire to save billions. The power it provides will not only turn back time on Earth’s health. It will also make life there a hundred times better than it has been for the world population. The clean energy the crystals can provide will help solve world hunger and pave the way for equality among the citizens.”
I scoff. “You only want to open a second dimension on Earth and relocate those who can pay enough to cross. None of the poor will have a chance.”
Hammond shakes her head. “For a time, I did consider abandoning Earth because I believed starting over in a second dimension was the best option, but this was before I came to understand the Starfire’s true power. We can heal Earth and save everyone there.”
“That is what my father wanted to do with Renewal, and you wouldn’t listen to him!” I yell. “You had him killed for even suggesting it.”
Hammond’s face remains stoic, so much so that her expression gives me no indication on whether she knows Dad is alive. “Your father’s plan was too risky because it was not aggressive enough.”
“Not aggressive enough? You mean it didn’t have to murder the Alku to work.”
The president uncrosses her arms to fold her hands behind her back. “Yes. My plan will likely destroy the Alku’s dimension by mining the Starfire—”
“And kill them in the process,” I interrupt.
“And, sad to say, kill them in the process,” she echoes. “But your father’s plan was statistically much less likely to heal Earth. So yes, the Alku would live, but billions of people on Earth would not.”
I step back from her words. “How much less likely?”
Hammond tips her head. “We can’t know precisely, but estimates are eighty percent lower.”
Disbelieving, I rake my hands through my hair. Is she lying? Eighty percent? There’s only a twenty percent chance of Renewal even working? Does Dad know the odds are so low?
“Your father believed we had more time than we actually do, and I could not convince him otherwise. If we had ten years, his plan might have worked. Smaller amounts of the crystal ore could have been transported through the Turner Space Fold. The Starfire fields would have time to regenerate, produce more, and uphold the integrity of the Alku’s dimension.”
“Paxon,” I remind her. “It has a name.”
“Yes, Paxon,” Hammond mutters and revolves in a slow one-eighty, walking a few steps to the door. Turning back, her gaze locks onto mine. “As president, my duty is to Earth, not to the Alku. I may seem like a horrible person to you, maybe even hungry for power, but—”
“Well, aren’t you?” I snap.
She casts her eyes to the ground and shrugs. “Maybe I have been, but I won’t let my people die when I can save them. The scene I just showed you is the type of thing I must live with daily. What I’m trying to find a solution for.” Two lines form between her eyebrows. “Wouldn’t you do anything to save your people? Because I will. Those like your father, Luca, General Atkins . . . they were all wasting precious time. Time that Earth doesn’t have.”
My stomach roils like a sea tossed by a storm. My people? I don’t even know who my people are. I’m one-quarter Alku, and anyway, does saving a larger race justify destroying a smaller race? Pain pulses in my head.
“Then why don’t you just kill me, too?” I challenge. “I can’t tell you anything more about the Starfire than you already know. I’m just in the way of your plan.”
Hammond’s lips quirk into a crooked smile, probably because she knows I’m lying. “Why don’t you see it yet, girl?”
“See what?” I croak, and my chest tightens from just voicing the question.
“That the secrets you hold are . . . everything. I can’t wait much longer to obtain them.”
With that, Hammond spins on her heels toward the exit, and my head explodes into a supernova of pain.
I scream into the void.




Chapter 2
My body goes numb.
The pain from Hammond’s torment is still with me, hovering like a ghost in the background. But by my own will—or something else—it’s as if I’m separated from it.
“Cassi . . . Cassi,” a muffled voice calls out and worms its way through the jumble in my mind.
Everything. The word echoes and bounces off the corners of my brain.
That’s the word both Javen and Hammond used. Why? Is Hammond so in control of my thoughts that she can influence them? Is she planting ideas in my head? Did she use the image of Javen to somehow deceive me and break down my spirit?
“Cassi.” The voice—no, voices—come again.
“What?” I snap, fully expecting Hammond to be back in my face and ready to torture me again in some new way.
“You must focus.” The chorus of voices melodiously weaves together in a harmony, confusing my already jumbled thoughts. Is it Hammond trying to trick me?
“You would like that, wouldn’t you?” I accuse.
“She needs our assistance. She is very young.” The words and voices of the past Pure Souls begin to blend together while I concentrate on sorting them out.
I grit my teeth together, but it proves futile, and I finally let loose a guttural scream to make them stop. It works, because immediately the voices go quiet. In the silence my mind comes back to itself, and I’m sure that they do not belong to Hammond.
The Protectors have returned.
“Can you please speak one at a time?” I announce to them.
“We apologize,” a single voice says.
“We’ve been together for so long that we almost always function as one,” another adds. “It’s easy to forget that you are new to us.”
My body relaxes as they speak, and the pain Hammond is causing—that I am still acutely aware of—seems to bury itself deeper into the back of my consciousness.
I stand, and the empty space around me glows a soft cyan.
“Why aren’t the Starfire powers working for me?” I ask.
“We believed you might die,” a softer, more feminine voice responds, and the cyan pulses to her beat.
“Die?” My shoulders tighten at her words. The color around me suddenly dims, but as it does, warmth saturates my body, building my confidence again.
“Your makeup is different than ours,” a male voice says, and I know instantly it’s my grandfather’s. Knowing he’s here floods me with peace. “The blend of Alku and human DNA is tricky for the Starfire, new. It’s still learning how to commune in you without damaging your person.”
“So we decided to close off the effects until the Starfire could learn more about residing in your body,” a third voice explains. “Our job is to guide and protect. And we must protect you as best we can.”
Tears sting at the corners of my eyes from thinking of Luca and Atkins. “But people died. I could have saved them.” I raise my hand and wave to the space around me. “And I ended up here, with Hammond.”
“We grieve with you for those lost lives,” another voice admits. “But sacrifices were necessary to ensure the safety of the current One Pure Soul.”
“But I’m not safe,” I protest. “Hammond may kill me anyway since I can’t transport my body away from here. I can’t even summon any of the Alku to let them know where I am!”
They don’t answer.
“And what is all this talk about an Everything . . . or a One Pure Soul for that matter? I am neither of those things. I’m just a girl, an Earthling. You said it yourself: I’m too young, too inexperienced.”
“We all had inadequacies,” the final voice confesses. “The Starfire is not looking for perfection; it is searching your heart.”
“My heart? What is it searching for?”
“Everything.” My grandfather speaks again, his voice pulsating the cyan color.
“Ugh,” I scoff. “What does that even mean?”
“We can’t tell you,” the soft voice says.
I blow out a breath in frustration, crossing my arms over my chest. “Then what good is it having you in my mind? I might as well be talking to myself.”
Maybe I am.
She chuckles. “You have so much spirit, Cassi. It is refreshing to have you be a part of us. But please understand, we won’t keep information from you because we want to, only because we don’t know or it’s not time to share. You are the one who has to decide what ‘Everything’ means to you.”
The groan building in my throat escapes me. “Do you people all have to be so cryptic?”
The five voices produce a collective laugh that sounds like a short musical interlude, and my fingers pinch the bridge of my nose.
“You will understand better one day,” another voice assures. “We have all shared your frustration at one time. It’s simply easy for us to forget. But this experience is a journey, not the destination.”
“Fine,” I concede.
Obviously, I’m not getting Everything, or much of anything, out of these beings. But I don’t want to mistrust them either, so I’ll have to leave my questions unanswered for now.
“Can you at least tell me when I’ll be able to use the Starfire again? The longer my body is with Hammond, the more likely it is that I’m going to get killed. And then you’re just going to need to start over with finding a new One Pure Soul.”
The Protectors say nothing, but the cyan pulses slowly around me, building pressure around my body. My head goes light, and I sit to keep myself from falling over. While I wait, I close my eyes, and my mind drifts into a near trance.
“We may have a solution.”
My grandfather’s voice pulls me from my hypnotic state, forcing me to blink my eyes open.
“We believe, as a group, that we can tether ourselves to the Mother Starfire,” the fourth voice announces.
“What will that do?”
“It will reinforce you as you continue to adjust to the Starfire cohering to every part of your being,” the third voice explains.
“Doing so will allow you access to a small amount of Starfire energy,” a feminine voice adds. “But not as much as you’ve been used to. You will need to use it wisely and conservatively to maintain your safety.”
“Can you be more specific?” I ask.
The cyan dims.
“Unfortunately, no,” my grandfather replies. “We will only be able to monitor your health. If you utilize too much of the energy, we will be forced to shut the energy down completely again.”
“There’s nothing more you can do?”
“You must learn to control the power within yourself,” the softest voice says. “Trust your instincts, and you will do fine.”
At that moment, the cyan around me brightens, and the Protectors release a collective sigh.
“We have completed the tether,” voice five says. “But we must leave you now to maintain it.”
My mouth opens to speak, but before anything comes out, their presence is gone. Even without them, sudden peace travels over my body, clearing my mind.
I know what I must do. At least, I think so.
Since the beginning, my connection with Javen was intense, almost like I had a tether to him. I barely needed to think and I would port to his side. If I can’t port out of here now, the next best thing is to get a message to him because if he knows where I am, nothing will stop him from coming to me.
The problem is, I don’t even know where I am, and I haven’t been able to contact him since the Starfire stopped working.
Frustrated, I bury my face in my hands. Stop overthinking this Cassi . . . just call for him.
Straightening my back, I fold my legs underneath me. I was never much for meditation, but I had done it with Mom a few times until I got bored. Determined to make this work, I close my eyes and blow out a slow breath, then inhale just as slowly. It only takes a few times before the Starfire’s warmth settles through me, and I allow the subtle sensation to permeate my body.
Peace.
I open my eyes to find Javen sitting directly in front of me. His knees touch mine as he mirrors my position. With a light gasp, I inhale his spicy scent. Without missing a beat, he leans close to my face and then his soft lips are on mine, fulfilling the need that Hammond so rudely stole from me earlier. I tangle my arms with his and drink in this moment.
However long it may last.
I’m here, waiting for you. The beacon transmits throughout space, dimension, and time.
Hopefully.
 




Chapter 3
Another thousand years pass. Not really, but it seems that way.
Javen doesn’t come. All I’m left with is the shadow of his kiss on my lips.
The Protectors don’t return either, for that matter. Maybe they, too, were a fantasy of a crazy girl—hope built on nothing but sand.
I’ve finally gone so insane that my mind is no longer connected to my body. The pain of Hammond’s apparent experiment to remove the Starfire and the infinite loneliness are too great, and somehow my consciousness now floats outside of myself in the dark. I can still sense my figure beneath me, even though I can’t see it. I guess separating from my body is the only coping mechanism I have left in a situation where I have no control.
But even that control is wavering. My mind keeps trying to pull me back into my body, but I resist . . . for now. The strain is wearing me as thin as threads dangling from a weather-worn cloth. Maybe if I just stay out here long enough, my body will die, releasing me from this torment. A new One Pure Soul will be chosen. Someone older, wiser . . . less tired.
Less beaten. Less crazy.
My body shudders and lets out a long, slow breath as it lies on the floor beneath me.
Just die, won't you?
Not that I really want to die. There are so many important things to take care of, like saving the Alku. But honestly? The whole problem feels so far away, a universe of stars away, with no way to bridge the gap.
Quietly, I will my body to let go, but instead of the peace I crave, a magnetic force tugs at me, driving me back toward my frame.
“No!” I scream. I don’t want this. I don't want any of it!
But the choice isn’t mine. My consciousness slams back into my mental image of my body, and a tidal wave of pain batters every inch of my being.
A primal scream releases from my gut, one I would never recognize as coming from my own mouth. Pain, as if I’ve been struck by lightning, circulates through my torso, limbs, finally settling in my brain . . . And when the scream dissolves, all that’s left is a dying whimper.
“Just let me die,” I plead into the darkness.
“I can’t.” Javen’s soft voice weaves its way into my mind and some pain subsides, replaced by subtle, healing warmth.
“You’re not real,” I whisper and squeeze my eyes shut, attempting to will away my insanity.
“Cassi.” Javen’s warm hand touches my cheek. “You must focus. I know this is difficult, but I don’t have long.”
“Go away,” I mutter, not wanting false hope to deceive me again.
“No.” This time Javen grabs my shoulders, pulling me up to a sitting position.
My head spins and I gasp from the explosive pain reeling inside of my brain, but I open my eyes and allow my attention to settle on him.
“Are you real?” My words come out slurred while my body is limp, likely from the effects of drugs.
Javen continues to support me with one hand and grazes my cheek with the other. As he does, a cyan hue fills my vision and my head clears.
My eyes widen, and I throw my arms around his neck, squeezing him. Please be real.
Tears pool in the corners of my eyes. “Are you here for me?”
Javen nods. “But we’re still in your mind.”
My heart sinks.
Grasping my arms, he gently eases me from him, keeping his hands near my shoulders.
“But we’re coming. You need to hold on.” His eyes fill with a mix of worry and hope. “I sensed your summons, but I couldn’t connect with you. I told my mother and she was able to help me complete the link. I don’t know how she did it.”
“Did she cross over from the Intersection to Arcadia?”
“Yes, we used the small portal device to cross her, and she has joined our group.”
I should have thought of it myself and tried to summon her first. Although my bond with Javen is unique, Zarah was also supposed to be a Protector. She and I had to link minds for her to allow the Starfire to pass on the duty to me when the transfer didn’t work for her. The connection must remain in some way.
A shiver rushes down my spine in response to the pain still pounding at my brain, but I do everything in my power to fight it. Javen may only be in my mind and not be real, but if he is real, I must live.
“Do you have any idea of your location?” Javen asks.
I squeeze my eyes shut, attempting to think. I replay everything I remember from when Hammond captured me—General Atkins’s ship exploding, Luca getting blasted, Hammond’s eyes swirling in her ship as she touched me . . . after that? Nothing until I woke up here. Not much information.
“Hammond mentioned I was in a medical facility in Primaro,” I say. “She could be lying.”
Javen shakes his head. “We don’t think so. Beda, Wirrin, Yaletha, and I have sensed the use of Starfire in a few locations in Primaro, but we may only have one chance to get you out. If we storm the wrong one, it could put you at risk and alert Hammond to our plan. We will use your father’s portal to bring a team of both Alku and humans, so we need to know the schematics of the building you are in to ensure everyone’s safety.”
I grit down on my teeth to help the pain in my head while I process his words. I eventually relax enough to ask, “Do you have access to Dad’s Earthscape program?”
“Yes. Irene downloaded all of the data and brought it back from the lab in the Intersection to Arcadia.”
“It will have all the building layouts and locations in Primaro.”
“Yes. We have found three possible locations,” he admits.
My mind comes alive with Dad’s original design of Primaro. I probably viewed it a hundred times before we came to Arcadia.
“Are any near the Capitol building?” I ask.
“Two. The closest is one is a block over.”
“And is there any intel about Hammond still using the Capitol building as her base?”
“She barely leaves the building, and we haven't been able to track where she’s going.”
“It’s the closest one. My guess is that there’s an underground system to reach a few different locations from the Capitol building.”
I think of the building Irene was in when the Alku were guarding the city, before Hammond’s attack. That building had an underground secure section for emergencies. The Capitol building would have more measures built in, no doubt. Dad always thinks of everything, especially when he’s designing.
A dark emotion shadows Javen’s face. “Are you positive?”
The reality is that I’m not. But knowing Dad, it’s the most likely option—and I need to stop second-guessing myself.
“Yes.” The words come out with confidence. Fake it till you make it.
His jaw tenses. “Okay. But we also need you to be ready for the rescue. Are you able to do that?”
Dizziness rolls over my mind again, reminding me of the drugs Hammond must be pumping into my body. I let out a long breath and push the feelings aside for the time being. “She’s using drugs to suppress me. I don’t know what they are, but they’re making it incredibly hard for me to focus.”
Javen’s dark eyes fill with worry. “You just do your best, and we’ll try to figure that out on our end.”
Leaning in close to him, I kiss his cheek several times. “Thank you.” My eyes connect with his as I pull back.
Gently, he drags his fingers through my hair, and a shiver travels my spine. A shimmer of cyan suddenly replaces Javen, and then he disappears.
Pain returns full force, knocking the wind from my chest. But this time I’m ready. It reminds me of my humanity and what I need to do. The sacrifices that must be made. The suffering that may lead to something better.
Embracing this pain entirely is the only way I’m going to be ready to move. To do whatever it is I must do next.
At least a hundred years pass before the pain leaves me. And when it does, the relief is completely unexpected. I scan around through the darkness. What’s happening? Am I dead? Fear coils in my stomach, and my body trembles. The quivering grows stronger and stronger, chaos filling my ears until, finally, my eyes snap onto the ceiling and I open my mouth to release a scream. Nothing emerges, then—
“Javen!” I shout his name, but a gurgling noise exits my mouth instead. High-pitched beeps sound in the background, and I gasp for breath while shadowy figures whoosh around the room.
Javen! My mind screams.
When my vision finally clears, I find a light-haired man in a white lab coat, looming over me with a syringe filled with pink liquid. I have no idea who the man is, and seeing him sends panic through my body. What if Hammond is just waking me up, and there’s no rescue operation at all?
But as soon as the thought enters my mind, Javen appears from the side.
“She’s awake!” he yells and touches my face.
I stare, transfixed. Are you real?
“Cassi, stay alert,” he says.
I try to speak to him, but nothing comes out of my mouth.
Muffled noises, like the electrical zap of blasters, come from the background, as if they’re outside my immediate area.
Javen disappears from view and the man in the white coat appears again. He raises the syringe in the air and plunges it into my arm. Searing, hot pain rips through me, and a curse escapes my lips. I shoot up into a sitting position, wide awake, and whip my neck around to figure out what’s going on.
Glancing down, I find myself in a white gown, covered by a sheet. I throw the sheet from my body without much thought and then swing my legs over the bedside. My eyes widen in horror and I freeze. Several dead bodies litter the floor. A leg sticks out from behind a cabinet to my left. Are they our people or Hammond’s?
“Whoa, whoa . . .” The doctor, or whoever he is, grabs my arms. “If you get up too fast, you might fall,” he says in a southern drawl.
“Where’s Javen?” I ask when I don’t see him.
The doctor’s eyes dart to the open door, but as soon as he does, Javen races back through, avoiding a dead man on the ground.
Javen’s eyes train on me. “You’re up!” Then he looks to the doctor. “Can she go?”
He nods. “It appears I got the drug sequence correct, but I’m not sure yet if she’s ready to travel.”
“She’s not in a coma anymore, so we need to move, now.”
Blaster shots sound outside the door, followed by yelling, but I can’t tell what’s being said.
Javen twists toward the sounds and then back to the doctor and me. “Help me get her ready.”
Racing to my side, the doctor unhooks a few wires from my head, ones I didn’t realize were even there, each wire leading to a computer beside my bed. As he does, the screen goes dead and an alarm on the machine blares to life. I flinch from the sound but move to slide off the bed.
Before my feet reach the floor, Javen wraps his strong arms under me and lifts me from the bed in one swoop. He pilots me out the door, followed closely by the doctor. Outside, I spot Beda and her now-wild hair. A ball of Starfire energy builds in her hands, and she throws it down the hall with the arm of a pro baseball pitcher.
Beside her are two human women with blasters, shooting in the same direction. Yaletha, somehow looking as beautiful as ever despite the chaos, crouches to the side with Dad’s portal device in her hands. Her snow-white hair is pulled back into a tight bun.
“We need to go to the Intersection, now!” Javen yells.
“Took you long enough!” Beda bellows. “Leaving it up to the ladies to save the day, cousin?”
Yaletha punches the coordinates into the device, glances up at us, and with her free hand forms a ball of energy in her palm, throwing it our way. Javen dodges it, and I whip my head around to follow the blast. It smacks into three of Hammond’s soldiers racing toward us, and they fly back and slam against the ground.
“Could you throw that a little closer to us next time?” Javen yells at Yaletha.
She shrugs. “That was a world away from you; all my shots hit their mark.” As she punches the last coordinates in, Yaletha looks up as the blue-green portal crackles and explodes into life.
“Go, go, go!” Beda orders, and several more of our people I hadn’t seen before head our way, holding weapons.
Exhaustion ripples through my body, but I force myself to remain conscious.
“Get her out of here,” Yaletha’s voice orders from behind us.
Javen speeds forward with me in his arms and leaps into the portal’s mouth.




Chapter 4
The room spins as I wake up on my back, stretched out onto something soft. A bed, I think.
A blurry figure—pretty sure it’s Javen—comes to my side and strokes my hair. He mumbles some words, but I can’t quite hear the meaning.
“How long was I gone?” I manage to eke out once the room stops twirling.
“Three days.” He checks his Connect. “And you’ve been out for six hours since arriving here. It’s four a.m.”
Palpable relief floods my body. Three days. Nowhere near a thousand years. Good or bad, at least I still might have an idea of what’s going on in the outside world. A fact that brings me a minuscule amount of comfort.
After blinking to clear my vision, I scan the room. I’m back in the Intersection, inside my sleeping quarters at Dad’s lab.
“Is my dad back yet?”
Javen sits on the edge of my bed beside me and furrows his brows.
My chest tenses at his expression. I try to prop up on my elbows, but doing so makes the room spin again. So, I drop back onto the soft pillow under my head.
“Have you heard from him?” I ask, gazing up at the ceiling.
“No,” he replies. “But we will. It could take a while to convince Max’s father to help. We’re still hopeful.”
“Where is everyone else?” My gaze shifts to the closed door across the room.
“Planning—and waiting for you. We couldn’t all stay at your side. Too much to do.”
Closing my eyes, I call on the Starfire. Nothing happens. At least the pain in my head seems to be gone. That means something has changed . . . or maybe the connection is gone completely.
I open my lids and turn my head enough to see Javen studying me. He’s wearing a cotton, or something like cotton, blue shirt that complements the natural dark tan color of his skin. The corners of his lips pull into a soft smile, worry still brewing in his eyes. My attention falls to the Connect on his wrist and I touch it.
“Irene’s modifications still working? No signs of aggression?”
Javen’s hand reaches for mine as he lets out a soft sigh. “Everyone given the modified Connect has continued to think clearly and remain in control of themselves. Irene believes that eventually we won’t need the program on the Connects to help us utilize the Mother Starfire. The hope is that our bodies will adjust to the flow of energy naturally.”
I consider his words. “Will you do something for me?”
“Anything.”
“I need you to take me to the Starfire field.”
Javen’s head tips in confusion and a spark of fear ignites in his eyes. “Not yet. You should rest. Take the time you need to heal.”
We don’t have that time, and Javen knows it. “I don’t need as much sleep as I used to because of the Starfire. And you’re letting your worry for me get in the way of what needs to be done.”
His jaw tightens, but he takes my hand and gently squeezes my fingers. “I thought I had lost you, Cassi. When we found out what had happened to Luca, General Atkins, and the others, I didn’t know what I was going to do. No one could find you, and I couldn’t summon you.”
“And you’re afraid to lose me again?” I whisper.
“Of course I’m afraid to lose you. You are everything to me.”
There’s that word again. Closing my eyes, I consider it—everything. After a moment, I prop myself up again, and this time the world doesn’t spin. “Before I left you at the mountain, something was wrong with the Starfire in me. It totally shut down and I couldn’t use it. My healing began back in Primaro when I was finally able to summon you, but I have a feeling that to finish the process, I need to go to the field.”
A heavy sigh leaves him. “If you truly believe it’s necessary right now.”
“I do.”
Standing, Javen walks to the door and checks outside. “Everyone must be in the lab or out at the refugee camp. I told them I would contact them when you woke up.”
“Will there be anyone at the field?” I ask, swinging my legs off the bed.
“Not likely. Howard moved his operation back into the lab and is monitoring the portal activity from here.”
My feet press to the cold ground as I glance at my clothing—a soft pair of charcoal pants and a green sweatshirt. Bare feet stick out from the end of my pants.
I open my mouth to ask for shoes, but Javen already stands in front of me with my boots and a pair of socks.
“Thanks,” I offer, taking them from him.
Quickly, I pull on the socks and boots but take my time standing, just in case. When I get to my feet, the room doesn’t tilt, so I take that as a good sign. Javen steers me out the door, and when we reach the hall, I confirm that he’s correct about our current privacy. A few voices come from the lab, but the hall isn’t clamoring with people.
“There was more room for planning at the refugee camp, so most everyone went there.” Javen pulls me through the building’s exit and into the night.
I peer around the darkness. Being outside sends an odd sense of calm and relief to my jumbling nerves. I wasn’t sure if I would ever see the stars again.
His hand in mine, Javen continues to lead me toward the field. Even though I know exactly where it is, I allow him. Right now, just being with him makes me feel safe. Loved. As if the time we were separated truly spanned a thousand years and I’m finally returning home to him.
We easily make the short journey to the ridge. The earthy, mineral scent of soil fills my nose as I take in the glow. To the left is the large, darkened portal structure, and my mind shifts to Dad, Vihann, and Max stepping through the arched gateway to Earth. Are they okay? Javen slides closer next to me, and I can almost feel the nervous energy radiating from him.
“Are you sure this is what will heal you?” he asks in a whisper.
My gut tells me yes, so I squeeze his fingers. “Yes, but I need to do it on my own.”
His eyebrows furrow once more with concern. He obviously doesn’t want to let me out of his sight.
Squeezing his hand again to reassure him, I lead him down the hill to the Starfire. “Just wait for me alongside the field.”
With a reluctant nod, Javen releases me and I smile at him, then return my attention to the land’s glow. Ahead of me, the crystals jut from the earth, some large, some small. The warm energy that emanates from them greets my body, and I know it’s time for the crystals to integrate their power with me completely.
I wasn’t ready before, but now I am.
Carefully, I snake my way around the crystal growth until I find myself in the field’s middle. Stopping, I close my eyes and hold my arms out from my body, palms up.
The world immediately falls away. A cyan cloud surrounds my body, twisting and twirling before the mist seeps into me. My brain begins to flicker with memories that are not my own. My Grandfather entering the portal to Earth. His life flips through my mind until the day of his death. My mom’s beautiful face comes into view, when he tells her of his heritage—his home planet.
The scene is whisked away and other memories quickly come into view: births, deaths, and everything in between for the other Protectors. The memories travel a path back to the first Protector. Of when he took the Starfire and hid the crystals in the Intersection. His destiny was to live out his days there until the next Protector came along to do the same, but everything changed when my grandfather left for Earth.
Maybe it was always meant to be. Maybe the Starfire was always looking for me.
Peace saturates my soul as I fully accept the gift—the responsibility. Offering myself and trusting myself is what is required.
The Alku in my blood lights with fire, spreading warmth through me. I allow my heritage to flow freely through my veins. I want it to.
I am human.
I am Alku.
Never more. Never less.
Peace washes over my body and I open my eyes to the glowing field around me. The crystals pulse with light, a symphony of gentle musical notes weaving through the air. The two moons hang in the Intersection sky and illuminate a clear, cyan night.
Across the way, at the field’s edge, Javen waits for me. The moonlight casts over his masculine figure and a slight breeze blows strands of hair from his forehead as he stands with his arms crossed over his chest. My gaze sweeps over him. Drinking him in. I’m filled with the sudden need to have Javen at my side, to share with him some of what I’ve experienced. I close my eyes and, through summoning, draw him to my location.
Javen appears directly in front of me before the next beat of my heart. He glances down, and confusion pulls at his expression as he peers around.
“You are healed?” he asks, a tinge of concern in his tone.
Instead of answering with audible words, I slip my arms around his neck, drawing us closer. I touch his forehead to mine and close my eyes.
I am healed. My mind speaks directly to his through the Starfire, and his body relaxes. The connection resolves all his questions.
The warmth of his arm seeps through me as it glides around my waist, and his left hand moves to my upper back, pulling me tight to his strong, warm chest. As I drink him in, our minds mingle with emotion.
Heat and anticipation travel up my chest and neck while the surrounding beat of the Starfire’s pulse quickens for a moment, mirroring the speed of my beating heart. Javen’s spicy scent makes my head spin, and my knees go weak. If I could make this moment—this feeling—last forever, I would.
Our bodies sway to the crystal’s music, a melody only I seem to hear. And when the rhythm slows, Javen eases back. His eyes are swirling, and by the smile on his face, I know that mine are too. Releasing me, he spins me around and then brings me back to his powerful embrace.
A grin curves my lips. Our palms touch and I twine my fingers with his.
Javen gazes curiously into my eyes. “You’re Alku?”
My heart picks up the pace again. I wanted him to know so badly. “You know? How?”
“You told me—or your mind did. You didn’t need to say the words.” His thumb moves over my palm, gently stroking my hand.
I have no wish to lie to Javen. “I am. My grandfather was Alku. He came to Earth.” The words come out so easily.
“But you haven’t known long.”
“No, I only learned about it recently, but the Starfire knew I was meant to be here.”
His hold tightens round my waist. “To be with me.”
“To be with you.”
Javen grows silent, simply accepting that I am part-Alku.
My eyes caress the planes of his beautiful face and, unable to wait a moment longer, I lean into him, easing my mouth onto his. Javen’s lips are velvety smooth. My breath quivers at our touch. And honestly? It’s as if I’ve never kissed him, or any other boy for that matter. The sensation is entirely new. Right. His hungry lips meet mine, and everything is good in this world.
Javen’s hands wander over my back, and he breaks from my mouth to kiss my cheek . . . my neck. A soft sigh escapes my lips as I revel in his loving touch.
This boy has my heart.
My everything.
All around us, the Starfire energy dances and sways, surrounding us in a cloud of wisps. The force no longer urging our connection, only representing this bond we share. Rejoicing in the organic nature of my love for Javen, and his love for me.
I guide Javen back to my greedy mouth. This time the kiss becomes more fervent. Fierce, even.
Almost in unison, we edge toward the ground, our arms and mouths entangled.
The Starfire’s symphony grows more intense in my mind as my soul weaves with Javen’s under a galaxy of cyan stars.
 




