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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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