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I threw the greeting card
into the campfire. There was no point reading it; they were always
the same. Flames flared around its edges, reducing it to ash. Dusty
cinders floated into the air and drifted over the lake.

“Kira.” Fingers snapped
within inches of my face.

Startled, I said, “Sorry.
What’d you say?”

“Another fake card from
your mom’s stockpile?” Faye skewered her marshmallow and held it
over the fire.

I grabbed a stick near my
feet and poked the smoldering embers. “Yeah. I don’t know why she
pretends he keeps in touch, let alone remembers my
birthday.”

“Why don’t you just tell
her you know she writes them?”

“I don’t want to hurt her
feelings. And maybe it helps her cope with being a single parent,”
I said with a shrug.

“Or, I don’t know, maybe
she’s doing it for you.” Faye waved her stick at
me, narrowly missing my hair. “Maybe she wants you to feel like
you have a father who cares.”

“Maybe.” I batted the stick
away. “But I’m pretty sure it takes more than a few crappy birthday
cards to make up for never knowing your daughter. No, she just
doesn’t want to admit that he’s never coming back.”

“Don’t you ever wish he
would?” she asked, winking. “Aren’t you even a little
curious?”

“Nope.” I looked up at the
moonlit sky. Freckles of light dotted the heavens. “Only the stars
know where he is, and I hope it stays that way.”

“You and your stars.” Faye
placed her marshmallow between two graham crackers and pressed them
together until white fluff squished over the edges, smearing
chocolate onto her fingers.

“Ugh. Can you hold this for
a minute?” She handed me her treat, strings of sticky sugar
clinging to her manicured nails. After fishing through her backpack
with her non S’more-covered hand, she pulled out a pack of wipes
and cleaned her fingers. “Look, forget about your dad. It’s not
every day you turn seventeen. We’re here to have fun.”

Laughter and cheering
erupted from the other side of the campfire. The guys were
competing to see who could fit the most marshmallows into their
mouth. Zane held the record with fifteen big ones. He looked at me
and signaled his standing victory with two thumbs up and a
marshmallow-filled grin. Normally, he didn’t love being the center
of attention, but this was serious. Defending his reign as
Marshmallow King was a matter of pride. Zane tended to watch
everything and keep it to himself. His quiet confidence had won him
a lot of loud-mouthed football buddies, but he saved his real depth
for the friends who knew his heart. For me. I couldn’t help but
return his smile; he looked so silly.

“Kira . . . DUCK!” A small
projectile flew past my head. The friendly contest had turned into
a free-for-all.

“The night wouldn’t be
complete without their childlike shenanigans,” Faye joked.
 

I handed her the S’more.
“What do you expect? They’re guys.”

“Exactly.” She leaned over
to pick up the dirt-encrusted marshmallow that had landed at her
feet. “You and I would never participate in something as juvenile
as throwing food for sport.”

“Of course not,” I said,
mustering up my best impression of high society ladies. “Unless,
you know, it was to teach them a lesson.”

One side of her mouth
lifted into a half-smile as her eyes narrowed mischievously.
“They’ll never see it coming.” She whipped around and launched it
back into the war zone. She reached for a second wipe, ducking just
in time to avoid another white, sugary puff whizzing by.

“Watch it!” called a voice
from behind us. On the outskirts of our camp, Fischer was absorbed
in calibrating his new telescope; I had almost forgotten he was
there.

Zane walked over to where
we sat, but then passed silently behind us. He tucked his arms
behind him, hiding additional ammunition, and crept toward Fischer.
I breathed in deep, without even meaning to, as the soft musk of
his cologne drifted by. I exhaled slowly, pushing away any thoughts
of acting on the emotions burning in my chest. No matter how much I
ached to be near him, it was easier to keep Zane at arm’s length
than risk putting my heart on the line. Again.