Chapter 5
Cassi is awake. Javen sends the message to Irene.
I’m on my way to the lab! Her reply immediately buzzes back.
He activates the hologram function on his Connect, and Irene’s face pops up over the screen. Javen tips the image to me.
“Cassi!” Irene’s eyes light up.
“We’re coming to you,” I say as we jog. “We’re almost there.”
“You sure? I know you probably need to recuperate.”
Peering up at Javen, my lips twist into a grin. I bring my attention back to the hologram and say, “I’m fine. As far as I can tell, completely healed.”
“Then I’ll see you soon,” she offered.
I nod and Javen taps the face of his Connect.
“Getting used to tech?” I chuckle.
“It is the perfect way to summon with humans.”
My stomach twinges at his answer because it sends me back to reality. “Only Irene knows about me being Alku.”
“Irene knows, and I didn’t?” Javen presses his lips together.
All of this is so complicated. Apparently, Javen still doesn’t know I’m the Protector either, or I’m sure he would have mentioned it. “I needed her to understand how to help me build the modified Connects. Telling her about who I am was part of that. My dad doesn’t know, either. I needed him to stay focused on the portal and getting to Earth. I think if he knew what was going on with me, it would have worried him too much.”
Javen’s gaze falls to the ground, and he kicks his shoe into the dirt. After a moment, his attention returns to me. “No more secrets. Please.”
I’m the new Protector! I want to blurt the words out and tell him everything. But I don’t. Javen wants to keep me from any danger. If he knows I have a sworn duty to the Starfire that may put me in more danger, he won’t be able to focus on the things he needs to for his people. I hate keeping anything from him, but I also need to keep him safe. My mind allowed him to realize I was Alku . . . but not the part about me being a Protector. That must have been for a reason.
“Okay,” I answer simply.
Javen and I find our way to the camp’s edge, and I spot Irene’s figure outside of a small dwelling created by the Starfire. Her curly dark hair is lit by the moonlight. Squeezing Javen’s hand, I release him and dash to my friend, relieved to see her in person again.
“Cassi!” she shouts as I jog toward her. When I get to Irene, I throw my arms around her and squeeze. She returns the embrace with equal enthusiasm.
She releases me only when Javen catches up to us.
Irene eyes me up and down. “No permanent damage?”
I pat my chest and arms. “I guess I can’t know for sure, but I don’t think so.” I do feel totally healthy, and with the Starfire’s power functioning again . . .
Irene’s lips stretch into a wide smile. “I was so worried for you.” Her attention shifts from me to Javen, and then she gestures to the dwelling behind her. “Come inside. We have a lot to catch you up on. Howard and I have been able to build two more portable portal devices.”
“Really?” I practically squeal. Additional devices will be extremely helpful.
“Yes. And you need to fill us in on what happened while Hammond had you in custody.” Irene arches an eyebrow at me before stepping inside the already open door.
We follow and my hand reaches for Javen’s again, happy to be back with him. The inside is lit, and several people are gathered around a table: Kate Morris, Wirren, and Commander Tucker. They’re all deep in conversation, not seeming to notice us.
“Are the others back at the lab?” I ask Irene in a whisper.
“Some of them. Most are getting a little rest. Saving their strength.”
I gulp. We all need to save our strength for what’s ahead.
Irene clears her throat loudly to get the others’ attention. “Cassi’s here.”
Dr. Morris lifts her head our way before pushing back on her chair and standing. Her eyes settle on me first. “Please join us.”
Irene, Javen, and I find seats around the table, and Dr. Morris sits again.
“I’m sorry for your loss, Commander Tucker,” I say to the ginger-haired man with dark circles under his eyes. “General Atkins was a brave woman.”
Tucker tips his head to me but says nothing.
“All of us are grieving too many losses,” Wirren adds.
He has no idea whether his brother, Vihann, will return from Earth, and I don’t even ask about Dad. I know from what Javen said that no news has come.
“Why don’t you start by telling us everything that happened to you, Cassi?” Dr. Morris asks.
Taking a deep, steadying breath, I try to tell them everything I remember—that Hammond somehow knows about my connection to the Starfire and the powers it provides me.
“She was trying to extract the crystal’s connection from me. She believes Earth is deteriorating faster than predicted and is willing to save it by any means necessary,” I explain.
“My wife Analya and several other Alku with modified Connects have returned to Paxon to ready our people,” Wirren says.
I glance at Javen in surprise. “You didn’t tell me your people had already left for Paxon.”
They left yesterday, his voice comes back to my mind.
“They will guide the people in the right direction,” Wirren says, “readying them for the potential battle.”
“Will the rest of the Alku come to Arcadia?” I ask.
Javen nods. “When the time comes. And I may be leading them, if my father hasn’t returned.”
The thought sends a shiver down my spine. I don’t want anyone to die, especially Javen, and I know full well that there will be death.
“We believe that, with the help of Kole Harris, we can begin the Renewal process on Earth with a relatively small amount of Starfire from the Intersection,” Tucker says. “But if Hammond continues mining the crystals from Arcadia, we’re not sure what will happen.”
“It could collapse the dimension on Paxon and even affect us here if too much is removed too quickly,” Irene adds, looking to me. “I’ve been running scenarios on the Earthscape program.”
“And we can’t tell Hammond about the Intersection,” Tucker says. “There’s too much power in the Mother Starfire.”
I sigh. “Hammond mentioned that Renewal only has a twenty percent chance at success. That the Earth’s atmosphere is collapsing as we speak. She’s convinced that her plan has a much higher chance of working.”
Dr. Morris’s fist slams onto the table, and I flinch. “Of course she would say that. If Hammond’s the savior, it gives her ultimate power: she will have saved the human race.”
Billions of lives versus a few hundred thousand.
The words roll through my head. “Does using the Mother Starfire for Renewal increase our odds of success?”
“We don’t know,” Morris admits. “There’s a possibility it could be less.”
“And do you think Hammond’s calculations are right?” My concerned gaze roams over their faces. “That her method really has an eighty percent chance of success to save everyone on Earth?”
Everyone became silent.
From my side, I sense Javen’s questioning stare, but I block his thoughts for a moment.
Wirren finally answers me. “Strip mining the Starfire from Arcadia and destroying Paxon has the strongest likelihood to save Earth before the humans’ planet is destroyed.”




Chapter 6
“So, we know that Earth’s ecosystem may collapse at any time, and Renewal may not work at all?” I stand and run my hands through my hair. “Hammond is right?”
Next to me, Irene’s mouth falls open. She must not have known either.
My heart pounds as I stare at everyone around the table.
Cassi, you need to calm down, Javen urges in my mind.
My narrowed gaze flicks to his. “This is huge, Javen! I don’t want to calm down.”
Irene leans back, slumping into her chair. Her hands lift to her eyes, and by the trembling of her body, I can tell that she’s crying. Her aunt and cousins are still on Earth. They’re the only family she has left.
I’ve never seen Irene fall apart in this way.
Dr. Morris sighs. “We don’t know. The Starfire is a new tool for us. Nothing has been tested before. All of our calculations could be wrong.”
My stomach twists into nauseating knots.
“So, stopping Hammond might kill the entire human race, unless they’re lucky enough to be on Arcadia already?” I ask.
“And not stopping Hammond will decimate the Alku,” Wirrin adds.
I expect anger in his face, in his tone, but it’s not there. Instead, his eyes are filled with sadness and compassion. He wants to survive. I know he does because, from the very beginning, he was the one who stood up to Vihann when his brother wasn’t defending the Alku from Hammond.
My attention falls onto Javen, who is leaning forward with elbows on the table and his head resting on his hands. His eyes are closed, and I can imagine the thoughts running through his mind. These are his people. He’s their future Luminary . . . my future Luminary, and he wants to do his best for them.
“We must find a way to increase the odds of success for both the Alku and Earth,” I say.
Tucker releases a sigh. “That is precisely what we hope to do.”
I open my mouth to speak, but as I do, Connects buzz around the table. It's a message from Howard.
The portal has activated.
No sooner do I see the words on the screen than I race from the dwelling. Closing my eyes, I envision myself at the portal, and when my lids open, I’m ten feet from the giant device. The opening is on fire with cyan energy, as if it were lightning contained.
Javen appears beside me. He must have ported, too. He takes my hand and laces his fingers with mine. An unsteady breath releases from my lungs, relieved that he isn’t angry at me for questioning our attempts to save both Earth and the Alku.
You are doing your best, he says in my mind. Just as I am.
The portal crackles then, making a sound like the roar of ocean waves. Shadowy figures appear as they step through the energy.
Vihann is the first face I can make out, and then Dad’s. They step a few feet from the opening, where the energy forms a swirling pattern. With a pop, it disappears.
But no Max. My heart sinks into my stomach. Earth might be destroyed, and Max is still there.
“Dad!” I yell, releasing Javen’s hand. I race toward them but stop a few feet away. Dad bends, dropping his hands to his knees, holding one hand out to stop me.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
I glance over my shoulder to see Javen’s mother Zarah, Wirren, Kate Morris, Howard, and several others approaching, and then return my attention to Dad and Vihann. They’re out of breath. Dad’s clothes are torn in several spots, and his shirt is stained with blood.
Panic rises in my chest at the sight of the stains, and I grab for his arm, willing the Starfire’s healing power into him. When I finish, I study his face, which remains tense. But he straightens his back as though feeling renewed. I reach for Vihann, taking his wrist and offering the Starfire’s healing as well.
The others finally reach us. Dad turns his attention to them and pants, “We have an update.”
∆∆∆
 
We awaken the Senate members. They join the meeting, but I can barely think.
My mind reels. Max didn’t come back with Dad and Vihann. He said he was going to stay on Earth, and Max doesn’t say things he doesn’t mean. Dad paces the room at the refugee camp, apparently unable to calm the nervous energy coursing through him.
He runs his hand over his face. “There’s good news and bad news.”
“Obviously you didn’t leave on friendly terms,” Senator Simmons points out, bringing my attention back to the blood stains on Dad’s shirt.
My eyes widen as I look back and forth between Dad and Vihann. I didn’t even bother to ask. How did they get injured? Who was after them? Maybe it wasn’t Max’s choice to stay on Earth, after all.
“Before we left,” Vihann explains, “Richard and I discussed a potential backup plan to meeting with Kole Harris.”
“Being on the Board and designing the settlement on Arcadia has helped me develop useful connections throughout the years. The first thing I did after we arrived on Earth was to contact representatives of Britain, Spain, and Australia through a private line. They trust me, and I explained what was going on. Honestly, they were in shock but willing to help. Each has a small fleet they are willing to provide and enough fuel to get those ships through a portal opening we will create”—Dad glances at his Connect—“in a few hours. I promised them Starfire retrofits to their ships once they are here. Part of the deal.”
Zarah reaches for her husband and grasps his hand.
“But what about Harris?” Senator Gray asks. “Those countries’ resources are small. Harris is the one we need.”
Dad purses his lips. “The meeting with Harris didn’t go so well.”
Dr. Morris drags her fingers through her hair.
“Harris is the one who attacked us,” Dad says. “We barely made it out of there alive.”
“What about Max?” I blurt out, unable to contain myself anymore.
Dad fixes his gaze on me for a moment and then studies the tabletop. “We don’t know. Before long, Max had changed his tune about staying. He wasn’t so sure anymore after seeing how bad it had gotten on the news. LA is nearly destroyed.”
“Then why isn’t he here?” I demand. Tension continues to build in my chest as I think about both Max’s and Irene’s families who are still in LA.
Dad looks around at the group. “We arrived at the rendezvous with Harris this morning. It was one of his secret operations. The man greeted us with enthusiasm, but his reaction to seeing Max was unexpected.”
“What do you mean by that?” Wirren asks.
“He didn’t act like a man whose son had traveled the stars and then returned home,” Vihann adds. “I noticed his behavior too.”
“Harris was much more interested in the Starfire than anything else,” Dad says. “He wanted to run tests with the samples we brought, and before we could say no, they were already gone with Harris. Max was called from the room, and Vihann and I were left by ourselves. We didn’t even get to the part about the portal, or how I had brought a device to activate it.”
“We decided to go after Max not long after and quickly learned that the facility we were in was empty,” Vihann says. “The guards were even gone.”
“We ran outside and saw a caravan leaving, and moments later a remnant of the guard attacked us,” Dad confesses.
“How did you escape?” Wirrin asks.
“Vihann was able to transport us a short distance, which gave me enough time to activate the portal.”
“But Max?” My heart pounds in my ears.
Dad hangs his head. “All I can guess is Harris took him.”
I lean back in my seat, rubbing my temple.
“So, what kind of danger does this pose to us?” Dr. Morris asks. “It’s obvious with Harris stealing the Starfire that he’s not our friend. Could he get here?”
The room bursts into an argument.
Unable to process this news, I stride toward the door.
Javen catches my arm, stopping me. Concern fills his eyes.
I’ll be back, I say to his mind. I need some air.
Nodding, he returns to his conversation with his father and uncle.
It doesn’t take long before Dad appears in the doorway and comes to my side. Overhead, the sun has begun to lighten the sky, and the moons and stars disappear.
“I’m sorry about Max,” Dad offers.
My hands tighten into fists as he speaks. “What was Earth like?” I ask, trying to change the subject.
“Worse than I expected. We were shocked. The temperature has risen across the globe, and the news is full of stories of mass riots. Many countries are threatening each other instead of working together.” He looks away. “The whole southeast US was hit with a massive storm that basically wiped it off the map. Two weeks ago, the LA area had a 9.5 earthquake that killed at least twenty thousand people. I couldn’t even listen to the death toll anymore.” He wipes his eyes.
My mind immediately moves to Irene’s family in Los Angeles, but I don’t even know what to say. Should I tell her?
“There have been transports through the Turner Space Fold, moving people to Arcadia . . . but only the rich. And only so many ships are available.”
“Will they bring passengers to the surface? With a war going on here?”
Dad shrugs. “I have no idea, but you can live on vessels like that for months, if necessary.” He twists his head toward the portal. “In a few hours, war ships will arrive. We arranged the coordinates with Britain, Spain, and Australia so we can open the portal. We’ll have a small army to fight a war. Still, I need to go back in there and tell everyone that I’m not sure it’s even possible to move fast enough to save Earth anymore.”




Chapter 7
“You just left Max there?” I finally ask. Guilt pulls at me, especially because I feel it’s my fault Max even went back to Earth. I hurt him and he was trying to escape me.
Regret fills Dad’s eyes and his brows pull together. He reaches for my upper arm. “It’s not like we had much of a choice. If we had a visual, Vihann could have ported him, but we didn’t. And his Connect was disabled. Everything happened so fast.”
I twist away from him in frustration. “Do you think Kole Harris is going to use the Starfire to get off Earth, or as a weapon?”
“Honestly, Cassi, I have no idea. Our conversation with him was much shorter than I anticipated, and he gave few clues about his plan until it happened.”
“Are you sure the other ships will come through?” I ask. “What if he struck a deal with them, too?”
Dad looks to the ground and kicks the dirt with his shoe. “Then, we tried our best.” He fiddles with Mom’s wedding ring on his pinky and removes it.
“You keep that,” I insist.
He places the gold circle in my palm and then closes my fingers over it. “It brought me back, and I want you to wear it again.”
I slip the familiar ring back onto my finger.
Dad nods in approval and gestures to the door. “We need to go back inside. Maybe they’re done arguing now and we can get some work done.”
The meeting goes on for another hour as Dad fills everyone in on the status of Earth and everything he and Vihann did while they were there. Irene barely says anything. She sits slumped in her chair, seemingly lost in thought.
Finally, we break and most head out to the Starfire field to prepare for the incoming ships.
“Can you wait for me here?” I ask Javen before he has the chance to leave.
“Of course.” He gives me a sweet smile that melts my heart just a little, and then I turn my attention to Irene, who’s still at the table, resting her elbows on the top.
“Can I talk to you in private for a few minutes?” I ask her.
“Huh?” She glances up at me, saying nothing for a second. “Uh . . . sure.”
My attention returns to Javen. “I’ll be a few minutes.”
Leaning against the wall, he bows his head.
“Come outside with me,” I say to Irene.
Her dark eyes are glazed over, but she places her hands against the table’s edge and pushes back in her chair.
“You could use some fresh air,” I say.
Nodding, she stands.
We get outside and I lead us away from the Starfire field and toward a cluster of trees near the refugee camp. Overhead, the sun has risen completely, shedding morning light over the cyan-hued world.
I’m the first to speak. “Having a hard time focusing?”
“I’m just tired,” she admits a little too quickly. “I haven’t had a good night’s sleep in . . .” Irene thinks for a moment, “. . . in months, really.”
Sighing, I lean up against a rough tree trunk. “You know very well it’s more than that.”
Her arms cross over her chest as she watches the refugee camp, offering no response.
“You’re not going to be able to focus on your work until you know they’re safe.”
Her shoulders, which were creeping up toward her neck, slowly lower with a long, shaky audible breath. When she turns back to me, her cheeks are wet with tears. “Is it that obvious?”
“Mostly to me,” I admit. “I know how much you care about your family. It’s the reason you’re in Arcadia in the first place.”
“Everything I did was to help them, and now I can’t do anything. My aunt and cousins are stuck on a dying planet in one of the worst cities. I don’t even know if they’re alive after that earthquake, and there’s nothing I can do!” Her hands fly to her face while a few sobs escape her.
I’m not entirely sure how she feels about hugging in this moment. Still, I place my arm around her shoulder and hold her. In a flash, she’s pulling me into a tighter embrace, wrapping her arms around me.
We stay that way for a few moments until she finally breaks away and wipes her face while staring at the ground. “I’ll be fine.”
I bite the inside of my cheek before saying, “I don’t think so.”
“There’s nothing we can do. I just need to get my head back in the game.”
“But what if there is something we could do?” I ask.
Irene’s attention flits back to me, a single brow arching in question.
“You said there were two more small portal devices?”
“Yes. They’re at the lab.”
“What if we tapped into Howard’s programming and use one of them to get to Earth? We know they work, because my dad was able to get back.”
A gleam of interest lights up Irene’s eyes, tempered with concern.
“We can use the Earthscape program to find your residence. We go in, get your family, and bring them back here.”
“You would do that? For me?”
“Of course I would do that for you,” I assure her. “I want to get Max out of there, too.”
“If Harris took him, how are you going to know where he is?”
“Hopefully, since Max is his son, he’s not treating him like a total prisoner. I have his contact information. Though, I have no idea if it’ll work because my Dad said he couldn’t contact Max before they exited the portal. But I’m willing to try. I won’t just leave him there. After we get your aunt and cousins, I’ll try to contact him. If we don’t take more than a couple of hours, I don’t think anyone will miss us.”
Irene continues to dry her eyes. “I don’t know, Cassi—”
“I’ve already made up my mind, and it’s going to be a lot easier for me to convince your family to enter a portal if you’re there.”
Exhaling a long sigh, she nods. “Only a few hours, right?”
“Yes.” Reaching for her arm, I lead her back to the dwelling where Javen is waiting and then tell him everything.
“I need for you to come,” I say before he can voice any of his questions. “We need Beda and Yaletha, too. They’re the best warriors. Until any sort of battle starts, they’re not going to have much to do here.”
Javen narrows his brows. “When did you have time to plan all this out?”
“Just now,” I reply.
Reluctantly, Javen agrees, and we head back to the lab. On the way, I message Yaletha and Beda to meet us.
When we arrive, the lab is empty. Everyone must still be at the field. Inside, Irene activates the Earthscape program and quickly brings up LA.
The map displays on the screen and she uses her finger to zoom into her neighborhood.
“There.” She points to the overhead of her building and then changes to a street view from the data stores.
The streets are plain and deserted—only the building layouts. No people, no violence, no earthquake damage. The display shows how the city was before all of that.
Tapping on the building, I examine the specs, then move on to the surrounding structures, including the ones across the street.
“What are you looking for?” Irene asks.
“The building materials, and how likely they were to survive a 9.5 earthquake.”
“And what did you find?” Irene asks, her voice full of hope.
“That it looks good.” I move the screen to the next block and choose another dwelling. “This one is likely to have crumbled, but it shouldn’t affect us.” I swipe again, back to Irene’s building.
Javen points to an alleyway. “The safest exit point will be here. Hopefully, there will not be too many onlookers, and we can immediately cloak from view once we exit the portal.” He pauses for a second, as if in thought. “Although, I have no idea if we can cloak on Earth the same way we can here.”
“What’s going on?” Beda’s voice comes from behind, and I flinch.
I turn toward the door and spot Yaletha and Beda in the opening. “We figured you would be up for a challenge,” I say.
Yaletha clicks her tongue. “Good. No one seems to need us around here until the battle starts.” She walks into the room, gazing at the map on the screen. “Where is that?”
“Earth,” Javen says.
Crossing her arms over her chest, Beda scowls at us. “Why are we looking at a map of Earth?”
I return my attention to the Earthscape program. “Because we’re going there.”
“So, we’re all going to walk up to the portal at the field in front of everyone and tell them we’re going to Earth?” Beda asks.
Instead of answering her, I shift my gaze to Irene, who’s biting her lip as her fingers fly over the keypad at a second computer station. “There!” She tilts a corner of her mouth in a smirk. “I have all the coordinates used for portaing to Earth. All I have to do now is enter the specifics from the Earthscape program to get us exactly where we want to go in LA.”
“What is she talking about?” Yaletha asks, stepping closer.
“Irene’s family is still on Earth, and so is Max,” I remind them. “Neither of us can leave them there to die. We can port in, get them, and come straight back here.”
Beda makes strong eye contact with Yaletha and tips her head.
“You know it’s not likely to be that easy,” Beda says.
“That’s why we need you to go with us,” I say.
Yaletha’s eyes travel to Javen. “And you agreed to this?”
A deep sigh leaves his chest. “You would do whatever it took to save the people you love, too.”
Not wanting to waste more time, I launch into the plan without giving Yaletha an opportunity to reply. Well, at least, the plan’s first part to retrieve Irene’s aunt and cousins. I leave out the part about Max.
“Their unit is on the fourth floor,” Irene says. “Four twenty-nine.”
The Earthscape program contains a 3D layout of the building, so I make everyone memorize the details and repeat my instructions back to me several times, just in case communication to our Connects fails on Earth.
We also arrange a secondary meeting place if all else fails, since the only way for us to get back to Arcadia and the Intersection is through the portal, and we only have one of those.
“So, are you sure you’re willing?” I ask.
Yaletha pinches her lips together, saying nothing for what seems like way too long. “Well,” she finally answers in a low tone, “Beda and I have never been ones to pass on a challenge. And we do have everything memorized.”
Smiling, I nod. “Lab AI?”
The second the words exit my mouth, a digital younger version of my mom appears to our side. Her strawberry-blonde hair falls over her shoulder. My heart shudders, and honestly, I’m not sure that response to seeing her will ever go away.
“How may I help you, Cassi?”
Yaletha’s eyes widen. “Who’s that?”
“Nothing,” Irene mumbles. “She’s just a computer.”
I realize Javen doesn’t even know this is a version of my mother, but I don’t have time to talk to him about it. So, I straighten my shoulders and turn my attention to Irene.
I have her program messages to send Dad from the AI every few hours, posing as me busy here at the lab. But there’s always the chance he’ll come looking for me.
“The five of us are going to be gone for a few hours,” I say to the AI. “If my dad comes here, will you give him a message?”
“Of course.”
“Love you, Dad. But there were some people we just couldn’t leave behind.”




Chapter 8
I’m the first to step from the portal into the alleyway. The group didn’t think it was smart for me to step out first, but traveling to Earth was my idea and I refused to risk any of their lives for a plan that was my responsibility.
A sigh of relief escapes me when my foot touches the ground and I don’t disintegrate or suffer a terrible fate. My relief is quickly dashed away, however, when I scrutinize the brown sky clouded with . . . smoke? Smog? I’m not really sure, but judging by the cough that rumbles from my lungs, I know it’s not healthy.
Pulling my shirt up over my mouth, I scan the area while my hands ball together. Trash litters the ground and cracks run up the sides of the surrounding buildings, but there are no signs of people. A siren blares in the distance, and my heart speeds up instantly.
I shake my head and bring myself back to the task at hand—no time to waste. Reentering the still-open portal, I find my friends waiting on the other side.
Each of us has a pack slung over our shoulder, filled with a day’s worth of water and food, just in case. My eye moves to the blaster holstered to Beda’s side. She may not need it, but since we don’t know precisely how the Starfire will function on Earth, we each brought a backup weapon.
“What did you see?” Javen asks.
“It’s clear,” I say and wave them to cross over, “but we should move quickly before anyone notices something strange and wants to know what we’re doing. Oh, and you’ll need to cover your mouths after you get through.”
Not waiting for a response, I inhale a deep breath of clean air. Holding it in my lungs, I step back through the portal, which is snapping around me with electricity and light.
The others follow, and once we’re through, Irene quickly closes the portal with the device and then tucks it into her pocket. Everyone pulls up their shirts over their mouths to block the dirty air.
Yaletha gapes around, her eyes wide. “This is where you live?” she mumbles to Irene through the fabric of her shirt.
I’m sure the surroundings are even more of a shock to the Alku than to Irene and me. They’re used to living in pristine environmental conditions. I’m not sure that any of them could have even imagined such filth and destruction.
“Yes.” Irene glances up at the building on our right. “That’s the one.”
“Then we should get moving,” Beda says through the shirt pressed to her mouth. “I don’t want to be here any longer than I have to.”
“Should we attempt cloaking ourselves?” I ask.
Javen scans the alley. “I would rather save our energy for an emergency. No one knows who we are here, so we’re not likely to stand out.”
He’s right. Most people don’t even know my face, even though I’m Richard Foster’s daughter. Plus, it’s not as if ninety-nine percent of people around here in LA ever thought they would get an opportunity to relocate to Arcadia anyway. They have way more important problems linked to their survival than worrying about me, the teenaged daughter of the architect of Earth’s salvation. The thought tightens at my chest.
We race toward the dim streetlight. All the pollution must prevent the sun from doing much of its job. As we run, I peer down at my feet. A nearly cat-sized rat scurries out from under a pile of trash. My eyes widen as I attempt to avoid the wretched creature. But my footwork isn’t as skilled as I might have hoped and I tilt, landing straight on the ground with a solid thump.
“Ugh,” I mutter and push up on my now-stinging arm. My hand lands on something softer than expected. The rat! I flit my attention to where my hand rests. What’s there is much worse than the rat—it’s someone’s leg, clad in a tan pair of stained pants.
Screaming, I scoot away. A strong hand hooks under my arm and yanks me up. The rat’s tail disappears under a pile of litter next to the leg. My attention flies up to Javen, but he’s eyeing the limb, too.
“Is that guy dead?” Irene comes to my side.
“I don’t even know if that leg is still attached to a complete human.” Yaletha clears her throat. “But it looks dead to me. We need to go.”
Beda nods in agreement.
My stomach roils. I can’t tear my eyes from the body. Nor push away thoughts of the rat and its extensive family—no doubt under the litter too. A shudder ripples up my spine.
Javen grips me a little tighter, and somehow his touch calms me.
They are right, he sends to my mind. We need to block everything horrible out and stay on track.
I take a trembling breath. This was your idea, Cassi, I remind myself. Don’t fall apart at every dead body or rodent you see.
Javen’s lips turn up into a supportive smile, and he tips his head toward the street. We catch up to our friends now stopped at the alleyway opening. I drop my shirt collar from my mouth and don’t even bother putting it back.
Before us is more destruction, and considerably worse than the secluded alleyway. Several vehicles are crushed by chunks of random buildings, and farther down the street is a barely standing apartment building. Must be one of the structures I expected wouldn’t make it through the earthquake. Everything is covered in a thin layer of dust. Near an abandoned car, another body is in the driver’s seat, but I look away too quickly to determine if it’s only a shadow playing tricks on me.
I reach for my blaster in my bag’s pocket and grip the handle. Yaletha and Beda, being warriors, have theirs out already and are clearing the area.
A hundred feet away, a woman with graying hair shuffles down the street away from us. She doesn’t seem threatening . . . just an old woman stuck in hell. One we can’t rescue right now, not without risking our own friends and family.
How can we doom all these people if Renewal doesn't work? But we can’t destroy Paxon simply because we’re out of options.
“Clear,” Beda calls out and waves us forward. “Let’s move.”
I take in her slightly angular features and the thick, dark braid hanging over her left shoulder. She’s a determined, proud woman. I’m glad to call Beda my friend, even if we once didn’t think of each other that way.
What would Beda think of me if she knew I’m honestly considering Hammond’s plan? A tiny part of me—but a part of me nonetheless—understands her desire to save Earth at all costs. I stuff down the horrible thought and hope Javen doesn’t glimpse it in my mind.
On the way to the entrance of Irene’s building, the street around me becomes a blur. The orange-brown sky throws creepy, depressing colors all around. Honestly, these shades mixed with destroyed buildings and streets—except for a few random bodies and a wandering person or two—is too much for me to bear. Blocking most of these images out is my best defense.
“Where is everyone?” Javen asks as we reach the door. The frame pulls over the dust stuck in the track and the door slides back with a scrape.
“I’m guessing that if people had a way out of LA, they took it,” Irene says. “But even in better times, most people tried to stay inside as much as possible. Too dangerous on the streets.”
Inside the entrance, we find more trash and a floor covered in dust, speckled with footprints. A man with crazy, dirty blond hair sticking up all over the place is passed out against the corner wall. He’s clutching a half-drunk bottle of clear liquid—alcohol, I would guess, since he’s pretty much dead to the world—but his chest still rises and falls. Unconscious, but not dead. Yet.
“Probably a squatter,” Irene says as we move past him. “Most of the people in this building have been here for generations. The building is rent-controlled. But I don’t recognize him.”
I spot the stairwell up ahead and remember it from the building schematics in the Earthscape program. That’s our route.
Yaletha waves us toward them and Beda takes up the tail, her weapon extended. She trains it briefly at the man in the corner but moves on when he lets out a loud snore.
Snorting in disgust, she turns her attention back to us. We race up the stairs, passing several people huddled in the corner of the second floor’s landing. The eyes of a woman wearing near-rags grow wide as she spots our weapons. She bares her teeth at us while pulling two small children close to her.
“I’m so sorry,” I mutter. A child wedged under her arm lets out a soft cry and I rip my attention away.
Beda comes to my side. Startled by the sight, she whispers in my ear, “What is wrong with this place?”
I remain silent while thinking up an answer. We pound up the next flight of stairs and leave behind the poor woman and her children.
Sickness twists in my stomach. I have often wondered the same thing. Until now, I never really appreciated how I had always lived in the lap of luxury. How had Irene survived living in LA her entire life and not gone insane or gotten killed? How had she stayed focused on learning computer science so well that she beat out thousands, if not hundreds of thousands of applicants, to go on the first starship to populate Arcadia?
“These people already had almost nothing, and with the earthquake, what they had left was taken away from them too,” I finally offer as the reason.
“How can your council or government ignore their suffering?” Beda asks. “The Alku always care for their people.”
I raise my brow. “I don’t know the answer to that question.”
But I do. A people oppressed are a people easily controlled.
This is why Vihann was trying to avoid a war with humans. He didn’t want his “humanity” stripped away by trying to grasp for power or control.
We hit the landing of floor four and stride into the hallway. More people line the corridor, and I avoid looking any directly in the eyes. Several cough and one lets out a soft moan as we pass.
“Please help us . . .” a soft voice whispers.
I can’t ignore the plea and discover a girl who can’t be more than twelve. Her dark hair is dirty and hangs over her face. Her clothes are covered in a film of dirt, and her cheek is streaked with the same look. My heart shatters.
With a jittery breath, I reach into my pack and fumble around for the meal bars I packed. I kneel next to her and shove a bar into her hands.
“Don’t show anyone.”
We don’t have enough for all these people, and part of me is afraid that they could rush us to get at the rest. Quickly, I stand and scan around for my friends who, all but Javen, are near the end of the corridor at a door.
Warmth tingles through my body when I return my attention to him. He holds out his hand. I take it and we leave the young girl behind. Javen and I catch up to the rest, who are now waiting for us by the door.
“Did you knock?” I ask as we arrive.
Yaletha scowls at me. “Of course we knocked. We’re not stupid.”
Irene pounds on the door again. “Aunt Ada? It’s Irene!”
We listen and a few footsteps come from the room behind the door, but then they go silent.
“What if they think it’s a trick?” Irene’s worried gaze falls on me. “I have to get them out of here.”
“Stand back.” Stepping forward, Javen waves Irene out of the way. He raises his blaster and squares his jaw. At first, I think he’s going to kick the door in, but he does something else entirely. He disappears.
A few seconds later, the door flies open. Javen stands in the entry, his weapon pointed at a balding man in front of an old yellow couch, wearing a stained white tank top and holding his hands in the air above his head.
When Irene sees him, her features harden. She raises her blaster and flies into the room, stopping just inches before the guy.
“Baz, where’s Ada?”




Chapter 9
The man gawks at Irene in shock. “Irene? What are you doing here? And how’d he—” Startled, the man’s words fade, and he eyes Javen.
Irene continues to hold her gun up at the man, keeping her hardened stare. “I asked you a question first. Where is my aunt, my cousins?”
“Baz?” A woman’s voice calls from a room in the back of the apartment.
Beda and Yaletha waste no time and race off, guns ready, stalking the voice’s owner. After a few seconds, a middle-aged woman with scraggly hair walks in front of them with her hands held in the air. She looks to Baz. “What’s going on here?”
“They're looking for Ada and the kids,” he tells her.
The woman’s gaze fixes on Irene. “Why are you back? You had a one-way ticket off this forsaken place. You should have taken it and never looked back.”
“She’s here for her family!” I finally snap, hoping it will make the woman stop blabbering and tell us where Irene’s aunt and cousins are.
“They’re gone, honey,” the woman replies, flicking her attention back to Yaletha, who still points a blaster at her. “Why you need so many guards on a little ol’ lady?”
“Oh, shut up, Charmayne,” Irene snaps. “You’ve lived in the worst part of town your entire life, and you’re still alive. I think you know how to take care of yourself.”
“Just tell them what they want to hear, Baz,” Charmayne says, pursing her lips.
Javen moves in closer, his gun still aimed at the man.
“All we know is the quake hit and then they were packing up to get out of this place,” Baz says. “This is a nicer unit than ours, so we moved in.” He shrugs. “You’ve seen the people out there in the hall. Somebody else would have squatted if we didn’t.”
“And you never thought of sharing the space with a few of those families out there?” I demand.
Charmayne scoffs. “You never know what diseases those riff-raff have. Me and Baz are looking out for each other. That’s it.”
“There are children and mothers!” Beda growls.
“You try living in this and see how much goodwill you got left,” Baz growls.
I shake my head in disbelief. “Did Aunt Ada say where they might be going?”
Baz presses his lips together and forms a deep frown. “Nope, but I saw them stop in at 435 before they left. Maybe that old bat knows something.”
Scoffing, Irene lowers her gun. “Let’s leave these vermin.” She struts up to Baz. “Just take this dump.”
He gives her a curt nod. “Don’t mind if I do.”
A low growl comes from Irene’s throat, but she waves us out of the unit. “Let’s go.”
We march out the door, slamming it behind us as quickly as we can.
Once out in the dim hall, Irene’s nostrils flare and her left hand balls into a fist.
“Let’s check 435,” I say before she fully explodes. “See what they know.”
The corners of Irene’s eyes glisten with moisture, and I take her arm in mine. “We’re going to find them.”
Taking a deep breath, she looks up at the ceiling to stop the tears.
“Ready?” I ask her.
“Yes.”
We jog down the hall, and Irene knocks on the door with the numbers 435 stamped on the wood.
“Go away!” a woman’s voice calls from inside. “I got a gun, and I’ll use it!”
“Mrs. Hester. It’s Irene Parks. I need to find out where my aunt and cousins went. I’m trying to find them.”
I listen for an answer, but nothing sounds from inside the apartment.
“Please?” Irene finally pleads.
The door cracks open with a squeak, and the face of a wrinkly woman who can’t be taller than four-foot-ten appears in the open space.
She eyes Irene for a moment, then looks over the rest of us. We lower our weapons out of sight—no need to frighten the woman any more than she already is.
“Your aunt is gone. Took the kids,” Mrs. Hester finally answers. She attempts to shut the door, but Irene smacks her hand onto the wood, preventing her.
“We know that. Charmayne and Baz are squatting in our apartment. That scumbag said Ada stopped here before she left. My aunt had to have told you something.”
The lady’s eyes scan over us again. “Who are these people?”
“These are my friends,” Irene says. “They're here to help me find my family . . . that’s it.”
Tightening her lips, the woman glares at Irene. “Ada tried to get me to leave with them, to go someplace safer. But I knew better. There is no place safer.”
“Did she say where?” Irene urges.
Mrs. Hester’s sad gaze falls to the ground. “She was going to Franky.”
Irene’s posture slumps, and she brings her hand to her mouth. “Franky?”
“Ada had some extra CosmicCoin saved up from the money you sent, and she was willing to pay his fee.”
“Who’s Franky?” I ask. Instead of answering, Irene waves me away.
“Why didn’t you tell her not to go?” Irene asks. “You know Franky is no good.”
“Of course I told her. That’s why I refused to go.” Mrs. Hester’s eyes dart around at us again. “There’s nothing else I can tell you. Sorry.” With those words, she slams the door and the locks click and pop.
“You want me to port in there?” Beda asks.
Irene shakes her head. “I’m sure you would give her a heart attack, and there’s no use doing that. I believe her.”
“Well, where is this Franky?” Beda asks.
“His operation is a couple of blocks from here,” Irene says. “If that’s where it still is.”
Javen looks my way, catching my attention. Do you still feel right about this?
I check my Connect. We’ve only been gone thirty minutes. The ache in my stomach says no, but we can’t just give up this easily. “Let’s go find them,” I say and wave everyone toward the stairwell.
On the way down, Irene reaches into her pack and gives the woman with the two children several meal bars. They rip them open and devour the food before we even reach the stairs.
As we exit the building, Irene moves to my side. “I brought something we may be able to trade with Franky to get info on my aunt and cousins.”
“What?” I ask, trying to keep my attention toward the street in case of attackers. It’s still mostly deserted, but I know that appearances can be deceiving.
“Medicine,” she says, patting her bag. “There’s a stock of it back at the lab, and I picked out a few different kinds. I doubt much of it is getting through to this war zone right now.” She scans the buildings and streets. “Doesn’t seem like there’s any kind of government aid. They’re just leaving these people to die. But no surprise there.”
I open my mouth to speak, but the second I do, a group of scraggly boys carrying weapons jumps out in front of us. A tall, brown-haired one grips a sharp knife. A shorter boy next to him with a similar nose—probably his younger brother—wields a broken baseball bat. Several others leer in the background with homemade weapons of their own.
All of them appear hungry, their faces gaunt with dark circles under their eyes. They probably haven’t slept well in a very long time . . . if ever.
“Give us your bags or—” the biggest one yells, but his voice halts when Yaletha and Beda train their blasters on them.
Javen tips his head in their direction and regards them gravely. “I don’t think you know what you’re getting into.”
The shorter boy growls and lunges at Beda.
“Sam!” the oldest calls and grabs for his arm but misses.
Sam launches forward, but Beda is quicker. She grabs the boy in midair and takes him to the ground, pinning him while his bat flies into the street.
Instead of attacking, the boys behind Sam freeze in terror.
The tall kid’s eyes go wide, and he releases a primal scream, shooting toward his pinned brother. But before he gets far, Yaletha puts him in a headlock and relieves him quickly of his knife. “You need to settle down, boy!” she orders. “You’re attracting too much attention!”
The kid squirms and growls, a futile attempt to escape Yaletha’s powerful grip.
“I’m outta here!” a different boy yells, and the lot of them take off down the street and disappear down an alleyway.
“Cowards!” the tall boy yells after them.
Irene releases a long sigh and moves her attention back and forth between the two captive and squirming boys. “Either of you two know where Franky is?”
The older one stops moving and locks onto Irene. “Who wants to know?”
Tired of this dance, Javen takes two steps toward the boy. “You are in no position to show us disrespect. Do you know where this Franky is or not?”
“Don’t tell ’em, Art!” the smaller boy shouts from the ground.
“Shut up, Sam!” Art growls. “Who’s in charge here?”
Sam goes quiet at the question.
If the situation were any less horrible, it would be funny. But I can’t laugh at two ravenous kids who are just trying to survive.
“You got something to pay for that info?” Art demands.
Yaletha flips him over and gives Art a powerful death stare. “You hungry?”
Art gulps as she holds his locked attention. “Uh . . . yeah?”
“Then, when you two lead us to Franky, we’ll give you something to eat,” she offers. We all nod in agreement when he darts a hopeful look our way.
She and Beda place the boys on their feet but continue to grip their upper arms.
“Don’t attempt to escape,” Beda growls. “You will not enjoy how that turns out.”
The two boys eye each other.
“Franky moved to a different building,” Art says. “The one he was in before got munched.”
“Then take us there,” I demand.
The boys, still guarded by Yaletha and Beda, lead us several blocks over. On the way, there are more destroyed cars, chunks of damaged buildings, and the ever-present brown sky.
“In case this goes bad, we need to have the portal ready,” I whisper to Irene and Javen.
Irene takes out the device and quickly checks the coordinates, making sure everything is functioning properly. Once done, she tucks it into her bag.
“You know Franky is dangerous, right?” Sam’s voice squeaks while his eyes plead that we not take them any farther.
“We know,” Beda says. “And once you get us there, you can go.”
Art points ahead at a fairly intact stone building. Several burly men, which I guess are guards, mill around the front door.
“They don’t like us,” Sam confesses. “Can we go now?”
Stepping toward the kids, Irene reaches into the bag again and pulls out meal bars. She hands three to the boys as Beda and Yaletha release their charges.
After snatching the bars, Art and Sam sprint in the opposite direction and don’t look back.
“Try to share those with your friends,” Javen calls after them, but I’m sure we all know those bars will be gone in less than ten minutes.
“Weapons away,” Irene says.
Beda’s nostrils flare. “Fine. I don’t need weapons to take any of those humans to the ground anyway.
“We just want to get out of here with Irene’s family,” I say to her. “Not attract attention.”
Tucking the blasters into the back of our pants, we all cover the weapons with our shirts.
“I need to read Franky before we share details with him. I may tell him we just want to see my aunt and cousins. Then we’ll have to figure out how to get them out of the building,” Irene says. “Ready?”
I nod and we head toward the building, keeping our hands at our sides and eyes down slightly to appear as nonthreatening as possible. As we get closer, several of the guards draw guns.
“Stop where you are,” one of them calls out to us.
Irene halts, as do the rest of us behind her. “We need to talk with Franky.”
“Franky doesn’t talk with kids,” he calls back. “Unless you got something to sell or need his services, I would recommend you turn around and get off our turf. We ain’t giving handouts.”
Two more guards join him, forming a muscled wall, but Irene doesn’t back down. “I would bet you need antibiotics in there.” She opens her bag and displays the contents.
The sight of the medication makes the guard raise his eyebrow in interest. I guess Irene was right. That offer struck a nerve.
With a tip of his head to Irene, he gestures for us to pass, and my heart rises into my throat.
 




Chapter 10
Inside the building, we’re greeted by two burly guards. My heart pounds as my gaze focuses on them. Both have huge blasters slung over their shoulders, and if expressions could kill, theirs probably would.
The first one is short, but I don’t let it fool me. He looks like he’s built from of a ton of bricks. The second one’s best feature is a scowl, and he has a long scar over his left eye. It appears that someone attempted to relieve him of his sight and failed.
We can’t let them go through any of our belongings, I send into to Javen’s mind, even though being searched is a likely possibility.
Javen’s eyes connect with mine, his brow furrowing as we exchange a cautious glance.
“Stop here,” the short guy orders, holding out his hand to us. “No weapons past this point.”
Beda cocks her head at him, her lips curling into an uncharacteristically sweet, almost flirty smile. “We wouldn’t dream of it.”
Confused, I keep my eye on her but quickly realize her meaning. No one here but Irene truly needs a gun to have a weapon at their disposal. Everyone else should be able to conjure the Starfire’s power, if necessary.
Beda and Yaletha are the first to hand over their blasters, and by the open-mouthed stares on the guards’ faces, they’re obviously taken with the beautiful light- and dark-haired women. Who wouldn’t be? Those two are some of the most stunning people I’ve ever seen.
Turning toward us, Yaletha motions to the guards with a tilt of the head. “Hand these men your weapons.”
One by one we surrender our blasters, until it’s Irene’s turn. Being last, she raises a brow at me, but I nod my assurance.
“What else you got in those bags?” the second guy asks, once more sporting a scowl.
Irene has the portal device. My heart jumps into my throat.
Quick as a flash, Yaletha places her fingers on his arm and the man relaxes almost instantly. Is she controlling his nerves with the Starfire or just using her feminine wiles?
“Now, we gave you our weapons. We can keep our supplies,” she coos.
The guard looks to the shorter one. “They’re clean.”
My chest sinks as I let out a sigh of relief. The two men pilot us down a corridor and into a small room with two luxury couches and a tan chair. The furniture doesn’t match. One sofa is plush purple velvet and the other is a sleek, modern style with red fabric.
The one thing they have in common is that they are expensive. Each is highly detailed and well made, totally opposite the squalor outside. Apparently, Franky has enough connections and resources to get costly furniture, but maybe you can’t be too picky about the selection when you’re in a disaster area.
“Franky will be with you in a few minutes,” the shorter guard announces, closing the door.
Irene’s eyes scan the room, and her questioning gaze falls on me. “You think it’s bugged?”
“Bugged?” Javen asks before I can answer.
I glance up to inspect the corners of the room. “She means they might be listening.”
Understanding, Javen tips his head slightly, then nods as if saying that there are indeed listening devices.
The gesture brings me back to the night Javen helped me break into the Capitol building, back on Arcadia. Seems like a million years ago, but he could sense the surveillance devices then, too.
None of us says anything after that and I walk to the purple couch, lowering myself onto the fluffy seat. The cushion gives more than I expect and I sink a little into the seat. But no one else sits.
Before long, the door flies open and a man steps into the makeshift waiting room. It’s no real surprise to me that his clothing is as expensive as his furniture.
His hair is dark and slicked back against his head. Thick eyeliner paints the bottom rim of his eyelids, giving him a darker appearance, and there might even be pink blush on his cheeks.
“Irene!” The man’s voice is slightly higher than I expect, and he waves his hand into the air, holding it out to her. “Welcome back to the old neighborhood!”
Irene’s lips purse at the sight of him, but she quickly forces the expression into a tight smile. “Things have changed, Franky.”
“Oh, pshaw,” Franky huffs. “Sure, it’s gotten worse. But CosmicCoin is still plentiful if you know where to look.”
The man’s hand is still held out for her, awkward and potentially dangerous, but she finally inches toward him, taking it.
“Things haven't been the same without you,” Franky confesses, clasping Irene’s hand with great enthusiasm.
“Oh, I’m sure you’ve managed.” As she speaks, her eyes remain trained on him, and she doesn’t attempt to free her hand from his hold.
“How’d you get back on Earth anyway? No ships are coming out of the Turner except military ops. You got some special connections I should know about?”
My mind twirls with questions. How well does Irene know this Franky, and how many times has she done business with him before?
“I needed to make sure my aunt and cousins were okay. That’s all,” Irene says.
Franky eyes her suspiciously but then loosens his hold on her hand, shifting his attention to the rest of us. His eyes land on Yaletha first and brighten immediately. “Oooh. It’s like you’re from another world or something. I could have so many jobs for you.”
My heart picks up pace. Does Franky know more about us than he should? But how could he?
Taken by Yaletha’s exotic appearance, Franky reaches for her long, white braid and nearly touches it before she flicks her hair away. A low warning growl emerges from her throat.
He smiles wickedly, clearly unfazed by her threatening reaction, but raises an eyebrow at her. “Feisty, too. Even better.”
Before Yaletha slices his hand off—or worse—Beda steps forward. “We have business to do.” Fire burns in her expression, but her voice remains flat. “And it doesn’t involve . . . our bodies.”
Franky’s attention wavers back and forth between Yaletha and Beda as he clicks his tongue. “Too bad.” Yet his disappointment is short-lived. Ignoring both Javen and me, and without missing a beat, he swings around to Irene again, a wide smile stretching his lips. “So, Irene. I heard you had medicine. Not nearly as exciting as these two ladies but worth the Coin.”
Straightening her back, Irene stands tall. “From the looks of things around here, I’m sure you lack in the medical supplies department.”
“You were always very perceptive, Irene.” Franky points to the red couch. “Why don’t we have a seat and discuss what you would like in return,” he says, sauntering over to the couch.
As he takes his seat, his jacket flips open, and the black metal from a large blaster glints in the overhead light. He’s no idiot, but he has no idea who he’s dealing with here.
My attention flits to Javen, who has his ear turned to the door.
You hear something? I ask, but he doesn’t even turn his attention toward me.
Five or six armed guards are out there. If we make any moves, they’ll be in here instantly.
Irene moves toward Franky, planting herself to his right, though she doesn’t sit. “I have a feeling you know why I’m here, Franky.”
Franky’s gold ring-covered fingers drum on the couch’s arm as he mulls over her words. “You came back to Earth for Ada and those useless brats?” His tapping suddenly stops, his hand lying flat on the fabric. “Wait? How did you get back here to Earth? I don’t hear much about people coming back this way through the Turner Space Fold. They’re all going the other way, to Arcadia, but you gotta have a large amount of CosmicCoin to make that happen. I might have enough soon, if I can work a few deals,” he adds, momentarily distracted.
“They’re my cousins, Franky, not brats,” Irene growls, bringing him back to the present.
Franky waves his hand dismissively in the air. “I forget some people enjoy children. Now, where were we?”
“We were discussing Irene’s family,” I finally pipe in, tension building in my chest.
Franky whips his attention to me. “And who are you?” He narrows his eyes a bit. “Do I know you?”
There’s no way I want this guy to know I’m Richard Foster’s daughter. If he figures that out, visions of an overloaded CosmicCoin account will roll through his brain.
“She’s one of my friends.” Irene pulls his attention back to her and opens her bag, showing a stash of medicine vials, at least fifty. “Anti–bi–o–tics . . . Remember, Franky. Stay focused.”
His eyes widen, and it’s obvious he's already forgotten about the plainest girl here. The funds to be secured with that bag of Irene’s awaken his interest once more. Rising to his feet, Franky reaches for the bag. Irene snaps it shut before he can touch it.
“Information first,” Irene reminds him. “You took money from my Aunt Ada to move her and the kids someplace safe. Where are they?”
Franky falls back on the couch, lifting his gaze slightly as if in thought. After a second, his keen eyes return to Irene. “You’re in luck. They haven’t been moved yet.”
“You mean they’re still here?” Irene’s voice raises in pitch.
My breathing picks up at the news. Instinctively, I reach for Javen’s hand but pull back before our fingers can touch. I don’t want to give Franky any information about our group that he can later use against us.
Franky shrugs. “We can only get a few people out at a time. There’s only so many safe places out there.”
Irene’s shoulders droop. “You mean, you keep them here to do work for you while they’re ‘waiting.’”
“I like to think of it as utilizing available resources.” Franky crosses his arms over his chest.
“Take me to them,” Irene orders with narrowed eyes. She steps toward Franky, but the hardened expression that falls over his face stops her in her tracks. “Please?”
“I like you, Irene.” Franky’s voice lowers. “I always have. And Ada never caused me any trouble . . . even did a few odd jobs for me along the way. But—” He scans around at our group. “I don’t think you kids are in any position to be making demands from me. You saw my men out there.”
At the silent threat, Beda puffs up her chest and plants her hands on her hips. The air is seemingly sucked from the room while the angry, anxious energy of each of my friends presses in on me.
Franky’s gaze shifts to Beda, fixing on our friend for a moment, his face unreadable, and I can’t help but hold my breath. We could take them and port out of here. Only that would mean we wouldn’t find out where Irene’s aunt and cousins are in this building, and I wouldn’t be able to attempt contact with Max. This entire trip would be a loss. Plus, we would reveal ourselves to this gangster.
Franky’s lips flatten, and just as I expect the worst, the man breaks into a chuckle. “You people have at least been interesting entertainment for the afternoon. There’s so little of that around here anymore.” Clearly amused, Franky leans forward on the couch, clasping his hands together. After a few seconds, he stands. “Entertainment . . . and the trade you brought have to be worth something.” He gestures toward the door. “Follow me, and I’ll have someone escort you to your family for a chat.”
Our group exchanges glances and my entire body breathes a sigh of relief.
We find several guards outside, just as Javen said there would be, but Franky lazily waves them out of the way. All the guards here are much larger and physically stronger than Franky, but something about him keeps each of them in check.
“Can we get our weapons back?” I ask while we trail behind him.
Franky turns his head just enough to see me for a brief moment. “You all are bold.” He leads us into the foyer where we entered originally. “Typically, I would say you get what you get—out of here alive—but today? Why not? I’m in a good mood.” He stops next to the short guard who brought us in here first and who now holds a box in his hands. “Sol, give these nice kids back their weapons and then escort them to holding facility ‘C.’ They’ll be seeing Ada and her kids.”
“Yes, boss.” Sol nods, still holding the container, and then his gaze fixes on us.
Franky spins on his heels to face Irene. “The medication.”
Bobbing her head once, Irene opens her sack, pulls out one of the vials and holds it out to Franky. Before he takes it from her, his finger taps the Connect on his wrist, swiping the screen, which begins to glow blue. He holds the medication over the display. A second later the Connect beeps, and he studies the screen.
“This is some high-quality stuff, Irene.” His attention bounces from the reader to her. “Not sure where you got it, but I’m not going to ask questions.”
Irene doesn’t speak. Instead, she proceeds to load the rest of her stash into the container.
My heart flutters as she does, and I can’t help but think about all those homeless families back in the hallways of Irene’s apartment building who probably could have used this medicine. They’ll never see any of it . . . not one drop. I’m sure each vial will be sold to the highest bidder.
Two new guards step forward and return our weapons to us. I take mine and turn it over to inspect it. Looks the same and in working order. But it's not like we can shoot one off in here to test it, so we holster the stunners in our waistbands.
When the last vials are placed in the box, the short guard hands it to Franky, who tips his head slightly to Irene. “Pleasure doing business with you. If you have more of this, we would be glad to take it off your hands.”
“Hopefully, we’ll never meet each other again, Franky,” Irene says, tucking the top of her bag closed.
Amused, Franky clicks his tongue. “Oh Irene, your heart has grown so hard for the old neighborhood.” Without waiting for a response from her, he turns and snaps his fingers. Several guards immediately come to his side, and he pushes the box into the hands of one of them. “Let’s go, boys. I’m getting bored.” He struts back down the hall and disappears.
“Now, take us to her family,” Javen says to the short guard.
“Follow me.” The man doesn’t even check to see if we follow as he heads out the door and onto the street.
We quickly trail after him and my chest becomes heavy again, partially from the air quality and partially from the destroyed city’s condition. He leads us several blocks over to a short building, only two stories high. Its façade is cracked, but it’s still standing. Four guards patrol outside with blasters slung over their shoulders.
Are the people inside being protected, or are they prisoners? My stomach turns over and I long to grab Javen’s hand in comfort. But I know it’s still a bad idea, so I close my eyes for a second, tapping into his mind. No words, just the connection. Immediately, he looks to me, and his thoughts wrap me into a tight hug. My body relaxes, and I’m able to continue.
“In here.” The guy gestures with his head at the entrance.
I’m the last to enter, and once inside, my lips part slightly at the sight. The room is open and the floor is crammed with people . . . old, young, parents, children. Anyone who was stupid enough to hand over CosmicCoin to Franky to get them out of the city. From what I can tell, each family or group has a section. Maybe a few feet each.
The smell that meets my nose is overpowering. It’s evident all these people have been stuck in here for days or even weeks—probably because of limited facilities and no showers. No one even looks up to notices us.
The short guard activates his Connect, scanning over the crowd before pointing to the building’s back left. “Ada Park’s square is over there.”
Irene’s face lights up, and she doesn’t even bother to say anything before sprinting in the direction he indicated.