He pelted Fischer in the
leg with a marshmallow. “Quit messing with that thing and come join
the fun. We’re trying to celebrate a birthday, and you’re looking
for space rocks.”

“One more setting.” Fischer
knelt down, peering through the scope. “There. It’s
ready.”

“Does he really think he’s
going to see anything?” Faye asked under her breath.

“Are you kidding?” Fischer
interjected. “From up here, I’ll have the best view for miles
around. It’s a once-in-a-lifetime chance to catch a rare meteor
shower. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Fischer carefully rubbed
the telescope lens with a cloth. “Plus, I get extra credit if I
capture images. Hope you don’t mind, Kira.”

“Mind? Not at all. You know
I love that stuff. It’s fascinating,” I said. “And I’d love to take
a look when the event starts.”

“Deal.” Fischer shot Zane a
victorious look.

Zane bowed dramatically.
“Touché, my friend.”

“So, did Kira tell you
she’s decided on a program?” Faye blurted suddenly, clearly past
the point of waiting for me to bring it up. I knew I would regret
telling her before the others.

“Yeah?” Fischer
said.

As Zane straightened out of
his bow, his eyes fixed on mine. His face fought between hopeful
anticipation and dreaded disappointment. While he, Fischer, and
Faye had already locked in their majors, I’d gone back and forth
between joining them or attending another university halfway across
the territory. I’d just barely made up my mind and had planned to
tell them tonight. Of course, Faye couldn’t wait that long to be in
the know and had pulled it out of me several days
earlier.

I nodded and stared at them
for a long minute, dragging the moment out, hoping my excitement
didn’t already reveal my choice. “I’ve accepted the offer to join
the Astroarcheology program at the Academy.”

If my announcement wasn’t
enough to make my heart jump into my throat, the satisfied,
relieved grin on Zane’s face was.

“Isn’t it fabulous?” Faye
squealed, rapidly stomping her feet in front of her. “We get to be
roommates!”

“As long as I don’t fail my
senior capstone course,” I said. “I hear Mr. Keenan’s Human Origins
and Evolution class is brutal.”

Fischer waved off my
concern and flashed an ornery grin. “Oh, you’ll do fine. It’s Zane
we have to worry about.”

“Funny,” Zane said,
play-punching Fischer in the arm. “You just stick to your space
rocks and planet theories. I’ll be busy acing flight
school.”

“Just you wait, I’m going
to discover something amazing on one of those ‘space rocks,’”
Fischer replied as he retreated to his telescope.

“I know you will, man.”
Zane’s eyes fell on me in a look that made me feel like I was more
amazing than anything he’d see in space. Heat rushed over my
cheeks, and I turned my gaze to the fire. The weight of his stare
bored into me as he made his way to my side.

Faye popped her lips as she
finished applying lip-plumping gloss. “The only rocks I find
fascinating are dust diamonds. So, if you see any of those falling
from the sky, be sure to let me know.”

I looked at her, then back
at Fischer. “How are you two even related? For twins, you guys are
night and day.”

Faye rolled her eyes in an
exaggerated motion. “Thank goodness!”

“Maybe we could catch a
glimpse of extraterrestrials or alien spaceships.” Zane stuck his
tongue out and tipped his head to the side as he widened his
normally serene green eyes until they looked unnaturally
bug-like.

I pressed my lips together,
holding back an amused grin. “Maybe we’re the aliens. You certainly
look like one when you do that.”

“Speak for yourselves,”
Faye said, wrinkling her nose at Zane. “I’m too pretty to be an
alien.” Fischer stifled a laugh, prompting Faye to glare at him
before continuing.

Laughing lightly, I stood
and peeled off my t-shirt. “Well, that’s enough of that. Who’s
ready to swim?”

The sweltering heat of the
day had lifted, but it was still warm enough for a dip. Whooping
and hollering accompanied the mad scramble for towels as shirts
flew through the air and we stripped down to our suits. Faye and
the others grabbed inner tubes out of the back of Zane’s truck,
roping them together to create one massive floating device. I
preferred to swim.