Chapter 11
From across the room, a woman, with dark skin and hair pulled back into a tight bun turns toward Irene’s hurried approach. The woman’s eyes grow wide, and a smile stretches her lips for the briefest of seconds.
Irene reaches Ada first and embraces her tightly. The rest of us still work our way through the maze of people toward Ada’s family square. I keep my gaze forward. I’m not sure if I can look at Irene and her family without breaking down into tears. Heaviness from Javen’s emotions weighs on my shoulders, too, and it’s difficult for me to keep going.
I don’t know how much longer I can be here, he admits into my mind.
Releasing a slow, settling breath, my attention shifts back to Irene and her family. You can do it. We’ll go soon. My mind still moves to my desire to contact Max. I can’t just leave him.
“Why are you here?” Ada’s voice is full of fear.
Before Irene can answer, two kids, a boy and girl, race up to her and pull her from her aunt. Irene smothers them in kisses and pats the girl’s head, where the hair is pulled into pigtails.
“And who are these people?” Ada eyes us when we finally arrive.
Twisting my neck toward the entrance, I notice the guard who brought us here is still waiting by the door. Eyes set on us, he raises his Connect to his lips and speaks into it, but I return my attention to Irene’s aunt and cousins.
“These are my friends.” She looks to us for a second. “This is my Aunt Ada and my cousins Milo and Grace.” Offering a nervous smile, Grace leans into Ada. Lowering her voice, Irene says, “We’re getting you out of here.”
Ada pulls back and her forehead wrinkles, then she considers Milo and Grace. “I know you want to see Irene,” she says to them, “but first your cousin and I must do some talking.”
Milo groans.
“Mind what I say.” Ada’s stare hardens and the boy relents, taking his sister's arm to shuffle a few feet away to another section where a younger girl plays with a filthy doll.
Ada returns her attention to Irene. “You being here is dangerous.”
“We made a trade with Franky to speak with you,” Irene argues.
Ada’s nostrils flare. “Now, you know Franky’s deals are never what they seem. Look at us stuck here!”
“Then why would you even come?” Irene asks. “If you knew Franky’s not honest, then you never should have given him access to your CosmicCoin.”
My stomach roils as they speak. We need to leave. The longer we stay, the more danger we put everyone in. We can’t open the portal right here in the middle of all these people. We must find someplace more secluded or we’ll start a riot.
“What else did you want us to do, Irene? I knew it was a long shot, but I needed to get these kids out of LA. They were going to die anyway—of starvation or something else. One small shuttle comes a day. We only got a few more days and it’ll be our turn.”
Irene scoffs. “Where is he taking you anyway?”
Averting her gaze, Ada turns to check on the kids. “We don’t know.”
“Then come with us,” Irene urges. “I promise we can get you out of here now.”
“You might be able to get in and out, but the kids and I will never make it past the city limits.”
Around us, people are starting to gawk, and Javen, Yaletha, and Beda have noticed. Their body language is tense, and their eyes keep darting between Ada and Irene.
At my side, Beda leans closer. “We need to move this along.”
“Hey, Irene?” Despite the circumstances, I try to make my voice as light as possible. “Why don’t we see if there’s someplace else to talk.”
Ada snaps her gaze my way. “Do you think if there was a place more private that we wouldn’t be there already?”
My chest tightens at her words. “I understand that, but there’s something we need to do and we can’t do it here. Is there another place we could go?”
Ada runs her hands along the sides of her pants while scanning the room. Her eyes land on the spot where I know the main exit with the guards is. She squints at them. “You kids aren’t in trouble with Franky, are you?”
“What?” Irene twists to the exit. “Why?”
We need to move, Javen’s voice firmly enters my mind. Something is off here.
I sense this too. Something’s been off since we left Franky’s site, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. Everything had been too easy.
“Will they let you out the door?” Irene takes her aunt’s arm.
“Not likely.”
I straighten my back as my attention shifts to Irene’s cousins, who are still playing. “We need them to come, too.”
Ada’s breath hitches. “Can we get them out of here safely?”
“Come on Grace, Milo.” Ignoring her aunt, Irene waves them over, and their eyes widen in excitement. They have no clue that what’s about to happen could end horribly.
My heart races as the two kids flank Ada and she takes their hands.
“Just keep your head up,” I encourage, “and we’ll tell them we need a few minutes outside.” The others follow me as I walk straight toward the guard who brought us in here. “Hey, you think we can go outside for a few minutes?” I ask casually. “It’s getting stuffy in here.”
The guard’s face scrunches as he looks at me. “Air’s not any better outside.”
“Listen,” I lean to him, “it’s loud in here, and my friend wants to talk to her aunt. Outside is a better place.”
After throwing a brief glance at the other guard a few feet away, he tips his chin to me. “You got ten minutes.”
“Plenty.” I give him a sweet smile and push open the door.
Once outside, I scan quickly for an alleyway. If we can get to it, we can disappear without having to reveal what we can do to these thugs.
Several guards still patrol the streets, but I see a potential getaway spot a hundred feet away.
Smiling, I wave everyone forward. When we get there, I turn and direct my attention to Ada. “Please listen. We are here to get you out, and we’re leaving right now.”
“There’s no way we’ll get far. I told you, Franky doesn’t let go of his property.” She nervously shakes her head, keeping her voice down so the kids don’t hear. “I made a mistake. Don’t let us drag all of you—”
“Stop talking,” I interrupt her. “We’re not getting out of here the way you think. Just smile.” I plaster a fake smile on my face. “We’re going to take your and your kids’ hands. Something strange is going to happen, but you need to not show fear.”
Visions of Javen and me helping Irene escape the detainment center in Primaro run through my head. Javen only needed to worry about keeping me and Irene cloaked, and even that didn’t work. She ended up falling and then Javen lost his grip on her. Now we have two kids and Irene’s aunt to worry about.
Facing the others, I gesture with my head toward the alley. “We need to get down there and then cloak everyone immediately. Once we know Franky’s guards can’t see us, we can port back to Irene’s building to get our bearings. The exact coordinates to the alley are in your Connects.”
“What are you talking about?” Ada asks.
“Just do what she says.” Irene takes Grace by the shoulders and pulls her in tight to her side. “I know it sounds crazy. But it can work, and that’ll get us all out of here without anyone getting killed.”
Remaining cautious, I peer over my shoulder to the guards. But none of them seems to be paying attention. I nod to Beda, who's ready to lead the charge.
Irene bends closer to Grace, motioning toward Beda. “Go with this nice lady. She’s going to take you for a run, so I need you to hold her hand tightly. It’s like a game—who can hold on the longest.”
Grace bobs her head even though fear brews in her eyes. She reaches for Beda, who gently takes her hand.
“It will be fun,” Beda says. “Like a race. Let’s see if we can beat your brother.”
With that the little girl relaxes, her lips spreading into a wide, mischievous smile.
Javen grabs Milo’s hand. “Don’t worry. We can take them.” His tone is playful for the sake of the boy. Yet the energy pressing onto my mind is heavy, nervous.
I take Irene's hand as Yaletha moves in, taking Ada’s. Irene’s aunt hesitates.
“Do it,” Irene growls. “We don’t have time to waste.”
Finally, Ada takes Yaletha’s hand and slowly leads her toward the alley’s mouth. I keep my eyes on the guards, and as we move, one of them speaks into his Connect and eyes us.
“We need to run.” I squeeze Irene’s hand and she returns the grip. I’m sure the memories of what happened to her in Primaro are running through her mind, too.
Without wasting another moment, the group bursts into action, racing toward the safety of the alley.
“Stop them!” someone behind us yells.
A blue blast of energy flies past us. My heart goes wild. Everything in me wants to port, but I won’t let these people see.
“Franky said he needs the strangers alive,” another voice shouts.
“They’re planning something.”
Beda is in the lead, despite the small child in tow, and warns us by turning to look back.
Grabbing the child around the waist, she lifts her in one swoop and holds her in her right arm. With her left hand, she forms a ball of light. The warrior woman grits her teeth as she swings around and throws double blasts, hitting two of the guards square in the chest. They blow off their feet, flying backward across the ground.
“Go! Go! Go!” she screams, waving us past.
We rush past her and hit the alleyway in mere seconds, ready to cloak everyone from view.
But instead of the empty alleyway we expect, we discover Sol and five other guards waiting for us, their weapons raised.
We slam to a halt.
Sol stands with his arms crossed over his chest. “Franky knew you people were up to something!”
I pant, eyes wide, the anger building in my chest. A tingling surge engulfs my hands. No way I’m letting this guy ruin what we need to do. I don’t care anymore if they see us teleport. Grinding my teeth together, I thrust my hands toward them. A cyan ball of energy forms, and as it does, every pair of eyes widens in shock.
I can almost envision the CosmicCoin possibilities running through Sol’s head, despite his initial reaction.
“You need to let us go.” I allow the energy to swirl in front of my palm. “I can kill you all.”
Irene raises her blaster and shoots, but nothing happens. Franky must have had them disarmed.
“Cloak, now!” Javen orders.
My mind shifts immediately. The familiar cyan glow forms around us, thickening until we can see Franky and his men but I’m certain they can no longer see us. The kids start to wail. They have no idea what’s going on. Irene’s building is just a few blocks away, and then we can open the portal. No way can we open it here without causing mass panic.
“We need to go back,” I call out, urging everyone to act.
One of the guards behind Sol hears me and shoots off a blaster before we can port.
“We need them alive!” Enraged, Sol curses at the guy and then shoots him in the chest. That’s the last thing I see before I open my eyes in a rat-infested alleyway beside Irene’s building, the same one we arrived in earlier. A rodent scurries along the wall, but this time I barely pay it attention.
Everyone else appears, but my attention is drawn immediately to the limp child in Beda’s arms. Grace is shot. My stomach heaves with terror. Beda’s eyes are full, and her mouth is clenched as if she’s holding in a scream.
Irene and Ada seem too disoriented to notice yet. There might be a chance the Starfire can heal the child, but we need to get everyone out of here first.
Still holding Irene so we don’t lose our cloak, I shake her arm to get her attention. Who knows if Franky’s men are back here, too? He could have people everywhere if he wants to. “Activate the portal!”
Irene whips her head my way and then fumbles for her bag. From the corner of my vision, I notice Beda turning her back to the rest of us. She knows everyone needs to be calm for us to escape. If Ada, Irene, or Milo discovers Grace is hurt, this whole thing might be over before we can escape.
I force down the urge to shiver while Irene finally pulls out the portal device with a trembling hand. Once the screen activates, she swipes, lighting the alleyway in a blue-green hue.
Beda darts into the portal. Javen goes next with Milo, then Yaletha and Ada.
Urging Irene toward the portal, I glance behind me, finding only rats.
My mind flashes with a sudden urge that grounds me to Earth. The fear I felt before disappears in an instant.
Max still needs my help.
Without wasting another second, I grab the device from Irene and then shove her into the cyan circle of light.
Her eyes widen as she peers back at me. “You have to come!”
“I can’t leave Max in this place.” I swipe the digital screen, closing it.




Chapter 12
Cassi! Javen’s panicked voice enters my mind just as the portal snaps shut.
I gasp for breath as my mental connection to him is broken and then quickly shove the device in my bag. I have to get out of here. Around me, the ghostly Starfire’s haze still lingers. At least the cloak is still working, but I need to get going before Franky’s people end up here.
But I’m too late.
Several guards round the corner, towing an old man who’s so skinny, it looks like he hasn’t had a meal in weeks.
“Is this where you saw it?” The guard shoves the thin man forward, nearly knocking him over with the force.
“Yeah . . . yeah.” The man takes a step and points into the alley. “Some crazy light thing appeared, and I hightailed it outta here. Thought the world was exploding.”
“You see any kids?” The guard’s buddies stride up behind him.
“N-no,” the guy stutters. “No kids, just a bluish light.” He raises his hands in the air. “Big light.”
The guard scoffs and shoves the man so hard he falls to the filthy ground in a heap.
Everything in me wants to help, but there’s nothing I can do that won’t give me away. So, I stand still, my eyes burning with moisture.
The guard spins on the other men. “Franky wants us to search the area. Question people, if you need to.”
My thought moves to the families upstairs. Are these men going to hurt them?
A tingle rushes through my body, and the same feeling I had before I closed the portal returns. I can’t stay here. If I try to help all these people, I’ll risk losing everything. It must be the Starfire spurring me to act.
But why does it want me to find Max so badly? Activating my Connect, I bring up the Earthscape program. I could try to port, but I don’t know this area, and it’s too dangerous. When Javen made an emergency port to get us out of the Capitol building, we had to jump out a window and ended up in a lake on Paxon. I only really know the route to where we met Franky, and I don’t want to go back there.
No way I’m doing that.
What I need is to find a quiet place to contact Max, get his location, and use the portal to get us off this planet.
Two guards start down the alley, probably to check out the area where we had opened the portal. So, keeping against the wall, I race past them, still invisible. Once on the street, I find more of Franky’s guards patrolling. Two enter Irene’s building, but I push away the urge to follow them.
From the Earthscape program, it looks like taking a left should be safer, with less building damage.
My heart pounds with the same force as my boots hitting the pavement. Something urges me on—so I run. Up ahead, there’s a cleared area with an open street. I visualize myself there, feeling the power rushing within me and, in the blink of an eye, discover that the thought has come true. Slowing my pace, I glance over my shoulder, checking the distance to Irene’s building—more than four blocks.
I let out a slow breath and jog with the Starfire’s glow still around me, still cloaking me from anyone’s view. As I walk down the middle of the mostly deserted, dust-coated street, I weave around more abandoned vehicles. I avoid looking inside, just in case human remains are inside one of them.
The sun, obscured by the polluted sky, arcs closer to the horizon, and so I keep moving. No way do I want to stay here later than necessary. Even cloaked, I would guess this place gets even more dangerous at night.
Ahead is a small, long-range hover vehicle with darkened windows, parked half up onto the sidewalk. I glance around. No one seems to be minding it at all, but I doubt the vehicle works. Franky, or someone like him, would have already taken it if it did. Still, maybe I can use the inside for some privacy. I flew one of those hovers once, but only for a few minutes on my grandmother’s property when I was pretty young. She only had one because she lived in the middle of nowhere. They’re basically designed to fly themselves, if you program the coordinates.
Approaching the hover, I try the latch on the pilot side, but it doesn’t give. Not wanting to give up, I close my eyes and hope that no one is inside. The interior of the vehicle comes alive in my mind instantly, as I picture it from memory. Warmth spreads over my body. When I open my lids again, I find the flight console in front of me. Biting the inside of my cheek, I twist to peer into the back seat.
Empty.
Just fabric-covered seats and a mess of empty reusable food boxes. Letting out a heavy breath, I lean back into the pilot seat, pushing my head into the rest.
What are you doing here, Cassi? You should be back in the Intersection with everyone else. Javen is probably going nuts trying to figure out how to get back to you. What about little Grace? Is she even alive?
I rub my temple, fingers tense, as my thoughts continue to ramble.
Dad is going to kill me for coming to Earth in the first place, let alone choosing to stay here all by myself.
I peer at my Connect. Max.
Steeling myself, I tap on the glass surface, bringing up the holo function.
“Max Norton, contact information.”
Max’s contact displays on the 3D screen, with a small version of his ID image hovering next to his personal information.
“Record message.” A dot in the corner blinks green at my command. “Max. I need to speak with you, now. Please return this message immediately.”
A pit forms in my stomach, and I pause. What if this is all for nothing? Max may not even get this message at all, and from his interaction with Dad and Vihann, it’s obvious that Max’s father is dangerous. He could be monitoring Max’s Connect. Unconsciously, I reach for the portal device through the fabric of my bag. If that happens, I have to leave Max here. I won’t have much of a choice.
Suddenly, my head spins, and the haze of cyan appears behind my closed eyelids. I inhale a quick breath just as my Connect buzzes with a message.
34°54'8.10" N, 110°09'29.45" W
Coordinates? There’s no sender listed. My heart drops into my stomach. Could it be Max? He’s the only person who might know I’m on Earth. What if his Connect has been confiscated? Sure, I want to find him, but there’s no way I’m going to a set of coordinates without knowing who this is.
“Is this Max?”
It’s a stupid thing to message back because anyone could say yes. Movement catches my eye outside the hover. A group of bedraggled people cross the road. Still, they can’t see me inside the hover, so they seem to pay no mind.
A woman in the group drags her foot as if it were injured and she had no way to repair it. Guilt floods my stomach. I probably could heal her with the Starfire inside me, but I won’t. I just can’t right now. It’s not worth getting mobbed or worse.
Before I can put any more thought into it, my body tingles with the crystal’s energy.
34°54'8.10" N, 110°09'29.45" W
The same message displays again.
Frustrated to no end, I rub my hand over my mouth. This is useless. I should return to Arcadia and forget everything.
Opening the sack, I pull out the portal device and peer out the window. My eyes carefully scan around for the group of people, but they are already gone. Instead, I spot another vacant area I should be able to duck into to activate the portal.
I close my eyes and visualize myself there but then open to my same surroundings—still inside the hover.
Confused as to why the Starfire isn’t working, I narrow my eyes. However, before I have the chance to figure out what’s going wrong, the dead hover’s console lights up brightly.
34°54'8.10" N, 110°09'29.45" W displays on the screen as our destination.
“What?” How did my Connect transfer that data? I didn’t even pair them. My fingertips touch the panel, hesitant. A cyan glow begins to emit from my hands, spreading over the display. My heart speeds up. I try to focus on what’s happening. This isn’t me. At least, I don’t think so.
I reach for the door to activate the latch. Before I can grasp the handle, the hover hums to life and the entire console lights up with a cyan hue. Dirt and debris crunch and scrape the vehicle’s bottom as it raises from the ground and levels itself.
My breathing comes in short pants and my hands grip the edges of my seat. What if someone tracked me, and contacting Max was a huge mistake? Dad said that Kole Harris stole the Starfire he and Vihann had brought with them. What if he somehow figured out how to use the crystals to find me?
“Power down!” I yell at the console. But against my order, the vehicle continues to rise several feet above the ground and makes a slow one-eighty.
Closing my eyes again, I visualize myself outside of the hover. A cyan burst lights in my mind, and with a snap, I’m still inside the hover. Trapped.
Suddenly, my Connect buzzes with a message. I bring my frazzled attention down to it and brace for the worst.
“Please relax, Cassi. You are going to be fine.”
“Ugh.” I turn over my wrist. An unknown messenger telling me to relax isn’t going to do anything helpful.
My frantic fingers wrap around the latch again, trying to force the door open, but it’s locked tight, and it’s not as if I can jump from a moving hover. Outside the window, I spot the group of people I saw before. One points up to me, but
then I pass by their group in a blur, so fast that I can’t see them anymore.
What if Franky has a few working hovers? Is he going to send them after me? My stomach roils at the thought. This entire thing was a huge mistake! I can’t seem to port out of here, and I can’t open the portal with the device in midair. Panic shudders up my spine and settles in my chest. I don’t know what to do other than accept my fate.
The very next second, warmth from the Starfire overtakes me again.
Relax, Cassi. Everything is going to be okay.
A chorus of voices soothe, and in that moment I know it’s the Protectors. A cyan glow enters my mind, calming my entire body. So much so that my eyelids flutter shut, and I’m sent into a place of cyan dreams.
∆∆∆
 
With a startled gasp, I awaken, still inside the hover. I stretch my sore neck before pushing myself up to peer out the window. I’m relatively high in the sky, at least a hundred feet up, and probably at the maximum height these hovers go. Below me is scraggly brown desert terrain.
I have no idea where I am.
All I do know is that LA must be far behind and that nobody has followed me, if the console is correct.
Outside the vehicle's hull, I notice a light cyan glow. I’m cloaked—the hover is cloaked. That’s probably why no one followed. They don’t know I’m here.
Ahead, on the ground, there’s some sort of civilization—ten small buildings, but no sign of life outside of them. I glance at the console and notice we are slowly descending. This must be our destination. My heart starts to pound again, but my body floods with calm and the drumming subsides.
The hover continues its descent until it lands just before the largest building.
The outside of the one-story compound is shabby, as if the buildings were built a very long time ago and haven’t been maintained much since. The metal roofs are rusted, and the paint on the outside is peeling. The entire place looks deserted. Scrubby plants and a few withered cacti are scattered across the landscape. Several small mountains pepper the distance, the fading sun falling behind their peaks. I guess the trip lasted several hours.
Unexpectedly, the door to the hover pops open, and I’m met with a wave of sweltering heat. Gasping, I try to inhale, but the air scorches my lungs. Sweat immediately beads on my skin.
Finally climbing down from the seat, I step unto the cracked soil. I would guess not much grows here, and maybe that’s why everyone left.
So why am I here?
A creaking sound comes from the building ahead of me. A large roll-up door raises, and two boot-covered feet can be seen in the opening. I stay put at the hover, keeping my hand on my bag containing the portal. The logical side of my brain tells me to take it out, activate it, and get back to Arcadia. But my heart says no. And for whatever reason, right now my hands are listening to my heart, so they don’t move.
The squeaking sound of the door continues as it moves upward, until a woman ducks out from underneath it and walks toward me. She’s dressed in white with a green scarf covering her head and partially obscuring her face. The last of the day's sunlight shines over the mountain and casts her figure in a partial silhouette as she draws closer. My eyes lock onto every nuance of movement, every line and shadow. I can feel my heart quiver; something about her gait tells me I’ve met her before.
I straighten, prepared for anything. The woman stops several feet in front of me.
Steady hands pull the scarf back until a cascade of strawberry-blonde hair falls from the fabric. “I’ve been waiting so long for this.”
Disbelief rushes through me in one shock wave after another. I blink against the heat that surrounds me.
“Mom?”




Chapter 13
There’s no way this is Mom.
Surely I’m having a vision or hallucination.
The woman who looks like my mother inhales deeply as her eyes moisten with tears. Grinning from ear to ear, she takes several steps forward and then wraps her arms around me tightly.
I flinch from the touch. The lavender aroma of her hair fills my nose, and I’m thrown back in time to my younger years. My body relaxes completely. If this is a vision, it’s a good one. That scent was part of my daily life for sixteen years. I smelled it every morning after Mom got ready for the day and every evening when she hugged and kissed me goodnight.
A memory surfaces from when I was twelve, the moment I told her how I was too old for goodnight kisses. But she only smiled. “Too bad,” she replied and then promptly planted one on my cheek. Her lavender scent filled my senses and I bit back a smile. “Because I’m not,” she finished. I laughed when she did it, secretly glad she didn’t listen to me. I never told her so, but I’m pretty sure she knew.
My lips curl into a smile at the memory. I’m pulled back to the present, still in Mom’s arms.
“Mom!” Tears spill over my cheeks as I melt into her embrace, hugging her back.
Footsteps come from behind and another woman with medium-colored skin and dark hair approaches us. “I’ll get this ship inside, Isabel.”
Mom mumbles an “okay.”
Still engulfed in my mother’s presence, I vaguely notice the woman slide into the still-open hover, securing the door a moment before the vehicle raises from the ground and propels toward the buildings.
Mom loosens her grip but keeps her arm around me. “We need to get inside.” She tips her head to the sky. “Too many possible spies.”
Innumerable questions carousel around my mind, but there are so many that all I do is nod and wipe the tears off my face. Mom’s arm settles around my shoulder and she guides me to the same roll-up door she came from a moment ago. Before we make it in, the wind kicks up and sand from the ground blows into the air.
“Could be a little sandstorm,” she informs me. “They come in the evening sometimes.” Once we’re inside, she lets me go to tap the face of her Connect. The wind wheezes as it picks up speed and whirls more sand into the air, but the door closes fast enough that not much slips into the space.
“You arrived just in time,” Mom says. “Flying can get a little dicey during a storm.”
My heart clenches while I stare blankly at her. She’s just as beautiful as the day Dad and I lost her. Long strawberry-blonde hair flows over her shoulders, her emerald eyes sparkling with tears. She gives me a soft smile, and questions fill my mind again.
“Why—” I start to ask, but Mom lays her hand on my shoulder.
“Please, before you ask anything. I want a chance to explain, and then I will answer whatever questions you have.”
My stomach tightens at her words, but part of me has no idea where to start. I want to be furious at her for making Dad and me believe she was dead. Yet how can I be furious when finding out someone I thought I had lost forever is here again?
I bob my head several times and let her pull me away from the metal door. On the other side, the wind howls like a wolf. A shiver runs up my spine.
We enter an area reminiscent of a small hanger lit by overhead lights. Mom clings to the crook of my arm and silently leads me down a corridor. We pass several rooms with windows built into the door’s top half. Inside, multiple people in lab coats bustle around the spaces. The rooms are lined with holocomputer screens, and I do a double take when I recognize a split screen of Earth and Arcadia.
I must drag my feet at the sight, because Mom pulls on my arm. “We’ll get to that. Soon, I’ll show you all around, and you can see what we’re doing here.”
Her voice pulls my attention back to her face, and I smile in disbelief. “Are you real?” The words come tumbling out uncertainly.
Swallowing hard, Mom stops us. Her hand cradles my face, and then adoring fingers run over my cheek. “Yes.”
Her hand drops to her side. She urges us toward an office a few doors down from the busy lab. When she touches the handle, the small screen beeps and a green light appears above it, and then she opens the door wide.
Inside is a typical office with a desk and chair and a simpler guest seat. A small loveseat is on the right. Shelving lines the wall above the couch. Resting on top of the shelves are items from my past. Our past.
There’s a scattering of framed images depicting Dad, Mom, and me, along with a few things from home—like a large conch shell we bought on vacation at the beach when I was five. One of the images on the top shelf is of Mom when she was a teenager, probably no older than me. Next to her are my grandparents. Reaching for the frame, I bring the picture closer and then run the tip of my index finger over the image of my grandfather. He looks much the same as he did in my vision, when the Starfire used his image to humanize itself for me.
“You met him?” Mom steps beside me, peering at the photo.
I want to ask her how she knows this information, but I don’t. “Some version of him.”
Inhaling deeply, I release the air through my nose as I place the photo back on the shelf. I turn toward Mom and study the simple necklace around her neck. It holds three green beads in the middle, flanked by silver ones.
“I thought it matched your eyes.” Mom’s fingertips graze the beads. “I always loved this necklace—it was the first one we made together. I wear it often to feel close to you.” She glances to the loveseat. “Have a seat.”
Once I do, she continues. “I’m sorry I don’t have a better place for us to meet.” She settles next to me. “The sleeping quarters are shared, and this office is the most private.”
“It’s fine.”
“Cassi.” Mom lowers her chin to avoid my eyes. “I know you are probably very confused.”
“You can say that.” The words slip from my mouth in a huff. “How did I even get here?”
Her gaze moves to my ring—her ring. “Two things. I can sometimes sense you with the Starfire.” Reaching into the neck of her shirt, she pulls out a long necklace with a cyan crystal attached to a gold chain. “Also, there’s a beacon built into the ring.”
My eyes widen, and I touch the band on my finger. “Dad was here with the ring. Did you think it was me?”
“I did see the beacon activate several days ago, but because of my Starfire connection to you, I knew you weren't here. At first, I wasn’t entirely sure who had it. We monitored where the beacon traveled. Kole Harris. I suspected it was your father because we had spoken about Harris and Galaxis many times.”
“And you couldn’t go to him?”
Lines form between Mom’s eyebrows. “Believe me. It was tough not to, but I had to let fate take its course.” Her eyes brighten slightly. “Then, I saw the beacon ignite again. I focused on the Starfire energy, and I knew it was time to bring you in. We locked onto your position, and I summoned you.”
That was the pull I felt in LA. It wasn't about staying to find Max. It was my mom calling to me. “So how much do you know about what’s happened to me?”
“A lot,” she admits with a resigned sigh. “I know you found my journal with my last message to you, that the Starfire has contacted you, and that you are the Protector.”
I glance to her, confused. “How?”
“For the same reason I knew I had to fake my death and allow you and your dad to go to Arcadia alone. You understand the call of the Starfire.”
“Did you know I thought Dad had died, too? And that I was stuck on a planet I didn’t want to go to, all by myself?”
My stomach spins with nausea as the words exit my mouth. I don’t want to be mad at her, but the sudden emotions and memories overwhelm any logic I pretend to have at this moment.
“And you know I’m supposed to save the world or something ridiculous? I mean, how is one girl supposed to save the world?”
Mom doesn’t reply right away. Instead, she stares quizzically at me for a moment. “You are one part of the plan, Cassi,” she finally answers. “An integral part, essential. And you will have a lot of help.”
“Why couldn’t you come with us?” Tears tumble from my eyes, and I don’t bother wiping them away.
Mom leans into me and places her arm around my shoulders. “It doesn’t even fully make sense to me yet, but I had to stay on Earth to begin the Renewal process in secret.”
“Dad can keep secrets! I can, too.”
The corners of her lips tip up into a sad smile. “I know. I’m so, so sorry. I never wanted to for it to be this way!” She embraces me tightly and we stay this way for several minutes before she releases me. Mom wipes tears from her eyes. “The Starfire ran all the scenarios. The one most likely to succeed was to have me stay behind. To begin working on Renewal so it would be ready when we needed it, should Hammond and the World Senate not work peacefully with the Alku. It was a backup plan no one could know about. No one that was connected to your father or me. And if either you or your dad knew I was alive, it put the mission and you in danger.”
“But Dad did nearly die! Hammond tried to kill him.” Tears pour over my cheeks.
“But he didn’t,” she soothes, squeezing my hand. “The Alku and the Starfire took care of him. The Starfire knew he was necessary to the plan as well and brought him into the Intersection so you would be led there. I didn’t know how everything would happen, but the Starfire is constantly calculating for best results. I had to believe we would come back together eventually.”
“The Starfire isn’t always right, you know. It makes mistakes.”
Leaning back on the chair, she sighs. “I do know this, and just like you, I’ve learned that I have to trust it. And although I hated the idea of leaving you more than you can know, I saw that it was necessary that you to go Arcadia to prepare, to become the Protector. Once that happened, you would learn what you need to trigger Renewal.”
Trying to think of what to say, I squeeze my hands together. But the words don’t come.
“Of course, triggering Renewal could have happened sooner—and more easily—had all of Earth’s leaders remained on the same page. But that was apparently impossible. Me staying here while you and Dad went to Arcadia was the only viable solution.”
“But we could have known you weren't dead!”
Mom shakes her head. “If you had known, there was a small possibility that what I had to do would be exposed. Either of you could have been taken and forced to give up the information you knew. We couldn’t let that happen and put you in danger like that. The only way for me to continue to work on Renewal in secret was for you to think I was dead. Your dad’s thoughts would have been on me. Was I safe? How was the project going? Did I need him? I couldn’t have that. There was so much more at stake than just our family. Two civilizations are at great risk. I had to be willing to sacrifice.” Her intense gaze trains on me, holding mine for a moment. “Just as you may be asked to. When the time comes, you will understand better.”
My heart picks up at her words. “What do you mean?”
“Honestly, I don’t know exactly yet. The Starfire has asked great things of me, and it chose you as a Pure Soul for a reason. We are part Alku, Cassi. The Starfire is mingled with our DNA, so our connections to both planets are strong. The Starfire needs this bond to save them both.”
I sigh when really I want to scream and tell her how horrible the last year has been. Yet, in my heart, I know she did what she had to—just as I’ve done. I’ve let the Starfire lead me too, despite the risks.
Standing, I push aside any anger I have toward her choices, even the crystal’s choices. “You said you got a head start on Renewal.”
Her lips curve into a smile, and she holds her hand out to me. “Let me show you.”