I ran into the water and
dove as it deepened. Swimming through the cool, crisp waves put
distance between me and the shallow banks. When I came up for air,
I rolled onto my back. Nothing was as peaceful and relaxing as
floating in a mountain lake in the middle of the night. Eyes
closed, I hid in the dark, visible only to our moons, floating like
two paper lanterns in the starlit sky.

In moments like this, all
of my troubles melted away. I forgave my mom a little, for
pretending my father cared enough to remember my special day.
That’s what dads were supposed to do, right? A little part of me
did wish I could meet him. But maybe he didn’t want anything to do
with me. If he did, he’d have at least made an effort to meet his
daughter. Not leave me to make up his story based on pictures in
old photo albums.

But no matter how many
times I’d had this conversation with myself, my solution was always
the same: forget him. Now, if only my mother would let me. Rippling
waves pressed softly against my eardrums, lulling me into the
stillness of night, and I pushed thoughts of my dad into the
furthest corners of my mind.

A water-muffled shriek shot
through the air.

I sat up, flailing, and
looked around. My friends were still on the shore. A couple guys
were cramming gear into the trunk of their car. Faye and Zane had
abandoned the party float and were frantically waving their
arms.

“Look out!” Faye jumped up
and down.

“Kira, come back,” Zane
screamed, hands cupped around his mouth. “Get out of
there!”

Was this a joke? Some sort
of prank? I turned to look behind me. Shadows lurked on the banks
opposite our campsite, but the water was still. Only small ripples
lingered as I swam in place.

Then I saw it—a moon-like
reflection dancing on the water.

A glowing, white object
raced toward the lake. It had appeared so quickly, out of nowhere.
My heart sank. Sickness pounded my stomach.

I had to get out of the
water.

I swam toward dry land.
Each stroke seemed slower and heavier than the last. The thundering
roar of the falling object echoed in my ears. Kicking harder, I
prayed my effort would be enough to propel me to safety.

It wasn’t.

The force of the collision
shoved me violently down into the water, pummeling my body and
knocking the air from my chest. Under the weight of an unknown
object, I sank into the murky depths, slamming into the bed of the
lake, the grit of sand filling my mouth. I flailed my arms and
legs, hoping to free myself. But, to my surprise, there was nothing
holding me down.

With one final surge of
energy, I kicked upwards. My lungs burned. I was light-headed,
unable to focus. The muddy hum of discordant music rushed all
around me. I floated to the top, my arms and legs numb. Out of the
corner of my eye, a fading white light flickered.

Then everything went
black.
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Pressure weighed on me, as
if the surrounding darkness was a lead blanket. One by one, lights
twinkled on and faded away, their rhythm like a silent song.
Kira. A familiar
voice called to me, pulling me toward a ceiling of stars. The
tone’s vibration flickered in time to the lights, as though it
controlled their power with its soothing wavelengths.

Kira.

“Kira. Can you hear me?
Wake up.” Zane’s voice.

A pair of hands gripped
under my arms and lifted me out of the lake. I struggled for air,
coughing up water, choking on sand. Gasping, I inhaled deeply.
Breathing had never rendered such relief. My head throbbed, each
pulsing heartbeat echoing in my ears. My eyelids were impossibly
heavy.

Cradling me, Zane hurried
toward dry land. My head bobbed back and forth as he struggled
through the knee-deep water. In his haste, we toppled over more
than once. The warm, balmy liquid was now unbearably frigid. I
tried to hold on, but each time we splashed into the icy bath, my
arms became more and more useless.

“Z-Zane,” I stuttered
through chattering teeth.

The moisture from his
breath seeped into the frosty air when he spoke. “It’s going to be
all right. You’re going to be all right.”

“Kira?” It was Faye’s
voice. “Is she—”

“She’s breathing. She’s
alive,” Zane said.