Chapter 14
We walk silently as anticipation courses through me. Mom leads me somewhere in the center of the building, to a set of heavy metal double doors flecked with tiny bits of crystals—just like the portal created by the Starfire inside the Intersection. Did the crystals create this, too?
“What’s behind there?” I half know, but I want to be sure.
Mom smiles. “Earth’s salvation.”
My mind immediately goes back to Dad, who said the same thing upon our arrival to Arcadia. How much did he know then? While we all viewed the planet from the window and thought Arcadia was the salvation . . . was he referring to the Starfire the entire time?
After a few taps on her Connect, the heavy doors slide back to reveal a landing and a series of stairs that lead underground. The overhead lighting is a soft cyan—Starfire crystals definitely power this area.
A wave of warmth travels over my entire body, and a familiar sound meets my ears, almost like music, similar to the sound the Starfire gives off on Arcadia. The sensation and notes compel me to move forward.
“Why didn’t I hear or feel all this Starfire when it was right here below us?” I ask, walking to the landing’s edge.
Mom taps on her Connect again, and the doors shut behind us. “The Starfire has protected itself with a special underground facility to house this part of the Network. Everything is completely contained—and invisible, unless you know it’s here.”
Confused I turn back to her. “Network?”
“The Renewal Network.” She places her hand on my shoulder blade. “Come see. It will help you understand better.”
My heart flutters with excitement, and I pound down several flights of stairs. The walls are made of a stone material, again flecked with cyan crystals. When we arrive at the bottom landing, another massive metal door awaits us.
“We had to protect any Starfire knowledge here on Earth, as well as allow the crystals to grow.”
The door slides open as she taps on her Connect again, and a massive underground cavern I would never have been able to guess was here greets us. The unexpected natural space is complete with several small waterfalls that spill clean, sparkling water into pools. Healthy green plants grow beside them, and a few boast white flowers—very similar to the ones on Arcadia. Thousands, if not hundreds of thousands, of cyan crystals have pushed their way through the gray stone walls. As I enter, their energy pulses and travels through my body.
I continue walking and absorb the incredible beauty that is in complete contrast to the desolation above ground—not much more than dry, hot earth that becomes worse by the day.
I step close to one of the plants growing beside the flowing water and touch the small, white flower. As my fingers graze the petals, the center glows cyan. “This is incredible.” I turn back to Mom, who's followed me into the cavern. “These don’t even need sun?”
“The Starfire gives them all the energy they need.” She gazes around. “This growth and healing are what could happen to Earth, if we only allow the Starfire growths around the world to create a Network.”
My heart races at her words. “So, are there more of these . . . caverns?”
Mom nods. “The Starfire had them placed strategically around the world. Each one is hidden underground in remote locations to help avoid detection.”
Straightening, my rounded eyes scan the space again. “How did you even get the Starfire here in the first place, let alone all over the world?”
“Your Dad and I had brought back a small amount of Starfire from Arcadia to study. When we began to develop the Renewal project, my visions intensified. The Starfire was creating a connection with me that I didn’t quite understand yet. But I knew it was important . . .” She wrinkles her brow. “After I ‘died’—” Her voice fades when she notices my reaction to her statement.
My body quivers, every muscle tightening as the words make my stomach roil, and the emotions I experienced after I believed Mom was killed rush through my mind. All the feelings from that day—the pain, anger, sadness, and loss I felt when Dad told me she had been in an accident and died—create a storm in me. Her body was supposedly burned beyond recognition, and I had felt as though I never really got to say goodbye.
Gently, her hand touches my upper arm. The sensation brings me back to the now. With Mom standing right in front of me, alive and whole, I hold back the tears stinging at the corners of my eye and mouth to her, “I’m okay.”
“I was able to continue my work in full force,” she finishes, squeezing my arm and then letting go of me. “One day the crystal led me here, to these coordinates. The town nearby had been long abandoned, but the structures you saw above ground still stood. Still not knowing why I was led here, I went inside the building. I had brought a Starfire crystal and had an overwhelming compulsion to place it on the ground. The crystal burrowed in immediately and then began to form this cavern that surrounds and protects the gems. As the crystal worked, a vision came over me, giving me the coordinates to all the other locations where I needed to take the Starfire. So, I packed up and went.”
“But all those people working up top, or in the other locations. How’d you know who to trust?”
Mom shrugs. “I didn’t. I had to leave that up to the Starfire. Somehow it brought me to all the right people. And the strangest thing? The Starfire had given them visions, too. They knew I was coming for them. For the last year, we’ve been growing the crystals—waiting until they’ve developed and are finally strong enough to use.”
“But is Renewal ready?” I ask. “Earth doesn’t have much time.” With the dreaded reminder, my gaze wanders around at the cavern. Please let this all be worth it. Because I’m not sure I could take the news if it isn’t. “Will this be sufficient?”
Mom’s lips turn up into a small smile. “Nearly. But something is still missing.” The smile falls away and uncertainty wells in her eyes. “The Starfire will not tell me everything. Yet I have the feeling that ‘something’ is you.”
Tightness spreads over my chest at her words. Then lightheadedness grips me and the room spins. A blueish-green glow takes over my mind next, bringing me into a new experience.
I sense the Protectors’ presence in the back of my consciousness, hovering. Unexpectedly, my body jolts. and it’s as if I connect to the grid. My mind becomes like a version of the Earthscape program, and a 3D map forms. At first, I see myself here at the compound, and then it pulls back into a bird's eye view, traveling higher and higher. The wind rushes around my frame while I move, and the map shows me the vast lands of the United States before pulling higher into the sky—Mexico, Canada, the Pacific Ocean, the Atlantic.
The rush of information whirls in my brain while the view pulls farther and farther back, revealing more continents and more water until I can see the entire planet, spinning on its axis.
Multiple dots across the continents glow a bright cyan. The Starfire growth locations. The spots pulse, each in different tones, and begin to play in perfect harmony. My body quivers when the Starfire calls to me, and I hold my hands out to the map. The next second, pressure drives into my palms, and with a jerk, my entire being locks onto the spots, tethering me into place.
Energy flows from me to the Starfire caverns across the globe. Tendrils of light exit each spot, working their way over the lands, even under the water to find each other. The world glows brighter, and with it, the deserts become lush and the ice around the polar caps grows. The Starfire’s light expands outward to the sky and begins to heal the atmosphere.
A smile spreads across my lips at the sight, despite that fact that I can’t feel my limbs anymore. I can’t feel anything anymore. Somehow, I know what’s happening—I’m dying. Being absorbed by the crystals.
This is what I must do isn’t it? I whisper. Or maybe I only think the words. I’m not sure.
This is what each of us was meant to do. The chorus of voices comes back to my mind. The Starfire needs a Pure Soul to sacrifice. To teach it what being human and Alku is. It will take all of us to fulfill this destiny.
They speak, but their words grow muffled as my breathing quickens. But I don’t want to die. A tear spills from my eye while the cyan around me grows more intense, consuming me and the world below. Fear shudders up my spine.
She’s not ready for this, one voice says.
But she will need to be. This voice is soft—my grandfather’s.
I open my mouth to speak, but nothing comes. This can’t be. I have so much to live for . . . Mom is back . . . Javen . . . seeing the miraculous healing of our two worlds.
“Cassi.”
My eyelids flutter at the voice, and the cyan fades.
“Cassi.” Someone shakes my arm.
Finally, my eyes flick open. Mom stands in front of me, and the cavern of crystals is still around us. The melodic sounds of the flowing water and the Starfire’s soft notes tickles my mind.
“What happened, sweetie?” Mom’s face is drawn, waiting for me to answer.
Slowly, the panic dissipates from my body. Why was I afraid? I try to remember, but I can’t. “I . . . I don’t know. I think I had a vision. I saw the world . . . the Starfire was healing it. It was beautiful, magical. But then . . .” I struggle to recall. “I don’t remember.”
Mom takes me into her arms and, again, I melt into her. “Well, I’m here now.” She squeezes me.
I can hardly believe I have her back.
“So, Dad really doesn’t know you’re alive?” I mumble into her hair.
“He doesn’t know.”
“When can we tell him?” I glance back toward the door. Something inside me tells me that we need to go. I must get back to the Intersection.
Mom’s arms loosen from me, and she eases away. “As soon as possible.”
Excitement builds in my chest for my parents to be reunited. For our family to be Team Foster again. “Let’s go, then. I know he needs some good news, and I need to return to Arcadia. I’m sure Dad and my friends are worried about me.”
Mom nods, and we start for the door just as my Connect buzzes, and I check the screen.
34°54'8.10" N, 110°09'29.45" W
The message is coming from Max’s contact information.
Mom glances at it and freezes. “Why are our coordinates in that message? No one knows them except our inner circle.”
My heart drops into my stomach. I had forgotten all about messaging Max.




Chapter 15
Mom’s eyes widen with panic. “What is that, Cassi?”
My thoughts race but I push to get words out, most of which barely make sense. “My friend’s aunt and cousins were stuck in LA.” I pull out the portal device. “Dad was able to make several of these, and I used one to transport us to Earth. We had planned to get her family . . . but I also wanted to get my friend who was already here.” I rush, leaving out the whole part that he came here with Dad and Vihann—too much complication. “But the rescue of my friend’s aunt was pretty rough, and I didn’t know if I would be able to contact him. When I stayed behind, I sent him a message.”
Mom’s breathing picks up instantly. “They must have tracked you somehow. Who’s your friend?”
“His name is Max Nor—”
“Max Norton?” Mom cuts me off from saying more.
Sudden nervousness turns my stomach. “He’s Kole—”
“Yes, I know who he is. We’ve heard rumors that Harris has been very busy all of a sudden. He’s made at least one trip to the World Senate headquarters. Intel mentioned something about his son returning to Earth. No one knew how he would have gotten to Earth from Arcadia, so we thought it might just be rumor.” She touches my arm with a shaking hand. “But you’re telling me it’s true?”
“Everything has moved so fast since I arrived. Dad and one of the Alku, Vihann, used a portal to come to Earth. They were trying to get help from Kole Harris since he still has interstellar ships. We need ships on Arcadia to stop Hammond from mining the Starfire, which is destroying the Alku’s dimension, Paxon. Max came with Dad to be a contact with his father.”
Mom pinches the bridge of her nose. “I wanted to contact your Dad so badly, but there was too much risk involved. If I had, we could have told him that Kole Harris shouldn’t be trusted.”
“All I know is Max didn’t return. There’s a possibility that he stayed of his own choice, but I think that Harris forced him to. Dad and Vihann barely made it out of there alive. If Vihann hadn’t been able to port the two of them away, I don’t think they would have made it.”
She looks up at me, panic in her eyes. “Turn off the global positioning function on your Connect.”
My entire body tenses, but I do as she says. “I didn’t think it through completely when I decided to message him. I knew I could use the Starfire to help me. If for some reason it all went bad, I would use the portal to get away and back to Arcadia. How was I supposed to know that I would end up here? None of that was part of the plan.” Tears sting at my eyes. “I couldn’t have known, and I was so excited to see you and . . .” I gesture back to the cavern. “All this.”
Mom blows out a quick breath and taps on her Connect. “Okay . . . we can fix this. First we must assess the damage.” She waves me toward the door as it slides away. “We need to get up top and decide the next course of action. I’m very sorry that you won’t be able to contact your friend. You may not respond to that message in any way. We have no idea at this point if he has turned into a foe.”
“Not Max! He would never—”
“These are times of survival, Cassi.” Her voice drops into a low tone. “People do things you would never expect when they believe their survival to be threatened.”
A pit forms in my stomach for the few seconds she locks onto me. My only thought was that Max would have stayed here on Earth because he couldn’t bear to go back to Arcadia. I’ve hurt him so much, and I mostly wanted to make sure he was safe. In the end, I nod. I can’t let my caring for one person get in the way of what we need to do next.
Mom pilots me through the doors and up the stairs until we enter the hallway to the compound, the metal doors snapping shut behind us. An alarm blares at that moment.
“Prepare for possible evacuation. Use procedure 502B,” an unseen voice instructs calmly, repeating the message every few seconds.
Multiple people rush past us. A woman with a panic-stricken scowl eyes Mom before she hurries along.
Mom guides me to a room on our right. Inside the plain, sparsely furnished room is the dark-skinned woman who stowed my hover away. Beside her, around a conference table, is a man and another woman.
“You’re all here.” Mom ushers me to a seat. “This is my daughter, Cassi. She knows everything about the Starfire and now the Renewal Network.”
They all bob their heads but say nothing. I know none of them, but apparently my situation isn’t any surprise to them.
Tapping the computer console in the table’s middle, Mom brings up a holocomputer screen. It shows a 3D view of the compound and the surrounding terrain. “I’ve been informed there is a possibility that an outside source knows of our location.”
“How did this happen, and what is your source?” The dark-skinned woman leans back into her chair while touching the face of her Connect.
“That’s not important right now, Dr. Ellis, but I trust the source and believe we should ready for evacuation.”
My stomach flutters. She’s not telling them it was me.
“If nothing comes of it,” she continues, “it will be no more than a drill. We’ve run the scenarios before, and the Starfire mine can conceal and protect itself. It’s worked in the tests we’ve performed.”
“And if it doesn’t work in practice?” the man asks.
Mom sighs. “Then we can only hope the other locations aren’t discovered, Dr. Burke, and that the Network will still work without ours.”
“We knew this was a possibility from the start.” Dr. Ellis moves her hand to the holocomputer screen and zooms out to show our location, as well as the thousands of miles around it. Multiple red and green blips form on the display. She taps her paired Connect, and the majority of dots disappear. When she touches her screen again, the remaining dots disappear, leaving only the red ones. “These are the vessels that appear to be headed for our location. If this is indeed the case, they’ll be here within the next fifteen minutes.”
Dr. Burke studies the display. “Unfortunately, we can’t be sure of their destination until they move closer to our location.”
Dr. Ellis nods. “But all these highspeed ships were dispatched within the last twenty minutes and appear en route.”
“How many ships are in each of the blips?” Mom asks.
Ellis taps on the screen and a window pops open. Hundreds of ships are listed. I don’t recognize most of the models, but I know enough to understand that these are warships and they’re going to discover the Starfire cavern.
My heart picks up as their voices fade away. It was a giant mistake on my part to message Max, but if someone were on the way to attack us, why would they warn us?
The metal legs of my chair scrape against the tile flooring as I stand. “This is my fault.”
All eyes in the room swing to me, and Mom’s eyes widen. I know she was only attempting to protect me by not giving the others this information. But they should know.
“I made a poor choice before I arrived here, one that may have allowed Kole Harris access to this location.” I tap the face of my Connect, bring up the message and show them. “The tracking must have sent an alert back through my Connect.”
Both Ellis and Burke stand, turning their attention to Mom.
“Why didn’t you tell us that your daughter may have lead Harris here, and in turn, Hammond?” Dr Ellis asks.
Mom flits a look my way. “Because it didn’t matter. Harris may be coming no matter what. How it happened is no longer relevant at this point.”
Anger flares in Burke’s eyes. “You can’t keep details from us.”
My stomach tightens, and I grit my teeth. “None of this matters, okay!” I slam my hands onto the table. “I know what we must do.”
Dr. Ellis wrinkles her brows at me. “I’m aware that Dr. Foster believes you are a key part of Renewal, but you are a child. I will not allow you to put this entire operation at risk! And your presence here has already done so.”
Mom’s voice flares as she argues back, but I don’t pay attention to the words. Instead, I grab a peek at the holographic display again. The ships are only growing closer to our location and haven’t veered off course.
“You said the Starfire may protect itself. What does that mean?” No one looks my way; they only continue arguing. Knowing we don’t have much time I repeat the question, this time louder, and all eyes return to me.
Mom blows out a frustrated breath. “Yes. We believe the crystals will encase the mine.”
“Then we need to get everyone safely below. Once we do, I have a possible escape option.” I pull the portal device from my bag and hold it up for everyone to see. “This is how I got to Earth. We can get everyone below and then I’ll open a portal, either to a new location on Earth—if I have the coordinates—or to Arcadia.” Our exit location will be the Intersection, but there’s no time to explain that.
Mom and the other two exchange a loaded glance. “Dr. Ellis, relay a message to the staff to gather as much equipment as they’re able and move it to the Starfire mine.” Her attention shifts back to the holocomputer display again. “We haven’t much time.”
“We can continue to monitor the incoming ships’ positions from below,” Dr. Burke agrees.
Instead of more arguing or questions, Dr. Ellis and Burke gather themselves and head for the door. Mom deactivates the display, pairing her Connect with it instead, and a miniature view of the map pops up over her screen instantly. She reaches for my hand and we follow the others out the door.
Outside, the emergency code has changed and more people scurry by us. Several have small computer consoles in their hands as they head toward the double doors leading below ground.
Mom hustles me in the same direction but first stops by her office and deactivates the DataPort computer in there before tucking the device under her arm. I scan around at the room, and my eyes land on the two framed photos on her shelf . . . the first of our family—Team Foster—and the other of her and my grandparents. I’m sure she has additional copies of the images, but I tuck the frames into my bag anyway.
Mom’s lips turn up into a tentative smile, and she waves me to the door. Without a word, I follow her.
When we arrive at the double doors this time, they’re already standing open. Several people funnel their way down to the cavern. At the bottom of the steps, Mom and I rush forward to find several dozen people, mostly in lab coats and armed with computers—their weapon of choice.
Mom glances at her Connect. “There’s no way those ships are going to change direction.”
As she yells for the people within the stairwell to get inside, I move farther into the cavern while several more people hustle into the space behind us.
“Headcount!” Mom yells, and everyone immediately begins calling out numbers. The count gets to twenty-five, but the next person doesn’t answer.
Frantically, my mom looks all around us. “Where’s twenty-six?”
No one answers.
“The ships are near our location,” a man hollers from the back. “We have to close the door.”
But as the words exit his mouth, a man storms through the opening.
“Twenty-six!”
At that, everyone is accounted for and Dr. Ellis shuts the double doors.
“They’re here!” a man shouts, the same one as before.
An intense wave of energy shudders through my body, followed by a rumbling in the walls. Something is happening with the Starfire.
To my left, a woman takes out a scanner she’s brought with her and holds it up to the wall. “You getting this? The wall thickness is growing.” She continues to scan the area, stopping at the door. Her eyes grow as wide as saucers.
Right before our eyes, the door turns to stone.
A collective gasp reverberates throughout the cavern. We’re trapped. But instead of panic, calm ripples through my body. I reach into my bag and pull out the portal device, ignoring the bustle of everything else going on in the room. No one seems to notice as I tap the screen and bring up the coordinates that’ll take everyone directly into the Intersection—if they want to go.
Remaining calm, I walk past everyone gathered near the door—the stone has fully covered the metal—and press my finger to the screen.
Energy crackles and a blue-green circle of light explodes to life. The energy of everyone turning my way presses against me. If only for a moment, I know these people have forgotten what’s happening above.
“We have to trust that the Starfire can protect itself. For now, I can take you someplace safe to wait,” I say.
I face Mom. Her unblinking gaze is locked onto something through the portal, on the other side in the Intersection. When I turn back, I know exactly what stole her attention.
Dad is staring straight at us.




Chapter 16
Above Dad’s head inside the Intersection, a fleet of ships floats in the sky on either side of the massive portal structure created by the Starfire. The reinforcements must have arrived. Behind him is the crystal field. The Starfire is emitting a hazy glow despite the morning sun, and Mom gapes at the Intersection’s cyan-infused view.
I rest my hand on her shoulder, calling her attention back to me. “We should get all these people through.” Then I turn to the small crowd. “For now, entering the portal will be the safest option for you,” I shout, so everyone can hear me. “We can regroup after to get on the same page and, hopefully, move forward with Renewal.”
My heart beats wildly at the thought.
Shaking her head, Mom finally comes out of her blank gaze. “Yes.” She waves her hand to the opening. “Everyone, please go through. Renewal can be launched from another Network site. We don’t need to be here.”
Securing their belongings, the people start to hustle into the portal opening several at a time, until all but Mom and I have crossed.
My gaze goes back to the thickening walls and the now stone-covered door. Marveling at the beauty the Starfire has created in this single area gives me a measure of hope that Earth can be healed, and without desolating the Starfire mines on Arcadia. If Kole Harris, Hammond, or whoever else raiding the compound doesn’t destroy this place first, that is.
Mom pulls on my arm, and we race through the crackling opening together. The instant my feet hit the soil of the Intersection, I deactivate the device. The light vanishes, leaving only a halo on my retina for a few blinks.
“Isabel?” Dad frantically pushes his way through the people from the compound, many of whom have stunned, wide-eyed expressions while surveying our blue-green surroundings.
He barely looks at me as he hurries toward us.
Mom is still gripping my arm as if she’s trying to keep me safe. “Richard!” Her voice comes out quivery, and she lets go of me, taking a few steps toward Dad.
When they finally are no more than a foot apart, both stop, locking onto each other's eyes.
“H—how are you here?” Dad sputters, tentatively reaching for her forearm. His fingers touch her skin as if she might break or disappear at any moment.
“I . . . I have so much to explain.” Mom’s breath grows ragged, and then she finally throws her arms around his neck.
Biting my lip to hold in my emotion, I step away from them as Dad embraces her. My parents clutch one another for dear life, and Dad mumbles something into her hair, though I can’t quite decipher it.
Nearby, Dr. Ellis eyes the reunion with a tender smile but steps closer to them, interrupting their private moment with a tap on Mom’s shoulder. “Dr. Foster?”
Letting go of each other, my parents turn their attention to her. “Yes,” they say in unison.
“Cassi.” I whip toward the sound of Javen’s voice as he hurries toward me.
My heart nearly explodes upon seeing him, but the mix of relief and hurt in his eyes shakes me to my core. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you that I needed to stay behind.
You can trust me fully. I was so worried.
I snake my arms around his shoulders and hold him tight. “I know.”
A relieved smile curls the corners of his lips. “The others are worried, too. Beda wanted to go back for you.”
“Beda wanted to go back for me?” Of course she did. Beda hated me before, but we made a connection and she’s the most loyal, committed girl I know.
“Everyone wanted to go back, but you had the portal device. By the time the other one could have been programmed, we knew you would be long gone and impossible to track. Returning to that alley was suicide—no matter how much we wanted to go.”
My gaze shifts to my parents, who are deeply engrossed in conversation with Dr. Ellis and several of the others. So much for a family reunion.
“Dad,” I call out, and he lifts his head my way. “I need to speak with the others at the lab.”
“Call them out here,” he says.
I shake my head. If he hasn’t been back to the lab, I doubt he knows yet about Irene’s aunt and cousins. “I have to go there first, but we’ll join you soon.”
Conceding, he waves me on. “Don’t be long. We need all the Alku to oversee the Starfire mods on the ships, and Irene should be out here by now. I know she was finishing a project at the lab.”
I return my attention to Javen. “How’d you keep him from knowing I wasn’t here?” I whisper.
Your father was extremely busy with the ships’ arrival, he answers into my mind. And the messages you programmed into the lab’s AI seem to have worked.
I take Javen’s hand in mine and focus my thoughts on the lab. In a blink, we’re standing at the front entrance. We dash inside and I quickly announce, “AI, I need you.”
My false mom appears and Javen’s eyes widen, probably realizing that she’s based on my real mom, the woman he just saw.
“How may I hel—” she asks but I cut her off.
“Your particular appearance is no longer needed,” I say.
“How should I appear when called on?” She tips her head.
“The generic model.”
The AI nods and transforms into a woman with short-cut brunette hair. “As you wish.”
A weight lifts from my chest and I smile at Javen.
I stow my bag with the framed photos in the sleeping quarters and then find everyone in the lab room, including Irene’s aunt and cousins.
All eyes fall on me.
“Where were you?” Beda growls. Her jaw is tense, and her eyelids narrow to slits.
“I’m sorry I worried all of you—” I start to explain.
“You did more than worry us, Cassi.” Irene holds her cousin Grace on her shoulder. I let out a sigh of relief. The Starfire must have been able to heal her wounds from Franky’s men. “If we would have gone back for you, all of us could’ve been killed. You put everything at risk! We had to lie to Dr. Foster several times so he wouldn’t know you were gone.”
My stomach clenches at her outburst. This is exactly why I have no idea how the Starfire chose me as the Protector. There’s too much responsibility, too much pressure. Taking a settling breath, I try to ignore the feeling.
“The crystals called me to stay, and for a good reason.”
“Isabel Foster is alive.” Javen steps up behind me, placing his hand around my waist. His familiar touch immediately settles my tension, and my body relaxes.
Irene’s mouth falls open.
“Your mother died on Earth,” Beda argues, confused. “Vihann has told us this story. She was killed a year before your people came to Arcadia.”
The words “your people” ring in my mind, and I realize that I can no longer hold the secret back from Beda and Yaletha. “I’m not only human.”
Irene’s eyes widen. “This might not be the best time for this, Cassi.” Her attention shifts to her aunt and cousins. “I need all of you to go to the sleeping quarters. Now.”
Ada is quiet, probably still in shock from everything that happened to her today. Who wouldn’t be? She traveled the universe in the blink of an eye and found out that aliens populate the planet where she landed. Now, some crazy Earth girl is saying she’s an alien too, right in front of her.
“I don’t wanna go,” Milo whines. “I’m hungry.”
“Take them to get some food again in the kitchen.” Irene takes Ada’s arm. “There’s still plenty in there. Then get some sleep. You all need it.”
“You need it too, Irene,” Ada protests, holding Milo’s hand.
Ada’s right. The Alku and I need less sleep than Irene, but from the increased darkness under her eyes, it’s pretty obvious she hasn't gotten any for who knows how long.
“We don’t have a choice here, and I found some meds in the first aid that help keep me awake. I’ll be fine. Now, go.” Her eyes plead. “Please? You can’t help here. The best thing you can do is be safe.”
Letting out a resigned breath, Ada concedes and turns with the children. We all watch as they exit the room, and then Beda slams her hand on the door’s panel to close it.
“What are you talking about?” Yaletha immediately asks, stepping up behind Beda.
“I’m part Alku,” I admit. “Paxon and Arcadia are both my home, and my mother’s. The Starfire has been planning a connection between Earth and this world for a long time. From what I can tell, before my mom was even born.”
“But how?” Beda asks, perplexed.
“It doesn’t matter now.” I glance to Javen, and his lips turn up into a small smile. “If we get through this, I’ll explain everything.” I have no idea whether we will get through this. There are no guarantees, and as the Protector, I have a feeling that my risk is higher than anyone else’s here. “What I need you to know is that I think I was brought to Arcadia to make sure both the Alku and the humans survive.”
Yaletha shakes her head in disbelief.
“My mom stayed on Earth because she knew the importance of it, too. Now they need all of us out there at the field. My dad and mom’s Renewal project is nearly ready on Earth. If we can convince Hammond to not mine the Starfire here, then we can activate the Network.”
I grab for Irene’s arm. “No time to waste. We need to join the others.”
In a blink, she and I are on the edge of the Starfire field. Overhead, the sky is filled with small warships displaying the flags of Britain, Spain, and Australia on their sides. There must be a hundred. Any other time, I would have thought the display was massive, but I have no idea what to expect when we get to Arcadia. What Hammond has waiting for us.
Javen, Beda, and Yaletha materialize beside us, and their presence gives me an air of confidence and hope. This is something we can only do together.
Waving them forward to the portal, I spot Mom and Dad standing there next to Howard, who is working on a portable computer display. The senators, Dr. Ellis, Morris, several of Mom’s people from the compound on Earth, Wirren, Vihann, and Zarah have gathered around them.
As I get closer, I spot Mom’s hand locked with Dad’s. Despite the nervousness and adrenaline racing through my veins, the sight of them instantly solidifies my place in our family and this world.
“If we didn’t have so much to accomplish, you would have a lot of explaining to do,” Dad warned me the moment I reached them. “But under the circumstances, and since you are safe and brought your mother with you, we can have that conversation later.”
His statement makes me wonder how much Mom has told him. He can’t know we are Alku, or he would say something.
Giving him a closed-lip smile, I throw my arms around him. “I love you, Dad.”
With a few pats on the back, he steps away. Mom winks at me. It’s good to be Team Foster again.
“As I said.” Dad looks up to the crowd around him and Mom. “Before we make any moves, we must contact those on Arcadia to get an update. If we don’t, we’re entering a battlefield blind.”
“What’s the plan?” I ask.
“Our first course of action is to attempt a peaceful approach.” Mom gestures to Vihann, Zarah, and Wirrin, who are standing a few feet away, behind the Council. “This is important in Alku tradition, and we want to honor it. We will use the portal to go to Arcadia and contact Hammond. We will tell her that Renewal is ready to launch.”
“It’s ready?” I ask. “But your compound may have been destroyed, and you said something is still missing.”
“I’ve run the calculations with my team. We are ninety-nine percent certain that, even without the Starfire from our lab, the Network will be strong enough. And I have to believe the rest will take care of itself.” She locks onto me for a second, her gaze intense. She knows that I could die, we could all die. After a moment, she focuses on the gathering. “Once we commence the protocol, Earth will feel immediate effects. So, if Hammond truly wants to save Earth as she claims, she will agree to it.”
Everything Hammond said while she had me in custody whirls through my mind. “I know there is part of her that believes in saving Earth, but she also wants power. If we do this, it will take that from her. Why not just start Renewal now? Without asking.”
“Because having the World Senate and Hammond on board gives us our best chance. Once we activate the Network, all the locations will be exposed and open to attack. We can launch without one location, but more than that will cripple the Network, with catastrophic results.”
Zarah and Vihann come closer.
“This is our wish—to make peace.” Zarah smiles at Vihann and then moves her attention to Javen.
“I agree,” Javen offers from behind me.
Straightening my shoulders, I nod. “Then what’s the next step?”
Dad glances at the face of his Connect. “We port in forty-five minutes.”




Chapter 17
Vihann, Senator Gray and Simmons, along with Howard, Dr. Morris, Tucker, Mom, Dad and I are ushered into a stone-walled conference room at the still-secure location built into the Tahms mountain side.
No one really seems to be in charge here. Luca is dead, and Alina is unable to travel here from Primaro without divulging the location, and most everyone else has been called away. I can only hope Alina is okay and Hammond hasn’t discovered she’s working for us.
“Is there hope?” A guard’s forehead tenses as he addresses Senator Simmons.
The sense I get from everyone left is that they have been abandoned and are now stuck here without a plan.
“I would love to be confident for you, son.” Simmons crosses his arms over his chest. “Know that we are doing everything we can to come out of this safe.”
The muscles in the guard’s jaw remain tight. However, he gives the senator a curt nod. “Let me know if you require anything else.”
“Thank you,” Dad answers. “Comm access is all we need, other than this room.”
“You still believe contacting Hammond to be the best course of action?” Senator Gray asks after the guard leaves us, pulling her chair closer to the table.
Mom settles into the head seat. “There’s no guaranteed
course of action, but attempting one more chance at peace is the right thing to do. If it doesn’t work, then the ships are ready to attack and we will begin Renewal on Earth as soon as the network locations can power up.”
Javen is silent next to me, but the nervousness building in his body nudges me.
Are you ready for this? I ask.
He says nothing but reaches for my hand, interlacing his fingers with mine.
My body is strangely calm, and I’m aware it must be the Starfire’s effects, suppressing negative thoughts. I visualize that calm onto him, but his energy is fast-moving, wary.
Howard pairs his Connect with the comm system, and then the burly man goes to work ensuring that the connection is secure so no one will be able to track our position when we communicate with Hammond.
“If this all goes south, we will immediately port back to the Intersection and launch the attack on Arcadia.” Dad studies the data he’s brought up on his Connect. “Each of you should have this same information sent to your devices.”
Tapping on my screen, I bring up the intel Dad mentioned. “According to this report, Hammond is set to begin the mining tomorrow morning.” Dad’s gaze shifts to Vihann. “Do you believe your people would be ready to defend this location at daybreak?”
“The majority of the Alku will follow me. We can launch a defense as soon as I cross into Paxon.”
“Be ready to do that, if necessary.” Mom’s expression is stoic, but I recognize the emotion welling in her eyes. Her connection to the Alku is strong, as well.
“It’s ready.” Howard brings up the holocomputer screen at the room’s front. “Totally secure.”
“How can you be sure?” Senator Gray asks.
Without looking up, Howard shifts his stance as he continues tapping on his Connect. “Because this is my job. I got Dr. Foster to Earth through an alien portal. I know what I’m doing.”
I smile a little inside. This is the first time I’ve really heard Howard stand up for himself or demonstrate confidence in what he does.
Senator Gray raises her hands in surrender, arching her eyebrows. “It was a valid question.”
“Everyone here has a job to do.” Vihann leans his elbows onto the table. “We need to trust that each one of us is doing everything within our power to do it correctly.”
At Vihann’s words, Howard lets out a barely audible huff of satisfaction. “Ready, Doctors?” he asks, turning his attention to Mom and Dad.
“We’re ready,” Mom says.
Howard exhales loudly in anticipation. I hold my breath for only a moment while reaching for Javen again.
The holocomputer screen is blank when Howard sends the message. The whole room grows silent while we wait.
Message Sent.
The words hover on the screen’s bottom right, in green.
It seems like the words must blink a hundred times, until they shift.
Incoming Communication.
Howard scans the room, stopping when his gaze reaches Dad, who nods, urging him to press his Connect screen.
Hammond’s face appears. Her white-blonde hair is combed neatly, and her eyes widen the instant she sees the people in the room.
“Dr. Foster?” Her wide-eyed attention wavers between both Mom and Dad. People she had likely assumed were dead and out of her way. For a second, she gapes as if she’s seen two ghosts but quickly recovers. Or at least she pretends to.
Mom clears her throat. “We want to offer a truce. Working together is in the best interest of Earth as well as Arcadia.”
Hammond’s expression relaxes, and she studies us without speaking.
As the sight of her, nervousness worms its way through my body, but I lean on the memories of the Protectors to calm me once again. Thankfully, it works . . . for now.
Before I realize what I’m doing, I push my chair from the table and rise. Everyone’s eyes turn to me.
“President Hammond.” The words flow from my mouth, unplanned. “I know you want to save Earth, so I am challenging you to do this.”
My attention drifts to Javen and Vihann for a second. What I’m about to admit isn’t pretty, but I quickly return my attention to Hammond.
“There’s a small part of me that understands your dilemma. You just want to follow your plan to mine the Starfire, take the bulk of it to Earth and begin the healing process. But you know this will likely destroy Paxon, even though it will save Earth.” Taking Javen’s hand in mine, I lift it into the air. “The Alku are real people, with real feelings and amazing ways of living that they could teach us. If we destroy Paxon to save ourselves, what have we learned? Nothing. We will continue to destroy ourselves. The Starfire will be used for evil, for wars and destruction, no matter what you say now. But if we work together, Earth and Arcadia, then we really are that much closer to finding salvation. That will never be found, however, if all we do is continue hurting those who are fewer in numbers or have less than us.”
Javen’s pride flows into me, offering me warmth. I feared he might not understand that I, too, want to save Earth, nor that I have considered the high cost of Alku to do so. Just as the Starfire guided the Alku to peace and harmony, it can guide Earth, as well. It’s the only way for us to survive.
Hammond’s focus is locked onto me, her eyes slightly squinting as she mulls over my words. “Please continue.”
Maybe she will listen.
Mom stands. “President Hammond, I know you have been resistant to Renewal. From your perspective, it only had a minimal chance of success, but this is no longer true. The project is ready to launch.”
“I’m under the impression your project took a blow.” Hammond’s tone is flat.
Mom goes silent at that, her jaw tensing.
Does this mean that the caverns under the compound were destroyed? My mind whirls. It’s a loss, but Mom said the project can continue without that one location.
Hammond’s face blinks away and the scene shifts to the compound. Vehicles and ships marked with the Galaxis logo hover over the white buildings. It really was Kole Harris attacking us. The scene shifts again and my heart sinks. A view of the cavern appears. The Starfire sparkles on the walls while men and women in white coats—also with the Galaxis logo—mine the crystals or mill around the space with scanners.
“Kole Harris’s people located your crystal mine only a few hours ago. Though most of the data on any computers left behind had been scrubbed, he came to my people immediately to make a deal.”
The image pans back to show Hammond again as she looks to her side. Beside her is Kole Harris. The man is tall with dark hair. Max must take after his mother. My heart pounds as I spot two faces I know toward the back of the room. Max and Alina.
Alina’s expression is flat. I’m sure she wants to give away no connection to us. Max rubs his forehead as he bites his lip. Did Harris force him to come back to Arcadia or did he choose it? There are several other faces, probably advisors and World Senate members I don’t recognize. Knowing they are all there gives me a chance to present my best argument.
“Then you see the Starfire’s possibilities,” I plead. “Help us heal Earth, and let’s move forward with our connection to the Alku.”
“I . . .” Hammond glances around at the others with her. “We cannot trust that the Alku have the best interests of Earth in mind.”
“You know that isn’t true, President Hammond.” My fists ball in frustration.
“We have made our decision for the benefit of Earth.” There’s no emotion in her voice as she delivers her verdict.
“You just want to maintain power,” Vihann’s voice comes through loud and clear from our table, “and sharing control with a group of peaceful people, who have no desire to destroy and conquer, doesn’t fit into your plans. We are ready to protect what belongs to us, but we cannot allow ourselves to stumble toward your way of thinking. It rips families and communities apart. We want better. The Alku want more.”
“If I consider more than humans, I risk losing everything. Earth risks losing everything. I cannot accept your offer.” The screen goes black.
Cursing, Dad slams his fist onto the table. Everyone in the room jumps to their feet and begins to plan, except for me. I back from the table, taking it all in, and my mind whirls.
War . . . launch an attack immediately . . . return to Paxon . . .
All their words spin in my head like a pinwheel.
Before long, the group scatters. Vihann must return to Paxon with Zarah and Wirren to prepare his people; Mom and Dr. Morris must remain here and contact those at the Renewal sites on Earth to begin powering up the grid; Dad, Howard, and the senators must port back to the Intersection to ready the attack. Hammond is still not aware the ships from our Earth allies are retrofitted with Starfire energy and ready for war, which gives us an advantage.
Javen touches my arm. “I’m going with my father. There must be a united front among the Alku to ensure those who can defend their home are ready to do so.”
“I’m going to the Intersection.” I clutch his arm and pull him to me, closing in for a soft kiss. As our lips touch, the Starfire in me connects to the Starfire in him and hums inside of us. We part and hold each other's gaze for what I wish could be a lifetime. Yet, far too soon, and without the need for any other words, he joins his father and they vanish to Paxon.
I race to Mom’s side and throw my arms around her in a tearful embrace. “I love you.” The phrase slips out as a whisper. Mumbling the same words, she extends her hand to Dad, who takes it.
Mom straightens, her expression filling with determination. “It’s time to really see what Team Foster is made of.”




Chapter 18
The blue-green circle of electricity crackles in the conference room as Dad activates the portal to the Intersection. Once the senators step through, Dad releases an audible breath and leans toward Mom, kissing her square on the lips.
She heartily returns the advance. The child in me wants to giggle at the grossness of her parents kissing. The woman I’ve become knows that the loving gesture is a battle cry for what is to come.
Mom’s palm caresses his cheek. The moment they share, gazing into each other’s eyes, must convey a million memories I’ll never know. Another quavering breath leaves Dad’s chest as he watches Mom exit the room.
No words are needed before he and I step through the portal and into a cyan world. He’s taken us to the refugee camp, where all four senators and Howard are waiting with a handful of Mom’s team, including Dr. Ellis. The portal stands open behind us.
“Dr. Foster needs you on Arcadia,” Dad informs Dr. Ellis the moment we reach her side. “Renewal is an immediate go.”
Ellis’s shoulders inch toward her ears and she turns to address her team. “We’re ready.” Her attention moves to the portal’s light, and then she waves the others toward the opening.
Before she enters, I touch her arm. I want to tell her good luck or something encouraging, but everything I can think of sounds stupid or trivial. So instead, I smile. Apparently, it works well enough because she returns the expression while patting my hand. Then she heads into the light, where she and her team disappear before the portal closes.
The rest of us make our way to the Starfire field. Howard huffs as he hauls his generous frame but doesn’t complain.
Dad and the senators join with the ships’ captains from the fleets still hanging in the sky. A slight glow from the Starfire’s power wreaths each vessel. My wandering gaze spots Beda, Yaletha, and Irene working on one of the landed ships. Each has a small crate of crystals that they carry into the vessel.
Without thinking, I picture myself there and immediately I am.
Irene flinches when she sees me. “Do you have to do that porting thing?” She places the crate on the ground.
My lips curl into a smile, but it quickly falls away. “We’re attacking immediately.”
“I always knew it was the only option,” Beda admits, coming from behind, crate no longer in hand. She glances to her wrist where her Starfire-powered Connect is wrapped. “But ever since I’ve had this, I haven’t wanted a war with Earth.”
My eyes fall to Yaletha, who walks toward us from the ship. “Beda, there’s no way the warrior in you is dead. You were birthed from your mother ready to fight.”
Beda’s eyebrow arches, and then she flips her dark braid over to her back. “I did put my parents through a lot.”
Smirking, Yaletha drapes her arm over Beda’s shoulder. “Let’s take all that soul fire and use that energy where it’s needed.”
Beda straightens her back, holding out her hand. Her palm lights with a cyan burst and her intense gaze travels over each one of us. “We are all warriors. Now, let’s take our planets back.”
All around us, ships hover from the ground and join the fleet in the sky. Three uniformed soldiers with Spanish insignias on their shirts rush past us, disappearing inside the ship Yaletha had just left. A pulse comes from the aircraft, and the hull emits a familiar Starfire glow.
We step back as five more soldiers rush on board. The door closes a moment later, and then the vessel raises from the ground. Exhaust blasts against our faces while the ship hovers into the sky.
Dad is now near the massive Starfire-constructed portal, which is beside one of the largest grounded ships. Reaching out to Irene, I take her arm and port us to him.
As soon as we materialize, Irene tears from my grasp. “I’m serious! Can you tell me when you’re going to do that?”
“Sorry,” I mutter while Beda and Yaletha race toward us, apparently choosing not to port.
“Which ship are we on?” I ask Dad, who looks at me warily with scrunched eyebrows.
“I’m coming, Dad. You know this.”
“I know. Your mother made sure I knew it, too. She said it was imperative.”
The Starfire burns in my chest. “I don’t know exactly yet what I’m supposed to do. But I must be there for any of this to work.” I wave my hands at the portal and waiting ships.
“But how do you know? How does your mom know? She wouldn’t explain much to me.”
Irene turns to me. “We all know. You have to tell him.”
“Tell me what?” Dad’s voice raises in pitch.
Right before battle is pretty much the worst possible time to tell Dad my secret. But I spit the words out anyway, just as Beda and Yaletha arrive. “Mom is half-Alku on my grandfather’s side.” Dad’s mouth falls open in shock. “And so . . . I’m part-Alku, too. I was meant to be here on Arcadia for a larger purpose,” I finish.
His attention remains locked on me for a moment, but then he shifts toward Irene, Beda, and Yaletha. “You knew?”
“Not until recently,” Beda admits.
“I’ve known for a while.” Irene focuses on the ground.
His breathing becomes ragged, and I know I must do something. I take his hand in mine and hold it tightly while focusing the crystal’s energy into him. His shoulders drop and his face relaxes in relief.
“Dad, everything that has happened up until now has been leading to this. I have no idea if we’re going to win or lose. And something tells me the cost is going to be high. But humanity needs us. That was always your dream. It wasn’t just about populating a new planet; you wanted the best for Earth. You were always willing to sacrifice for it. The sacrifice just might be higher than you expect.”
His eyes moisten but his breathing remains steady.
“This is bigger than us, Dad.”
Tightening his lips, he observes me for a moment. “When did you get so mature?”
A chuckle escapes me. “I guess trying to save a planet does that to you.”
With a heavy sigh, Dad takes hold of my shoulder. “I hate it, but I guess we need to do this.” He tips his head to the Australian ship, and we board.
Inside, a group of unfamiliar soldiers are already strapped into their seats. None of them speak, their gazes forward as if mentally preparing for what’s to come.
Yaletha, Beda, Irene, and I find open spots and buckle in, while Dad walks to the open cockpit and pokes his head inside. After a few moments, he returns and stops just before everyone to speak.
“The fleet will join the Alku,” he begins. “Once we do that, the group will be split into two. One group will head to the Starfire mine and ensure Hammond doesn’t do anything to risk the safety of the Alku people. The second group, which is us, will be dispatched to Primaro to retake the city from Hammond.”
Dad’s eyes focus on me for a second and then slide back to the group.
“In the meantime, the goal is to begin a process called Renewal on Earth. The same Starfire we have used to modify this ship and the others in this fleet will be able to heal Earth and give us the new start we need. This means the devastation that many of you and your families have experienced will be over. The goal is that everything will change for the better so that coming to Arcadia will not be the only hope for humanity anymore.”
At my dad’s confession, many of the soldiers’ expressions lose some of their tension, filling with anticipation instead.
“And if we fail?” a woman asks from the back row.
Dad squints at her slightly for a few moments as if in thought. “I don’t know the answer to that.” His attention falls briefly to me again, and my stomach does a flop. “But I do know we won’t give up easily.”
Through the ship’s front viewscreen, we watch as the massive portal fires to life. Sparking light whips into the air. As I study the display, I consider how the Starfire led us onto this journey, one that was planned long before we had any notion of it.
On the other side the valley, the Tahm spreads out before us. The tableau is serene, like a painting in someone’s living room. Yet I know that once we arrive, the peace will be shattered and the battle for Arcadia, Paxon, and Earth will be set in unstoppable motion.
Both Beda and Yaletha have joined the soldiers—staring straight ahead. But I catch Irene’s eyes and the furrow of her brow. I reach across the aisle and graze her forearm before returning my hand to my lap.
In groups, the ships enter the opening and disappear. Finally, our turn comes and I hold my breath. On the other side, the hue changes from cyan to full color.
Dad put on a headset comm and scrunches up his face as he listens to whatever is being said. “I understand.” Finally, he taps off the comm and lifts his head to address us. “Everyone is across, and we have contact with both the Alku and those ready to launch Renewal.” As he speaks, the ship moves forward. “We are now en route to Primaro.”
Are you there? I call out with my mind to Javen.
After a moment, warmth travels over my body, and his voice comes to me. I am. We all are.
My chest swells with gratitude. The Alku came. They followed Vihann and Javen.
A scene depicting the mine and the area surrounding it flashes in my mind. It’s what Javen is seeing. A massive fleet of ships—not ours, but Hammond’s—stands ready to defend the mine from the Alku. I know our ships are on the way, but they must have at least twice as many.
The only way we will succeed is together, I send into his mind.
We are united. Earth and Paxon.
A shiver runs down my spine at his words, and then he’s gone. My eyes open to Primaro on the horizon, with our aircraft speeding closer by the second. Small fighter ships hurtle toward us, and cyan blasts shoot from our craft to keep them from drawing closer and destroying us. Two of our fighters blast ahead, engaging Hammond’s fighters in a battle of fire and flame.
My stomach tightens as one of our ships goes down, only to be replaced by another. Lives are being lost to make sure we succeed.
I glance at my friends, but they say nothing.
“Remember,” Dad calls out as we approach the outskirts of Primaro, “Do not engage with civilians, if possible. They had no choice in this battle and should be preserved. If you must engage, use a nonlethal tactic. Our primary goal is to locate Hammond and force her to surrender.”
The beautiful city still stands tall . . . Dad’s masterpiece. Still a perfect blend of the modern with the organic beauty of Arcadia. Trees and grasses entwine the pathways between silver and white skyscrapers and grow above the clusters of smaller buildings.
When the hover kisses the ground, the door immediately rolls open. Irene readies her gun, while Beda and Yaletha’s hands glow cyan. The other soldiers pour out the door ahead of us and I glance to Dad, who is standing near the cockpit.
“Are you coming?” I shout to him.
“I need to stay with the ship.”
My stomach twinges at his words, but I knew we wouldn’t be together. My entire family will be separated, including Javen, who’s at the mine with his father and the other Alku.
“I love you,” I mouth to Dad, appreciating the brief smile my words bring to his lips.
Then I turn to the opening and exit the ship behind my friends, the Starfire pulsing through my body in time with the beating of my heart.