“What was that thing? It
fell out of the sky, and then nothing,” Faye said, dazed. “No rock,
no meteor, not even a UFO. Did you see how it lingered on the lake?
Dancing like . . . I don’t know, liquid fire melting into the
water.”

“We can’t worry about that
right now,” Zane said. “We need to dry Kira off, warm her up.
”

I forced my eyes to open
into slits. Faye stood, frozen, looking like she might burst into
tears at any moment as we stumbled past.

“Hurry! Get towels or a
sleeping bag, whatever you can grab.” Zane lowered me to my feet
and opened the rear door of his truck. My legs gave out beneath me,
but before I slumped to the ground, he had me in his arms again.
“Stay with me, Kira. I’m here. I won’t let anything happen to
you.”

I tried to speak, but
nothing came out. A weak smile was all I could manage in
response.

Faye returned with some
beach towels and spread them over the rough, tweed-like
upholstery.

Zane helped me into the
truck and tossed a folded towel at Faye. “Use this to hold her
head. It’s going to be a bumpy ride.”

Her eyes widened. “But . .
. but . . . there’s bloo—”

“Kira needs you, Faye,” he
said, as he spread the last towel over me. “You can do
this.”

As we traveled down the
rough gravel road, the truck jerked violently on a series of
potholes. My whole body ached, but the warm, dry towels had
restored some of the feeling to my arms and legs. I was relieved
that I could move my fingers and toes.

Faye smiled when she saw me
wiggling them. “You’re going to be okay.”

Warm liquid oozed over my
temple and trickled down my cheek. I reached to touch it, but she
stopped me. “Am I bleeding?”

“Only a little,” Faye said.
Her normally warm, glowing skin looked a sickly green. She wiped my
face with the corner of a towel. “Looks like you bumped your
head.”

Zane reached over the seat,
handing his cell phone to Faye. “Call Kira’s mom. Tell her to meet
us at the hospital. We should have reception now.”

I peered out Faye’s window
and into the night sky. The passing stars were dim compared to the
searing brilliance of the object at the lake. Watching them made me
dizzy. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, trying to overcome
a surge of motion sickness as I tried to recall details about what
had forced me under the water.

Blinding light. Unshakable
cold. A faint, high-pitched vibration. I’d heard it before, many
times, its familiar whistle drifting from some faraway place.
Tonight, it was different. Close. All around me. Even now, shrill
melodies resonated inside my head, pulsing through my
temples.

“She’ll meet us there,”
Faye said, handing the phone back to Zane. I was so focused on
trying not to be sick that I had completely zoned out of their
conversation.

Cell phone reception meant
we were almost to the main road, only minutes from town and the
hospital. I just wanted to go home, snuggle up in my bed, and
sleep. Under the weight of the towels, my body seemed to melt into
the seat.

Jumbled images flashed
through my mind. A prick of déjà vu flooded me, the memories
familiar, reminiscent of a dream, but not my own. Vivid colors
painted scenes of flourishing landscapes from unfamiliar places.
People abandoned ancient cities; fear-stricken voices cried out.
Some fought. Most fled. Darkness engulfed them all.

A single burst of light
escaped.
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The soft scent of cedar
pulled me through layers of unconsciousness. Shadows collapsed and
expanded as my surroundings came into focus. My limbs rejected
movement, their response delayed, weighed down as if gravity fought
against me until a sweet breath of air revived my senses and
finally awakened my body.

I gasped and jolted
upright.

The memory of nearly
drowning flooded over me, and my hand flew to where my head had
been bleeding. I moved my fingers along my hairline, but found no
trace of injury. As I thought about how it could have healed so
quickly, I realized I wasn’t wearing my bathing suit; I was dressed
in faded jeans and a black ribbed tank top instead. My mind flipped
through the possibilities as fast as my heart pounded against my
chest. I settled on the only logical explanation: I must have dozed
off while waiting for Faye to swing by and grab me for our lake
trip.