Chapter 19
The second I step from the ship, the Starfire fills my mind. I fight to stay alert and follow the others to get to the designated cover—a building overhang—while visions of the medical facility I was held in flip through my thoughts. At first, Hammond leers over me, wearing my Starfire necklace. Then there’s the room I was kept in and the hallway outside, where Javen ported me to safety.
“I know where Hammond is,” I shout to the others as the vision fades.
“How?” Irene circles back to me. “No one has been able to get a lock on her location.”
Yaletha and Beda skid to a stop but keep their eyes on the sky for any incoming enemy vessels.
“She’s wearing my Starfire necklace that she stole, and I can feel it. I don’t have an exact location, but she’s in the place where she held me captive.”
Irene’s eyes light up, and then she taps her Connect. “I still have those coordinates.” Her fingertip swipes the face several times. “There, I sent them to all of you.”
“We need to forward them to my dad.” I reach to tap my Connect, but Beda grabs my wrist to stop me.
“If we go in now, we can ambush Hammond.” Beda looks up at the ships fighting above the city. “If everyone knows where she is, they’ll attack too and we’ll lose the element of surprise.”
Yaletha sidles up to Beda. “We will force her to surrender.”
When I throw a look at Irene, she nods sharply in agreement.
“Fine, but we need to go now,” I concede, twisting from Beda’s hold. “I’m not getting any more visions, and I don’t know if she’s going to stay in one place.” Grasping Irene’s arm, I say, “I’m going to port you now.”
Just as I do, the sound of an explosion ricochets off the wall behind us, and one of our vessels slams to the street in a ball of flames. My heart leaps into my throat, but I quickly focus on the coordinates listed on my Connect, and the Starfire directs us there.
We materialize into the empty hall outside the room where I was held. Beda and Yaletha’s hands are lit with Starfire energy, ready to ward off any potential attackers. My heart shudders as I scan the hall, still blackened from damage during my rescue.
And the space is completely abandoned. Hammond isn’t here. No one is.
Beda curses and I quickly attempt to connect to Hammond’s Starfire crystal again. I still feel a light sensation from within this building.
My stomach twists but I ignore my fear, focusing on Irene instead. “Do you have the building schematics? I know she’s here.”
Irene taps on her Connect’s holo function. A small 3D skeletal version of the structure shows, and I tap on a space toward the top to enlarge the image. “The penthouse has a direct escape route to the roof. It also has heavy inbuilt security . . . double metal walls. If she’s still on the planet and in this building, that's where she would want to be. And where we need to go.”
Boom. An explosion sounds from outside, causing the walls to vibrate.
I shoot a sober glance to each of my friends, and each of them nods in agreement.
“We need a plan.” Irene grips her blaster tighter.
“Hammond is likely to have a large security team around her.” Yaletha peers around the hall and tips her head to listen. “We took out the security system the last time we were here, and it doesn’t appear to be repaired in this area. No one should be aware of our presence in the building.”
Beda pumps her fist, and a ghost of blue-green energy flows over her hand. “If we port directly in there, we will cover you.” She looks at me directly. “You can use the Starfire to put everyone in stasis.”
A nervous breath leaves me. “It’s a good plan. It means maybe people won’t have to die.”
“Exactly.” Yaletha places her hand on my shoulder.
Rechecking the schematics on Irene’s Connect, I point to the left corner of the room. “That’s our destination. We’ll get a full view of the space there, and guards won’t be able to shoot us in the back before I can disable everyone. Cloak yourselves if something goes terribly wrong and you need to escape.” I double-check to make sure everyone is clear and tap off the schematic.
Beda clasps Irene’s wrist and then catches my eye. “I’ll take care of porting Irene so you can do what you need to.”
I square my stance. “Port on three. One, two, three . . .”
In a blink, we’re transported to our chosen destination, and all eyes in the room immediately fall on us. From the corner of my eye, Beda’s hand lights up with energy. I reach down inside myself to activate the Starfire and send out the command to freeze everyone. As I do, I realize that one of the guards must have fired off a discharge, because Yaletha lets out a grunt, throwing her arms into the air to protect herself. Just before the blast hits us, the entire room falls into stasis.
The blaster energy hangs midair, green and glowing, while my wide-eyed friend steps out from in front of it.
My attention returns to scanning the room for the president. “Where’s Hammond?”
Irene holds out her gun, training it back and forth onto several people frozen in action, their own weapons already extended and ready to kill us. My heart begins to beat wildly when my eyes rest on two figures across the room near a closed, black metal door.
Max and Alina.
“Max!” The name slips from my mouth, and I jog past the other people frozen in place.
When I get to him, I hesitate for a second. What if he did turn against us? But then I remember who Max is . . . always loyal. He would never betray me—us. I clasp his shoulder and allow the Starfire to release him from stasis, then quickly do the same for Alina. They both reanimate quickly, their attention flicking to me, then around the room.
Max blinks at me several times. “Cassi! What are you doing here? You can’t be here!”
“Where’s Hammond?” Irene demands from behind me before I can even ask.
“She just left with Kole for Skybase.” Alina gestures toward the black door. “A new fleet just arrived, and she’s meeting it.” Turning away, she races to a computer screen and runs her finger over the data. “Yeah . . . she’s halfway there, according to this.”
“What do you mean a new fleet?” Beda steps next to me.
“My dad sent two hundred ships across the Turner Space Fold, and he’s figured out a way to reduce the journey to a few hours.” All the blood seems to drain from Max’s face as he admits the terrible news.
“Two hundred!” I yell at him. “You should have tried to stop him!”
“And how did you expect me to do that?!” Max shouts back. “I have no control over my father! He lured me away from Dr. Foster and Vihann on Earth and then dragged me back here with him for whatever reason.”
“So, you didn’t go with him willingly?” My voice softens. I’m almost certain it’s not true, but I must ask.
“No.” Max eyes the floor. “My father used me to help get the Starfire from Dr. Foster, and then he sent his stupid goons after them. I only found out later that they had escaped, but there was still nothing I could do.”
“We can’t worry about this now,” Beda insists. “We need to warn the others about the ships.”
She’s right. Taking my eyes from Max, I swiftly tap my Connect. “Dad.”
His face immediately hovers over the display as a hologram, and I give him the whole story. “You need to get out of there, Cassi. Port back to the Tahm and stay with your mother. They’re not under attack yet.”
I glance around at the others, who say nothing. Despite their silence, I know that hiding isn’t an option for anyone. “Fine, Dad. I’ll let you know when we get there,” I lie and tap off the display. As it goes dark, I swing around to the others. Yaletha opens her mouth—likely to protest. “We need a fighter ship. The Alku are going to need our help at the mine.”
A grin forms on Alina’s lips, and she taps at the computer screen again. “I think I can order one here. But I need the code.”
My attention shifts to Irene and find a matching grin stretching across her face.
“Now that’s something I can do and do well!” Irene’s eyes light with fire just as more blasts sound outside the building. I flinch.
“I’m in the system,” Irene announced after several moments, her hands flying over the virtual keyboard. “It’s just going to take me a few to shut down the firewall.” Sweat beads on her brow, but she doesn’t bother to wipe the moisture away.
Beda and Yaletha stand behind us, their hands lit with cyan balls of energy in case the stasis fails.
“I’m in,” she whispers and then swipes at the display. “And there’s a ship on the way. Will be here in two minutes.” Irene turns toward us. “Can any of you fly it?”
My stomach drops. I hadn’t thought of that.
“I can fly,” Max says. “You can’t have a father who runs Galaxis and not know how to fly ships.”
“Good,” Irene answers. “That’s settled, but the ship currently has a pilot we don’t want.”
“Meaning we have to get rid of him or her?” Beda growls.
“Yep.” Irene faces Yaletha, Beda, and me. “And you three will need to learn the ship’s blasters quick. Let the Starfire guide you.”
Before I have a chance to respond, Irene eyes Alina. “You willing to stay? With your help, I think I might be able to mess with Skybase. Buy us some time.”
My chest tightens as I realize what Irene is saying. She’s staying here, too.
Without hesitation, Alina nods. “I know enough about Hammond’s plans.”
I want to argue, but something scrapes the roof of the building, startling us.
Irene’s gaze flies to the computer display and she types something. “You don’t have much time. That ship will only stay for a few minutes.”
Beda rips a holstered blaster off the hip of a nearby frozen guard and tosses it to Max. He scans the gun for a second and then activates it. He’s no pro, but it will do.
Moving toward Irene, I give her too brief a hug and lean close to her ear. “Thank you for everything,” I whisper, fighting the emotion out of my voice.
She squeezes me back and swiftly steps away when Alina pulls me toward the black door.
Alina ushers us up the dimly lit stairs to a roof access door and then faces us. Nervously, she tucks a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “Good luck.”
Without reply, we dash through the door and are met by a stocky, gray-haired pilot, whose eyes go wide when he sees us. He reaches for his weapon, but he’s too late. Yaletha slams a burst of light into his chest and the man tumbles to the ground.
“Is he dead?” I cry out while racing for the medium-sized fighter ship.
“Yes.” Yaletha furrows her brow and grabs his arm to pull him away from the vessel.
We quickly board the ship. Max hops into the pilot seat and activates all the controls, then gestures back to three consoles. “That’s where you each need to be.”
Beda, Yaletha, and I rush to take our spots. The displays automatically light up and provide a live view from three different sides of the ship.
The ship vibrates and lifts from the ground.
“Place your hands on the display and tap to fire,” Max shouts over lift off.
Closing my eyes, I take a settling breath and try to focus. If we can just stall, it will give Mom enough time to activate Renewal . . . then maybe all this will stop. Hammond will finally see that we don’t need to destroy the Alku to save Earth.
My lids open, and there it is in the sky: hundreds of fiery streaks made from Hammond’s new fleet entering the atmosphere. As I watch in horror, my Connect vibrates.
It’s Mom.
Renewal will not activate on Earth. The Network can’t function without the source site in Arizona.
 




Chapter 20
Space and time become one, and suddenly my awareness isn’t only here on Arcadia but on Earth, too. The stars, the planets, black space, everything in the universe between here and Earth condenses, and somehow I’m in two places at once.
Both worlds scream out to me for help.
My body jerks as the Starfire slams a vision into my mind—and everything comes back to me. When I was on Earth, I was given a very similar vision. My consciousness floats above the Earth while blue-green light emits from locations all over the globe. Spidering fingers of light pulse and then pull back from each other, their lights dimming.
Mom’s lab location is required for this to work, and Galaxis has control. They cut the Starfire cavern off from the Network. And to work, the Network needs the crystals.
The Network needs me.
I blink back to the ship we commandeered. There isn’t time to ask anyone if they’re okay with what I must do.
34°54'8.10" N, 110°09'29.45" W
Focusing on the coordinates, I let my mind become like the Earthscape program, targeting the exact location where Mom’s compound is located—in the middle of the Arizona desert.
Max, Beda, and Yaletha become a blurry mess as I allow the Starfire to completely take over my body. The energy shudders from the inside out, and a cyan glow pulses around me before I’m pulled into a dark place within my mind.
The blackness fades to light, and I find myself in my grandmother’s living room. A man who appears to be my grandfather, lean with dark hair, is seated on the fluffy chair in front of the fireplace. Next to him is that familiar plate of chocolate chip cookies, piled high. Same scene as the last time.
“You’re Kieran, aren’t you?”
“Have a seat, Cassi.” He picks up a cookie and takes a nibble.
“Have a seat?” I ball my fist in anger at being here again. “Do you have any idea what’s going on out there? People are going to die! I need to get to Earth!”
Kieran glances from his cookie to me. “There’s no time here. When you awake, you will return to the same moment you left.” He gestures to the treats. “So, have one. It will help you relax, to think more clearly.”
I squint at him, trying to remember that Kieran’s not human; he’s a humanization of the Starfire AI. He—it—whatever—doesn’t truly understand human emotion, so nothing about this situation is dire or bothersome to it.
Reluctantly, I take the required four steps to the chair and sit on the edge of the cushion, folding my hands into my lap. “Here. I’m sitting. Now, why am I here? I need to know what to do with Renewal.” My voice quivers as I speak, but I press on. “If I don’t figure it out right now, Earth or Paxon may not have a second chance.” Visions of my friends, who are attempting to hold off Harris’s forces, run through my mind.
Kieran takes a bite of the cookie again. “Please, have one.”
A growl escapes my throat, and I lean close enough to grab a cookie and squeeze it in my palm. The crumbles trickle to the floor under the table. “I don’t want a stupid cookie! Now, tell me what I’m supposed to do!” I wipe the remaining crumbs off on my pants.
He looks from the crumb pile on the floor to me. “What you are meant to do.”
My nostrils flare and my fists ball on top of my legs.
“Cassi, you are only here because you are afraid of your destiny.” Kieran sets his half-eaten cookie on the table. “For the Starfire to fulfill its purpose, we needed someone who was both Earthling and Alku to teach us about your nature. To bring your kind back to your origins.”
Confused, I almost forget about my anger. Almost. “Origins?”
“Humans and Alku are the same. At least, they were once,” he explains, folding his arms across his chest. “But long ago, they were separated and allowed to discover their own paths. The Starfire seeds were placed on each planet to watch the progress of the two races, but the ones on Earth did not flourish. They malfunctioned and were absorbed into the earth. Yet the time came when Alku and Earthlings wanted to find one another again. We felt your desire and readiness. So we allowed it, to see if this was the right time.”
“My grandfather,” I whisper.
“Yes.” Kieran picks up his cookie again. “Your grandfather was ready, and from our algorithms, we could see he had a chance of reuniting the races with your grandmother.”
“But they didn’t.”
“No, so we moved onto his daughter, but she was not a One Pure Soul, though she proved useful in other tasks. Then . . . there was you. You were different from all the others.”
“I don’t know how that’s possible. I’m nothing special. I’m a kid. A kid who didn’t even want to go to Arcadia, no matter how bad it was on Earth before we left.”
His lips turn up into a small grin. “It’s not about being special. It’s about your willingness to look outside of yourself.” He chuckles. “You’ve not always been perfect. None of you beings seem to be. But you were willing to learn. Grow. That is what we needed to understand conscious beings. And now we do.”
“If you understand, then why don’t you fix this whole mess?”
Kieran releases air from his lungs slowly in a steady stream. “Because you are the catalyst. You are the fuel. We are unable to complete the cycle without you.”
My heart twinges as he speaks, and the rest of my vision on Earth comes back to me. Not only do I need to return to Earth and initiate the Renewal process, but I may not survive it. “But fuel gets consumed.”
He doesn’t answer.
“I’m going to die, aren't I?” I don’t need to ask the question. I already know.
“It’s a possible outcome,” he answers plainly. “There are many possible outcomes.”
The room grows silent after his words.
I grab for a cookie and stuff the entire thing into my mouth, chewing it slowly to savor the sweet, slightly salty, and bitter hints of chocolate on my tongue. While chewing, all those I love appear in my mind—Mom, Dad, Javen, Irene, Beda, Max. Even Yaletha is important to me.
If I have the key to saving all of them and everyone else on both planets, I should unlock the door. Even if it means I fall through and never come back. I gulp down the cookie and consider another but decide against it. If Kieran is right and time doesn’t exist in here, I could stay as long as I like. What good would that do, though? As much as I might want to sit here on this comfortable chair and eat cookies, that isn’t the life meant for me.
Kieran smiles again. “I told you the cookie would make you feel better.”
For a moment I forget that this man before me is the Starfire and only see my grandfather, the man whose wisdom and experience is inside my mind as one of the Protectors. His twinkling eyes and gentle voice compel me to stand and step toward him.
He tips his head in interest when I lean over to hug him. I wrap my arms around his neck and squeeze. For this brief moment in time, he can be my grandfather, the Alku who risked time and space to find my grandmother, to share a life with her and begin a legacy that could last a hundred generations or more if I succeed.
“My dear,” Kieran says, with surprise in his voice.
I loosen my arms and peer down at him. “I guess I didn’t even know I would do that.”
“You are a surprise each day, Cassiopeia.” The skin around his eyes crinkles.
Inhaling a settling breath, I close my eyelids and peace falls over my body.
I’m ready.
 




Chapter 21
Real-time comes back way too fast. My eyes open to Beda and Yaletha, who are cursing. The words are in Alku, but I know a curse when I hear one.
Max dips the hover to the left, and just as he does, a bolt of green light flies past us in the sky.
I whip my head around and catch a glimpse of the fighter ship tailing us.
“You need to get us out of here. Land this machine so we can fight,” Beda growls at him.
Max peers at the console. “There’s no place to land safely! And the way out of Primaro is blocked.”
34°54'8.10" N, 110°09'29.45" W
The coordinates flash in my mind again. “No, keep flying! I’m going to port us out of here.”
“You’re going to port the entire vessel?” Yaletha demands from beside me. “Where? We are not giving up.”
I look her straight in the eye. “We’re not giving up. I need all of you ready to fight.” Before she can answer, I focus and commune with her and Beda’s minds. I must connect to them. I need them to use their Starfire now with mine, and I might need them to be ready to use it the second we exit.
My body jerks the moment the connection is formed. All the information they require pours from my mind and into theirs. When the transfer is complete, cyan light engulfs my vision. My eyes roll back as I let the location of Earth fill my mind. The planet illuminates, and its presence calls to me like a siren’s song, reverberating through my entire body. The information snaps into place with a jerk, and my thoughts become like the Earthscape program once more.
34°54'8.10" N, 110°09'29.45" W
As my mind calculates the coordinates, the globe spins and locks us into position.
“Take us there!” I scream, and then the Starfire explodes inside of me like a bomb. I force my eyelids open as the Starfire energy crackles and twists around us, connecting me, Beda, and Yaletha in a blinding light. Ahead of the ship, a giant portal opens like an electric mouth about to swallow us whole.
“Keep flying!” I shout, and Max does. Our hover plunges into the opening, and my consciousness fills with billions of stars, planets, black holes . . . all time and space between here and Earth.
Our hover spits from the portal out to a desert landscape with a tremendous boom. The sun sits high in the sky, my first observation while the crystal’s energy dissipates, detaching me from Yaletha and Beda. Next, I spot the white buildings of the compound not more than a mile or so ahead of us. And my head, heart, and ears immediately feel the Starfire’s call from the cavern. The crystal’s song resonates through me.
Come . . .
“What the—?” Max sputters.
“Land now!” I scream. “Kole’s people will be on us fast.”
“And landing will help that?” he argues while Yaletha and Beda’s heads twist back and forth between us in total confusion.
“Where are we?” Yaletha’s concerned eyes land on me.
“Just land!” I yell, ignoring all of them.
The display shows three ships already en route to us, and Max isn’t listening. Instead, he turns the vessel in the opposite direction to escape from them. On instinct I place my hand on his shoulder and send the Starfire’s calming abilities to him.
“Land,” I order. “When we get to the ground, everyone will stay inside.”
Like a lasso surrounding me, the Starfire calls, singing, pulling me closer. I must resist. I fight the intense urge to port somewhere safe. We can’t port the entire ship into the cave without risking a crash.
The hover touches down. Beda flinches out of her confusion to activate her door. Before she has the chance, I take off my safety belt and lunge forward to touch some part of each of them. As I do, an intense energy reaches out to grab hold of me, and then the Starfire yanks all of us into the center of the cavern.
Once inside, the crystal’s call quiets to a background noise in the rear of my mind.
People in white coats with Galaxis Corp. on the pocket mill around, along with several armed guards near the exits. They have no time to react before I throw my hands out and emit a blast of bright cyan energy, freezing everyone in place. Immediately, the cavern’s Starfire reactivates at my presence.
Max, Beda, and Yaletha swing around and gawk at the magical site.
“Where are we?” Yaletha asks once more.
“This is a Network site for Renewal, someplace in Arizona.” As if she knows where that is. My gaze lifts to the roof of the cavern. “I must complete the connection to the other sites, and I need the three of you to cover me while I do it.” I peer around at the people in stasis. “I don’t know if I can hold them like this while I’m bridging the Network.”
Max reaches for his holstered gun and clumsily points it at a frozen man while simultaneously scanning the ceiling. Max can use a blaster, but that boy is no warrior.
My attention moves to Beda and Yaletha, and my heart shudders. “You ladies are in charge. Try to keep him from getting killed. No . . . try to keep us from getting killed.”
Max lowers his brows at my words. But his attention quickly shifts to Beda and Yaletha as he runs a hand through his spiky blond hair, giving away his nervousness. He knows they are infinitely more prepared for this moment than he is.
My stomach flips. I already know my chance of making it out of here alive is nil. But more than anything, I want for them to live—I want Javen and my parents to live. I try to will the nausea away, but the persistent thoughts do nothing to relieve my discomfort.
“This is our last chance for Renewal to work,” I say. “And it might be our last chance to save Paxon. If Earth is destroyed, Hammond could still retaliate and harvest all the Starfire from Arcadia.”
“And that will destroy our world, as well.” Yaletha narrows her eyes, pumping her fists.
The two women square themselves and ignite balls of Starfire energy in their palms nearly in unison. Both were born to protect, and when someone orders them to do it, there are no questions.
“We are the last hope,” I say. But as inspiring as that might sound, I glance around, not quite knowing what I’m supposed to do. Don’t think too hard Cassi . . . The words whirl in my mind. The Starfire got you across a galaxy. It’s not going to let you down now.
I spot an area empty of frozen Galaxis workers near the cavern wall and gesture toward the space. “There, follow me.”
“What are you going to do?” Max comes alongside me as I jog to the Starfire-covered stone.
“Honestly, Max . . .” I place my hand over a cyan crystal jutting a few inches from the stone. “I don’t know yet.” Before he has the chance to question me, I turn my attention to the girls. “Yaletha?”
She nods and stares at me intently. I’m trusting my life to the woman who was Javen’s betrothed before I came into the picture. But I trust her with everything in me.
“You’re to make sure I remain cloaked, if you can. Beda.” My gaze flicks to her. “Do the same for Max. And you all need to be prepared for anything.”
“I understand.” Beda grasps my shoulder, squeezing it gently. “I’m sorry I didn’t see who you truly were when we first met.”
My lips curl into a smile. “How could you? I couldn’t see myself.”
The Starfire swirls in her eyes and she gives me slight head bow, her hand falling from my shoulder. “There’s a significant chance that everyone frozen will release from stasis when you do this.”
My breath hitches, knowing it’s likely true.
“We will cover you as long as we can,” Beda promises.
I bring my other hand to a second crystal. The cavern tumbles from my vision until inky blackness takes its place.
Slowly, the Earth reveals itself ahead of me as if I’m floating high above the globe, in space. No sun, no moon, no stars are behind me. Only darkness. The Earth spins and is lit by an unseen source, as if I’m viewing a model of the planet. There are no clouds, nothing blocking my view. I study the curves of continents meeting blue oceans, the brown of deserts, the green of tropics. The Earth vibrates slightly and my entire body shudders. New music fills the back of my mind, similar to the call of the Starfire but also not the same. This song is more melancholy as though it were lost long ago.
I allow the melody to permeate me, and while I do, the Renewal Network forms in my mind.
Each scattered location over the continents—at least twenty—pulses with a blue-green glow. I home in on our coordinates, and instantly the light brightens and the music of the Starfire begins, interweaving with the Earth’s melody in a haunting tone.
Slowly, like a root extending from a great tree, a path of light grows from our location. The other Renewal points pulsate more quickly, calling to connect.
I reach toward the Earth and trace one of the paths as it spreads toward another in South America. Just as they connect, the music changes and the two grow even brighter. Several more paths, from our location and the South American one, extend and work their way under the sea to the rest.
It’s working!
My heart pounds against my chest like a beating drum to the symphony when more and more of the Renewal points alight.
The rhythm of my breaths quickens. The light travels to the last of the points—in the center of Africa—and when it connects, the music crescendos and forces me back, slamming me into the nothing. But it doesn’t feel like nothing! The blast sends ripples of pain through my back and torso. What happened? Am I hit? No! This can’t happen. We’re so close. My mind immediately goes to the others. Are they hurt too?
With the impact, my vision wavers back and forth between my spectacular view of Earth and the battle in the cavern. Then my head spins and my vision begins to blur. I think Max is on the ground, not moving, and Yaletha is no longer at my side. She’s nowhere to be seen, which means there’s no way I’m cloaked. Beda, also uncloaked, is throwing bursts of Starfire energy toward the onslaught, but she can’t do this on her own, no matter how strong she is. In a burst of light, blaster shots from our enemy explode beside me.
Everything in me wants to help them, yet I can barely support myself right now. I must get back to linking the Network. It’s the only way I can fix this mess! I squeeze my eyes shut, and the moment I do, a blaster shot hits me square in the back.
A last desperate gasp leaves me, and then I open my eyes to nothing.
 




Chapter 22
“I’m sorry. I tried.” The words echo in my mind as the world below me disintegrates, and I float into space.
Everyone is dead. I’m dead.
The last of the Starfire within me pulses, and I bring my hand to my chest. Below my fingers, the slow rhythm of my heart beats in time with the faint power of the crystals. The Earth disappears, and my feet touch something solid. Why am I still here? As the question spins in my mind, Javen appears before me.
“I tried,” I say again to his apparition. “Really, I did. But I couldn’t make the Network connect.”
Javen says nothing and his eyes grow sad. The space between his dark brows pulls together.
Even though I know he can’t be real, I fall into his arms and rest against his warm, muscular chest. Javen gently caresses my shoulder blades and up the back of my neck and tangles his fingers into my hair.
I peer up at him, and for the last time, I raise on my toes and touch my lips to his. My hand slips up his chest to the curve of his jaw. His taste is sweet, like honey, like joy.
Javen is everything to me.
I open my eyes to nothing but stars, millions and millions of them. To my right is Earth and to my left is Arcadia. Earth—brown and dead. And Arcadia—pristine.
Javen parts from me while extending his hand toward Arcadia. As he does, the sliver of Starfire still within me twinges.
Take Earth. The words roll through my mind as clearly as if someone had spoken them. Compelled, I extend my hand to Earth.
In the middle, Javen takes my hand. The moment our fingers touch, my body jerks with energy. Life. Starfire.
The power of the crystal intensifies and races through my blood. Cyan light travels through my hand to Javen’s, and his body illuminates.
The Renewal Network lights up in that instant. Spiderwebs extend over the globe, bathing the planet in blue-green energy. My eyes widen as the land starts to transform, from death to life. Resurrecting. From each Renewal point, the green of life spreads over the planet like someone dropped watercolor paints into a cup of liquid.
Ripping my rapt attention from the planet’s surface, I focus on Javen. His long fingers interlace with mine and a dim light emanates from our connection. The light grows brighter, vibrating when the energy intensifies. It travels up our arms, consuming both our bodies, and then extends as a beam, tethering us to both planets. Javen to Arcadia, and me to Earth.
Then it happens.
My mind, my being, my soul, my consciousness opens. And there they are. Everyone. Alku. Humans. Every race, every language. Every experience. The images of smiling faces, grieving hearts, joy, loss, gain, terror, and a rainbow of other emotions shift through my mind. My entire body shudders with the vast differences, as well as the amazing similarities between individuals. Yet, no matter how different, we’re all looking for the same things. Love. Acceptance. Wholeness. Even those who seem a world—or even a galaxy—apart.
Then, as quickly as the experience came, it’s gone. I open my eyes to nothing again. And yet . . .
Everything.
Thank you, Cassi, a voice speaks to my mind. Kieran.
I twist around to face him, but several wisps of cyan light flit in the space around me, and he’s nowhere to be seen.
“Thank you?”
The lights pulse, continuing their slow dance. You and Javen completed the circle from Earth to Arcadia. Arcadia was the last Network point, and you were able to see that. You’ve taught us and allowed us to know what it is to have true consciousness. To experience what it is to be a natural being, what relationship and connection was meant to be. Just as you saw into everyone’s minds, so did we.
My breathing quickens at the Starfire’s words. “And the Earth? Is it saved? Javen?”
Warmth travels over my body, like being held by a loved one, and images of my parents, my friends flash in my mind.
And in turn, we were able to share this gift, because you were willing to sacrifice yourself for those you knew and didn’t know.
“That’s a yes?’ Excitement fills my voice.
More than a yes. The two planets are connected again, fully healed, and working in perfect symbiosis. There is no more need for the Intersection or the separation between Paxon and Arcadia. They are now whole. All inhabitants are also bonded. Each has been given the opportunity to see the best and worst of life in one another. The effect will not last forever, but the experience will cause change. Hopefully, for the better. We have also left the crystals. Their powers will no longer be the same, but they may be used as a source of energy for both planets. They will continue to grow easily and be available for all.
I wrap my arms across my middle to tame the fluttering in my stomach. Everyone experienced the same vision I had? A smile curls onto my lips and I twirl, too happy to remain still. Earth and Arcadia are safe, and the people are primed for transformation. “Thank you.”
I allow a long breath of contentment to ease out of me. The world will endure. Part of me is sad that I had to make this sacrifice, but everything about it was worth the cost.
“I’m ready to go now.”
The Starfire voice lets out a chuckle. This was our last gift. We’ve grown quite attached to you and could not allow you to die. But to save you, we too needed to experience sacrifice. So, we repaired you. But, in doing so, it was our final experience.
What?
Strangely, tears burn the back of my eyes. The Starfire wasn’t even human, just an AI created long ago. Yet its desire to connect with life was so strong, it found a way to do so. To become human . . . or Alku through me. Through everyone. And the reality? Human or Alku doesn’t matter. Because essentially, we’re all the same and always have been.
“And what about the Protectors? My grandfather? I don’t feel them anymore.”
They are with us.
A tear escapes my eye—from joy—and slides down my cheek. “Tell my grandfather it was so nice to meet him.”
He relishes the time he spent with you. The wisps move faster and come together to form what appears to be a humanoid being of light. “Return and use your life well.”
I race to the Starfire being and wrap my arms around its neck. “Thank you,” I whisper.
No, my dear, thank you. The warmth of the being’s energy meets every cell in my body, and cyan light forms behind my closed lids, growing brighter and brighter as the warmth fades.
My lids flutter open to the cavern, specifically to the crystal-covered roof above me.
“She’s awake!” Max yells with relief, and then he’s quickly kneeling at my side. The fabric on the shoulder of his shirt is burned away, revealing a nasty scar.
With a gasp, I shove myself up into a sitting position. My head whips from side to side to take in the room, my friends, the situation. “What happened?” The Galaxis people are no longer in stasis, and a few bodies lay on the ground. Are any of them my friends? “You were shot! Are Beda and Yaletha okay?”
Max raises his eyebrows and turns his attention to Beda, who is limping toward us, blood running down her leg.
Relief explodes in my chest. She’s alive. “You’re hurt.”
Beda glances down at her leg. “I was able to partially heal Max’s shoulder in the middle of the battle, but now the healing powers are gone, and I can’t transport anymore.”
Dragging my attention from her, I find Yaletha. “I can’t either,” I answer, relieved she’s alive too.
Beda helps me to my feet. “Your connection caused everyone you froze to animate again. The attack started immediately, but for the most part, we were able to hold them off with the Starfire.”
“But then it all stopped.” Yaletha walks closer and rests an arm on Beda’s shoulder.
“Stopped?” Several people in Galaxis uniforms mill around the cavern, eyes glassy, no longer working. “Is the war over?”
Yaletha nods. “From what we can tell. The Starfire did something to us, and no one wanted to fight anymore.”
“Everywhere?”
“Hammond ordered the fighting to stop,” Max says, “and the World Senate has regrouped.” Tapping his Connect, Max flips through the news stories. One after the other, articles show people laying down arms all over the world after a great light encased the planet and began healing the atmosphere and absorbing pollutants.
Max starts to flip to a new story when I spot something. A giant, unfinished black structure flecked with crystals. “Is that a portal?”
“I think so. They’re popping up all over the world.” Max freezes the image, and I know exactly where they go.
Arcadia.
I need to be there. Now.
 




Chapter 23
We land our small hover on Arcadia’s side of the newly formed portal, just outside Primaro. Behind us, the center of the portal swirls with dark and light cyan. The air is clear of fighter ships and only a few vessels inch across a sky dotted with white, puffy clouds. You never would have known a battle to control two planets had taken place recently.
“How are we supposed to return to Paxon if Beda and I can’t port anymore?” Yaletha asks, twisting the end of her white braid nervously.
I think this is the first time that I’ve really seen her so shaky, but I don’t blame her. I can’t port or use the Starfire in any of the same ways I could before Renewal. She’s lived with her abilities all her life, while I’ve only had them for a short while. Although the Starfire didn’t give me all the answers, something inside me tells me it’s going to be okay.
“I’m going to find my father.” Max powers down the hover and turns to us. “You all need to find your families too.”
I activate my exit and step from the craft into a small, grassy field. Gazing up at the beauty of Primaro, warmth spreads over my chest. Not the same sensation the Starfire gave me, but one of love and pride.
The others step from the hover as Max taps his Connect. “He’s alive and still in Primaro, not too far from here.” His lips turn up to form a smile, and I can’t help but mirror the expression since the light in his eyes is so bright.
I offer my hand to him and he takes it with enthusiasm. Then I pull him into a hug. “Thank you for everything you did for me, Max. If it wasn’t for your care after the accident, I don’t know if we ever would have gotten to this point. You’re a good person . . . you always have been.”
His arms tighten around our embrace. “Thanks for seeing that, even when I was confused.”
“There’s no way I was leaving you behind if I could help it.” Letting go of him, I gaze into his gray eyes. “Now, go find your dad.”
Max tips his head toward Beda. “Thank you for healing me.”
Beda lowers her chin slightly and then Max turns toward Primaro, racing across the small field where we landed and into the streets.
I face my friends, both of whom look a little uncharacteristically lost. “We’re finding your families too.” I tap my Connect to contact Dad.
Within seconds, the hologram activates and Dad’s face appears. “Cassi!” His voice is filled with relief and happiness. Tears pour down his cheeks and, upon seeing them, I lose it too.
Tears that I didn’t even know I had in me gush from my eyes.
“Where is she?” Mom’s voice sounds in the background, and my heart flutters at the sound. Mom being alive wasn’t a dream, and somehow she’s still here. Safe and sound.
“I sent you our coordinates,” I manage to get the words out and glance to Beda and Yaletha. “But where are the Alku? Irene?” The moment the words tumble from my lips my stomach drops. Where is Javen? I had assumed he was safe too, but I have no idea. My mental connection to him is gone.
“Some were lost, but I’ve been in contact with Vihann and most are alive,” Dad replies. “Irene made it out.”
Beda and I release a nearly synchronized sigh of relief, and she taps her Connect, probably to contact Wirren or her mother.
“And Javen?”
“Javen is alive. I haven’t spoken to him.” Dad glances behind him and then back to me. “We’re on our way. Will be at your location in a moment.”
I barely get a chance to nod when the image vanishes. “He’s coming.”
“Our families are all alive. I’ve spoken with my father.” Beda drapes her arm over Yaletha’s shoulder and pulls her into a side hug. Yaletha accepts it for a brief second but then slides out from underneath the embrace.
A few minutes later, the silver Australian ship we boarded to reach Primaro appears to our left, landing about a hundred feet from us. Wind rips through my now-loose hair as the vessel touches the ground.
We jog to the craft while my parents step out of it. I race to them, and though I want to spend way too much time hugging them, I shoo them back inside instead. “We must take Beda and Yaletha to the Alku. Did Hammond surrender?” I take a seat and click my safety harness into place while the ship ascends again.
Mom runs her free hand through her hair while Dad holds the other, across from us. “We thought all was lost. Even with the Starfire modifications, we were simply outgunned. Hammond had brought several large fleets through the Turner Space Fold, and they were waiting to be dispatched from Skybase. They just kept coming.”
“But then it all stopped,” Dad adds. “Everything froze, except our minds.”
“And the Starfire took over.” Mom reaches for me and takes my hand. “You took over.”
My eyes widen. “You saw that?”
Mom slides a brief glance to Dad. “I just know. I’ve known for a long time. Only, I couldn’t see the end.”
“I died,” I whisper, still shaken by the notion, “but the Starfire brought me back.”
Everyone goes silent. All I hear is the whirling of the ship. Mom’s firm hold remains on my hand as we absorb the gravity of what happened to us. What we saw. What we experienced.
Finally, I release her hand, leaning into the back of my seat. I still have so many questions. But for now, I know they can wait. I glance at my Connect and message Javen.
I’m coming.
Barely a second later, my Connect buzzes with a response.
I’m waiting.
We could message more, or even communicate with the hologram function, but nothing about that feels right. I need to see Javen in person. Be with him.
After about twenty minutes, the ship slows and I straighten up in my seat to catch a view of our location. Out the window something odd appears. The telltale dark, stone-like structures of an Alku village, infused with crystals—created by the Starfire—jut from the landscape and trees.
“Where are we going?” I ask Dad. I assumed we would be traveling to the Starfire mine, since the Alku had come to defend it. “There were no Alku villages on Arcadia before.”
“There are now,” Dad says. “It seems that when everything and everyone was connected, the Starfire joined Paxon and Arcadia as well.”
Yaletha stretches to get a glimpse of the village. “And the Intersection?”
“Integrated too,” Mom answers. “Everyone there is now here.”
I shake my head in disbelief, not understanding how this can be true.
The ship lands and my heart dances at what I’m about to see. I throw off my harness and race to the exit. When the door whooshes away, voices sound behind me, but I don’t hear what they’re saying. All I want is to find Javen.
I make my way into the village, and dead center in the road I see him. He’s there—tall, dark hair blowing in the gentle breeze. The sight of him stops me in my tracks and everything but us falls away.
His strong shoulders promise to support me, his hands commit to holding me, but neither of us moves.
My mind instantly recalls the connection we shared between the planets, and everything . . . I mean, everything becomes clear.
Javen is Arcadia. I am Earth. And we’re destined for one another.
The Starfire developed our partnership to create a passion necessary to complete our bond, and that of the two planets. We were and are their representation. Without each other—without our love—Renewal would have failed.
A tiny echo of the Starfire burns in my chest and I take a step, then another. Before I know it, both of us are in a full sprint toward each other, and we collide.
He sweeps me into his arms. My arms twine around his neck, and my legs wrap around his waist. Then my lips find his, and the kiss we share rivals the power of the stars. I’m not sure how I could ever have imagined myself without him. Everything about the kiss is crucial. Life.
My entire body shivers with energy as his strong hands support my back. Slowly, I ease my hold on his waist and lower my legs to the ground. Running my hands through his hair, I kiss him once more before releasing him. And I gasp for precious air.
Tears streak down his cheeks. “I never doubted you.”
There are no words to voice my gratitude for him. Instead, I place my hand over his heart and lay my head on his chest. His pulse is strong and steady, while mine calls to his and beats in time.
At that moment, my Connect buzzes, snapping me back to reality, and my eyes fall to the screen. Irene.
Alina and I retrieved my aunt and cousins from the lab. They were a little freaked out, but they’re okay now. Taking them to Primaro.
I loose a relieved breath just as footsteps sound from behind us.
Dad and Mom walk hand in hand—something that, before yesterday, I never thought I would see again.
Javen smiles and we ease from each other. “Mom, this is Javen.”
Her lips curve into a grin, and she touches the Starfire crystal still hanging from her neck. “We’ve met once before, and I’ve seen you in my visions since.” Mom chuckles, extending her free hand to Javen, and he takes it.
For the briefest of seconds, her eyes swirl with cyan. My mother is both human and Alku. Just as I am.
Javen gestures us forward. “Welcome home.”




EPILOGUE
A hint of pink and orange above the mountain top melds into the dim sparkle of the stars and moons. The heavenly bodies are ready to dance across the Arcadian sky as the sun crests behind the Tahm.
Some days I still call our planet Arcadia, even though Arcadia, Paxon, and the Intersection’s dimensions combined twelve years ago. The Starfire created one unified planet, and almost everyone agreed to call the planet Paxon.
To this day, the memory of my first live planet view—when the Pathfinder arrived—is stuck in my mind like it’s burned on my brain: the thick curtains pulling back, the crowd gasping, and there—Arcadia, in all its pristine glory. Earth’s salvation.
That salvation wasn’t what we expected it to be.
Our arrival started a journey I could never have imagined in my then-short life. I didn’t even want to be here and certainly didn’t envision never wanting to leave once I had arrived.
I cross my arms over my chest and rub at the prickles despite the eternally warm temperatures of Paxon. My eyes trail over the gauzy fabric of my navy, ankle-length skirt floating in the gentle breeze.
Calling this place Paxon was the right decision. It never belonged to Earth. Rather, Paxon was meant to be in forever partnership with her. The Starfire wove a love story between two planets, forever changing both and making each the best they could be.
Someone clears their throat from behind me, but I don’t turn. I already know who’s there. His presence is never far from me, even if we are light years apart—my position as Earth’s ambassador takes me away from him often. Even so, he’s been the starshine in my life every day for the last thirteen years.
Today is his day. We’ve been waiting a long time for Javen to succeed his father as Luminary.
His hands graze the tops of my shoulders. The light touch sends a zing down my spine. The thrill never fails, even after all these years. It seems that the Starfire left that as a gift, something that amplifies the natural connection Javen and I have shared since the moment we met.
“Are you coming?” Javen asks. His voice is still like comforting music to my soul.
“Hmm?” The sound vibrates on my lips. “I was considering it,” I tease. He tucks a portion of my shoulder-length hair over my right ear. I face him, my gaze sweeping over his features.
He’s different than when we first met. Older. A little wiser.
Javen’s sweet lips form a playful smile. He’s wearing a long white tunic and fitted pants. Tiny bits of cyan crystals are sewn around the collar of the shirt in an intricate pattern. The outfit is designed in the traditional Alku style for the Luminary ceremony. Everything about the ensemble suits him, especially as the white contrasts with his dark skin and hair, which I can’t ever admire enough.
I run my fingers over the design. The rough crystals drag against my skin. “Your mother did an excellent job.”
“She spent far too long on it.” Javen brings his attention to the mountain view.
My hand reaches for his chin, turning his face toward mine. “You’re saying she spent too much time on the tunic her son will wear when he becomes Luminary . . . the leader of the Alku. Do you understand how ridiculous that protest sounds?”
“Everyone is making such a big deal of it.”
“As they should.”
“Then why are you out here instead of getting ready?” His eyes sparkle, his arms encircling my waist more tightly. The tips of his fingers caress the small of my back in a slow circle.
Seeking his eyes, I tip my head slightly. “You know how I like to come out here to think. I’m just trying to take it all in. Our lives are going to change.”
“I’m glad to have you by my side for that change.” His irresistible lips stretch into a soft smile, and I raise on my toes to kiss them.
When our lips touch, the universe swirls in my mind and I’m brought back in time, reliving all the moments it took to get to where we are today.
Earth is healed. Beautiful. Lush. And without the devastation it once experienced.
When the Starfire infused every living being on Earth and Arcadia, it changed us. For a brief second, it gave everyone a chance to see . . . to really see each other. We were no longer strangers, but family, neighbors. In love. Deep love.
No longer were there Alku and Earthlings.
Race against race.
Us against them.
A bit of the Pure Soul was planted in everyone, and it continues to be passed on to each life born. And this created more kindness and a stronger propensity to walk in someone else's shoes. Somehow, I was given the privilege of being that catalyst.
Life is still not perfect there on Earth, but perfection isn’t possible. It’s not. Life isn’t perfect on Paxon either.
Seeing into another’s soul takes work. Every day.
Over time the effect will fade and DNA will change, and there’s the possibility that we will return to a season of war and anger. My hope is that will be a very long time from now, and maybe by then, giving compassion and love to those we don’t know will become second nature. The Planet Council will be governed by fairness and listening hearts.
Opening my eyes, I gently ease from Javen's mouth, my breath still mingling with his. His eyes swirl with cyan, something that doesn’t happen as often as it once did, but today is a day of high emotion, joy, excitement. Despite him saying that we should not make a big deal out of his Luminary ceremony, I am well aware that he thinks a great deal of the privilege.
Javen was destined to be a great Alku guide. A Luminary in the true sense of the word.
Today he takes his place on the Planet Council with Alina. He’s one of the leaders, both here and on Earth, who will continue to move us forward in harmony and peace.
Peace. The word dances in my mind.
Gently, I graze his face with my hand. His recently shaved cheek is smooth on my palm.
“You are everything to me,” I whisper. “The sun, the moons, the stars.”
“You’re everything to me,” he returns, as he does every time. “The galaxy, the keeper of my heart, the warrior, the mother of my children.”
With a smile, I clear my throat. “I guess we should be getting back to them.”
Javen shrugs. “Beda and Anzo are with my father.”
I smile. Vihann loves letting them get away with things he never allowed Javen to do.
Little Beda’s sweet face flashes in my mind. Her big, brown eyes and flowing dark hair remind me every day of Javen’s cousin, and my friend. That, and the way she cares for her brother while challenging him at every opportunity. I’m quite sure that my daughter will make an even better Luminary than Javen or Vihann . . . if that is even possible.
Javen knows it too. He’s mentioned it to me many times.
I interlace my hand with his and then take one more look over my shoulder at the sky. The warm hues of the sunset have disappeared entirely, leaving the stars to sparkle more brightly in the atmosphere.
“Such a clear night,” I sigh.
“I hate to drag you away.” Javen taps his Connect. “But your parents have just arrived at the portal station in Primaro. They say they’ll be here soon.”
Frowning, I check my device. Nothing shows on the screen. “They told me they couldn’t make it.” My stomach whirls with excitement. We haven’t seen Mom and Dad for a few months. Their latest project has kept them locked in the lab.
Javen squeezes my hand. “They just wanted it to be a surprise.”
“Now everyone will be there.” I grin at the thought. “Irene from LA, your parents, and Max is taking time off from Galaxis.”
Javen raises a brow. “I’ve noticed Max takes a lot of time off from Galaxis to visit Yaletha in Primaro lately.”
I chuckle. “Well, it took her a long time to come around.” I tug him toward the path and we leave the beautiful mountain view behind.
Excitement for everything to come builds in my chest as we walk. The white flowers on the trees surrounding our way flicker with cyan light, seeming to sense my anticipation. The dark branches appear as if a galaxy formed on them, and the sight never fails to fill me with wonder.
The path leads us to overlook Azmar, Javen’s home village, and it glows with blue-green Starfire energy.
I pull Javen to a stop.
“What?” he asks.
Peering up at his face, I notice his eyes returned to brown and sparkle from the town’s light.
“You go ahead. I’ll be home in a minute.”
He angles his head in curiosity but nods and continues on to Azmar.
Once he’s out of sight, I jog back to the trees and tear off a few branches. I raise the still-glowing flowers to my nose, and the light fragrance fills my senses. Mom will like these next to her and Dad’s bed.
Branches in hand, I walk to the overlook again, tipping my head up to the moons.
Taking in the now.
Taking in the past.
Wondering what’s to be.
Sometimes to become the person you were meant to be, to live the life you dream of, takes sacrifice. Sacrifice for those you love, and for those you don’t love yet.
It’s painful and the risk is high, but if you come out on the other side, life may become everything you’ve ever wanted.
I take a step, and then another, and another toward Azmar, my navy dress billowing behind me.
These days, I’m just not satisfied keeping my feet on the ground. I would rather mingle with the stars.
THE END
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Chapter One
My own mother is ranked beneath me. Incompatible.
Joy is the name she gave me seventeen years ago. Sometimes I imagine it as an invocation, a gift entrusted to guarantee a happy life, no matter what. But it's inappropriate to question a name I barely use—given by a mother I barely know. Avlyn, the name I go by now, suits me much better.
My final meeting with her is scheduled in a few days at our once-a-year meal together on the other side of Elore, in her meager Level One apartment. She'll prattle on about the weather and avoid the topic of Ben, my twin brother, or our bio father. Her chocolate-brown hair, the color we share, worn long and loose, makes her lower-level distinction obvious. When I leave, she'll remind me she's proud of my status and give me a tight hug I've little practice in returning. Thankfully, I wasn't raised by her.
Reassignment by Direction to a compatible family is an honor. Especially if it's an upgrade.
Lark is my compatible parents' last name, as well as mine now. The name is compelling, of a bird, supposedly with a cheerful song. I've never heard one. People are few, so are birds, and the meaning strikes me as ironic for a Level Two compatibility family. The higher your Intelligence Potential, the more you're required to stay focused, display less emotion.
Today is configuration day. It's my seventeenth birthday, and the last day of university. My career, which I have no choice in deciding, begins tomorrow.
"This should be your day, too, right Ben?" I mutter. He doesn't answer. When does someone who lives in your mind ever respond?
Butterflies fluttering through my stomach, I run my hand under the mattress of my bed and find it. A flat, hidden package wrapped in brown paper. Paper went out of general use years ago. I take it and rub the unfamiliar texture between my fingers—rough and old. A scrawl of childish letters adorns the surface.
I love  you.
The backward y brings a smile to my lips, but then disappears with a gulp at the forbidden words.
A single piece of tired, opaque bonding material holds the fold of the paper together. I flick it open, and out drops a tiny pendant attached to a chain—a simple gold heart. Because outward appearance is considered irrelevant, people don't wear jewelry. And a heart shape? Shocking.
But also pretty.
I stroke the smooth metal, then shake my head. No… it's out of place, from a time long past and gone forever, and yet something about it being my birthday makes me slip the charm into my pocket. That, and it makes me feel close to Ben. It'd been a gift from him on our fourth birthday, likely stolen from our biological mother, Bess. He lived with her at the time. Of course, I'd never wear it. If seen, Direction may pry into my personal life. If they ever found out I still thought of Ben, let alone talked to him, I'd be sent in for re-education. Probably demoted to a Level One. But safe in my pocket, no one will ever know.
I shove the paper back under the mattress, push up from the bed, and step toward the sliding bedroom door, turning back to look at my room. For a second, I close my eyes and take a deep breath, just like Father taught me, but the ache in my stomach I woke up with still bores inside me. I slip my hand over the sensor and move through the open doorway into the hall.
A faint auto light fades on to guide me through the vacant hall. My parents rise early, and I figure they're already waiting for me to talk of the career configuration meeting later today, or worse, something dumb like spouse pairings. I'm dreading being chained to another person for the rest of my life more than any aspect of my citizen configuration.
Passing through the living room, I shuffle toward the kitchen, expecting the familiar busy motion of Mother in the dining area. Instead, I'm met with a blinking memo on the personal message screen alongside her image. Darline Lark, always put together, with sandy-brown hair cut in a short, crisp bob, the same as mine, but fairer in color. Sometimes, for a fleeting moment, her face looks kind, even warm, but here she only displays her standard, composed demeanor.
I tap the screen and the image flicks to life.
"Avlyn, your father and I had to leave early this morning," her image says. "Remember your appointment at the medical station at university first thing. One last physical before the meeting. Lunch is on the counter."
Mother pinches her lips together and the vid pauses. With a tap, the screen goes black.
I roll my eyes. She still orders my lunch every day and puts it on the counter for me to take to training. Silly. I'm not five. And besides, I won't even need a lunch today. My position will start tomorrow, not primer school. I must have asked her twenty times to stop doing it, but every morning it sits on the counter. She doesn't trust that I'm capable to do it myself. She never has.
My stomach groans. I touch the screen on the food printer to order my favorite, a blueberry muffin, ignoring the flashing green alert signaling the printer will need to be refilled soon. No sooner than I hit send, it makes zipping and whirring noises, followed by a beep. I release the door and grab the plain, printed plate, holding the fluffy, blue-splotched muffin. A sugary aroma wafts from the opening, making my mouth water.
I've watched informational vids on fresh food and pictured myself picking the fresh fruits and vegetables shown in them. I pick out a blueberry and pop it into my mouth, tasting the sweet, tart juice.
Wonder if the food from the printer tastes the same…
Despite the sweetness, I only manage to choke down a few bites of muffin before tossing it and the plate into the recycler to be remade into food and plates again. I pack a satchel with my handheld Flexx and the lunch Mother put out, just in case.
In the living room, an alert flashes on the media viewer. An official Direction message addressed to AVLYN JOY LARK.
My heart stops. On configuration day, besides a designated career, citizens also obtain the contacts of suitable spouse pairs. I've never even been on a date—courting hasn't been allowed for over thirty years—but now strangers deemed perfect for me will come calling.
A shiver works its way up my spine at the thought. This day is already happening too fast, and it's barely started.
Most look forward to the opportunity to be paired, but instead, I ignore the message and hold my breath until I'm out the front door and into the corridor. Almost tripping, I sidestep a hefty package with a Nutra Enterprise logo stamped on its side, our weekly order of food printer refill.
I release the breath and take out my handheld to reach my friend, Kyra.
Flexx 682AB1-ALARK: Want to walk with me?
 
Kyra and I often meet up on the way to university, and since today is my last day, I really want to see her. Who knows how much interaction we'll have in the future? Probably none, since after the transition period, communication with childhood friends is highly discouraged.
The vibration of her response comes quickly.
Flexx 35D52G-KLEWIS: I'm downstairs.
 
Today the elevator sounds too confining, and I need to work off this nervous energy. Each footfall echoes and booms as I take the seven flights of stairs down. For some reason, the noise is satisfying, turning up the corners of my lips. At the bottom, I spot Kyra through the sparkling glass of the foyer, vacantly staring at her Flexx. Her straight, blonde hair is pulled in a low ponytail, and her plain, light gray clothes are as utilitarian as the bleak khaki outfit I chose. Somehow, she always looks amazing, with her naturally tanned skin and aquamarine eyes. In contrast, my pale complexion and hazel irises are common, but looks don't equal intelligence, so it's stupid to care.
Once at the entrance, the door drifts open to the street and lets in a rush of cool, fall air. A fluid, pearly Aerrx delivery drone floats through and hovers past me, metallic tentacles clutching a delivery for a resident in the building.
The gigantic media screen affixed high on the building directly in front of ours flickers, and up comes Brian Marshall, the morning newscaster, with salt-and-pepper hair and a stern expression.
"Level Two and Three births are at an all-time high, and outpace those at Level One by fifty percent. This extraordinary news has come in time to commemorate thirty-five years of Compatibility Pairing and Birth Reassignment," Brian reports.
He goes on to announce an interview tonight with an expert on disease, and why the vaccinations are necessary to ensure a worldwide pandemic like the Collapse never happens again. This evening, Director Manning will make an announcement regarding the newest inoculation roll out.
"Up next," Brian says, "we'll take you to the Elore Detention Center for an update on the latest rebel activity and arrests."
The Direction emblem, a world wrapped in a swooping arrow pointed north to remind Elore to focus on forward thought, spins onto the viewer, and then fades, revealing an overhead view of the city. Above the screen is the spectacular dance of the Aerrx and Guardian drones as they shoot across the sky. The display never fails to impress me. An air shuttle passes over too, making me shiver at the thought of flying. Not my thing.
Kyra breaks my concentration, saying, "Configuration day."
"Huh?" I ask.
She shakes her head and gestures for me to walk toward university while folding up the thin, transparent material of her Flexx and snapping it to her wrist.
"Oh, yes," I confirm in a low tone. "First the med checkup, then the meeting."
An uncharacteristic glimmer lights up her eyes. "Did you read your official message?"
The
message? Nothing in that message would excite me today. All "configuration" means is that everything is changing. After our transition period, I won't even be allowed to see Kyra anymore. She's not much, but she's all I have.
I've known her since the age of ten, when I got overly emotional one time at school. At the end of the day, she waited out front and walked me home. Kyra, an overachiever, believes she can "fix" me. She's even told me so. She knows everything about me. I slipped up at twelve and told her that sometimes I talk to Ben, my dead twin. For some reason, Kyra never breathed a word.
"I forgot," I lie.
She stops and rests her hand on her hip. "You forgot? You're not even curious about your pairings? With a good pair, you could secure a fantastic apartment right next to a Level Three sector with a view of the whole city. Not to mention anyone worth pairing with is going to get snapped up immediately."
Not that any Direction pairs would be of interest to me anyway.
"What if I don't want a pairing?"
"Of course you want a pairing," she huffs. "Otherwise you'll end up alone and unable to fulfill your obligation of children to society." Kyra shakes her head. "You never think these things through."
But I have thought this through. Being on my own will be easier.
I keep my head straight and continue walking without answering her.
"Oh, come on," she insists. "You'll be fine."
We hike the remaining blocks, nearing university. The smooth sidewalk continues as we pass the front of Level Two residences and the companies where we receive configuration. In an hour, I could be assigned to any of them.
"Sorry," I whisper, drifting toward her. "I'm nervous. So much is changing."
She gives me an expression of understanding. Her turn is Monday.
"Do you still think you'll be placed into legal?" I ask.
Kyra shrugs. "All my scores are pointing to that division, but I overheard my parents trying to pull some strings for the actual entry position."
"Can they do that? I thought everything was decided in the testing system?"
"Probably not, but they want their union to produce a superior Level Two citizen instead of offspring influenced by an 'overly emotional friend.' Their exact words."
I flush, well aware she means me. Kyra has been a good friend, but her tact could use some work.
Another building's giant media screen flickers into view.
"Elore is a thriving metropolis, largely due to the hard work and continued focus of its citizens." An unseen woman's smooth voice narrates as the scene shifts to people working. "Societal Configuration allows citizens to concentrate their efforts away from emotions for the benefit of all—"
Hurried citizens pass by. A woman shepherds a little girl to drop her off at pre-primer school. Others gaze at handhelds or move to the line for the driverless taxis.
As we stop on the corner of Seventy-eighth Street, a motion across the road catches my eye. A teenaged, sepia-skinned girl pulls her curly hair loose from a ponytail and drops the dark coat she wore to the ground, revealing bright red clothing and standing out from the sea of neutral like illumination on a dark night. Something about the fabric appears soft and comfortable, in contrast to mine, which is more or less functioning as a uniform. She races down the sidewalk, and the blur of color streams around her like a flag.
A rebel.
I should have known.
Kyra stares, her mouth falling wide. Some citizens from the crowded street gawk while others continue on with their business, each with eyes glued to their Flexx devices.
The runner stops and pulls out a small, matte black weapon from a bag slung over her shoulders. My eyes grow wide. Not that I've seen many weapons this close before, but something is unusual about it. She slides the top of the gun back and it emits a high-pitched whine. Barely thinking, my arms shoot out and I force Kyra to the ground. Other people duck behind anything substantial, even if it's just the person in front of them, or sprint the other way.
The rebel points the weapon at a nearby building, causing me to crouch further down. The little girl I saw earlier screams and points at the rebel clad in red. The rebels will only destroy our way of life, and that child knows it. The mother tries to cover her child's mouth and assures her that the Guardian drones will take the bad lady away.
My heart pounds at the mother's words.
Don't take her away.
I quickly correct my thinking.
They must take her away, for the protection of all of us.
I cover my ears, expecting a loud blast, but it doesn't come. Instead, it's more of a crackling. There's no damage to the building other than a set of words emblazoned across the surface. The hair on my arms stand at the sight.
PEOPLE OF ELORE, BREAK FREE
 
I look to the rebel girl again, now staring right at me. My heart nearly leaps from my chest. The corners of her mouth lift to form a tight smile, and she raises an eyebrow.
Why would she smile at me?
She tosses the graffiti gun and bolts, but the red clothing makes it impossible for her to hide. A group of Guardian drones swarm the girl. As they do, I clench my fists and grit my teeth. She stops and immediately throws her hands into the air. The rebel just gave up. No fight, nothing. Because of it, my body feels drawn to help her, to help her fight off the drones and make a daring escape. I picture the whole scene in my mind.
My legs push up from underneath me and I feel a hand grab the back of my shirt. I whip around to find Kyra staring back at me, her eyes panicked.
"What are you doing?" she whispers.
I fall back into a crouch. This is ridiculous. I'd be throwing my future away on some crazy rebel I didn't even know.
I imagine her smile again. I take a deep breath as she crumbles to the ground, tranquilized. Her head hits the sidewalk with a sickening thwack. A Guardian drone's metal tentacles snake from its form and wrap around her. It lifts from the ground to take her away for judgment, maybe even re-education, but in my heart I know that that's not true.
Worker drones buzz in to remove any evidence of the words she wrote on the side of the building. Citizens return to their business, acting as if nothing out of the ordinary happened. The woman and child, the one who was screaming, rise and move along. Nothing witnessed made any impact. If she had wanted to make a sacrifice, it was wasted.
Kyra and I stand there for a minute or two longer, eyeing one another before we leave.
Not a word is spoken between us for the next block. The university comes into sight, as does the colossal screen displayed on the face of the school. Looking up, I squint at the end of a Direction Initiative notice, swallowing hard at the words.
REMEMBER YOUR FUNCTION
 
Are you loving Avlyn’s story so far?   You can read the completed Configured Trilogy here.
Get Configured today!
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