Rhythmic panting startled
me, and the friendly brown eyes of a Golden Retriever popped over
the armrest of the couch I sat on. I scrunched my nose at him, his
soft yellow fur a stark contrast to what should have been a jet
black coat—probably another one of Faye’s dye jobs gone bad. Poor
dog. He nuzzled into my lap, begging to be petted. I rubbed his
ears, and my hand brushed against his tags. I read the inscription
aloud, “Ruger.”

My head spun again,
painting my focus with an unsteady blur, and my eyes landed on a
massive, stone-covered fireplace that sat at the far end of the
room. It seemed larger than I remembered and farther away than it
was supposed to be, but the soft light of the flickering flames
brought back comforting memories of late-night reading sessions at
the hearth.

Still a little groggy, I
decided to head outside for some fresh air. I wandered toward the
kitchen, pausing at an ornate mirror in the hall. Through a layer
of dust, I could just make out my reflection. My hair was a mess,
looking more like tangled, dry seaweed than wavy tresses. The
little bit of mascara I wore was smudged under my eyes, making
shadows above my cheekbones. Why did I look like such a
train-wreck? I must have napped hard.

Out of habit, I dug into my
pockets, searching for something to hold my hair and producing a
bobby pin, a rubber band, and a silver dollar. Returning all but
the rubber band, I pulled the layers of my snarled hair into a
ponytail as I continued toward the exit.

At the door, I peeked
through a small window before stepping outside. A gentle breeze
tickled my face. I leaned over the slated railing of a wrap-around
porch, soaking in the sound of leaves rustling through the
surrounding trees. Wind chimes hanging from the awning jingled in
the wake of cool air. To the right of the house, a faded red barn
and small corral framed off the farmyard. Beyond that, grassy green
fields disappeared into the horizon.

I descended three steps,
and then followed a sidewalk through the gate of a white picket
fence. A familiar tune broke the stillness of the empty farmyard,
and I strained to distinguish the music from the sound of the wind
chimes behind me. The rich, upbeat melody of a pipe organ sounded
foreign and out-of-place among such a remote, country setting, but
reminded me of the games at Fischer’s favorite arcade.

BANG.

Adrenaline surged through
my veins, forcing me to spin around. But the fearful reaction was
unwarranted. Ruger had let himself out, and the screen door had
slammed behind him. I breathed a sigh of relief as he sauntered
down the steps and crossed the yard.

“Crazy dog,” I muttered
under my breath.  

The music still echoed in
the distance. Ruger paused and tilted his head, listening. He
barked a couple of times, beckoning me to follow, and then started
down the gravel driveway. I wasn’t sure if I should go with him
without telling my mom I was stepping out for a walk. And if I
didn’t have Ruger on a leash, Mom would surely hear about it from
the neighbors.

The neighbors.

My eyes darted from the
barn to the farmhouse and back to the treeline, expecting to see a
row of landscaped yards and modest homes through their trunks. But
there were none. There were no mailboxes, no streetlights, nothing
that indicated there were ever neighbors at all. How
weird.

Ruger barked again, and I
decided to skip the leash. Tension melted from my shoulders, and my
heartbeats slowed to a healthy pace as a reassuring calm washed
over me. We walked down a dirt road lined with trees. They
gradually stretched taller and leaned farther over the road, some
so far I wondered what kept them from falling. As we continued,
branches extended like little arms stretching for fingertips just
beyond reach. Shadows replaced light as the trees grew closer
together and the foliage joined overhead to create a
tunnel.

Anxiety bubbled within me
as I passed into the tunnel’s shade, the cause unknown, yet
completely terrifying all the same. I forced measured breaths and
counted to ten, the way Faye always instructed me to when she made
me join her for yoga.

Ruger hurried down a steep,
descending trail and disappeared. Under the thick canopy of leaves,
it would have been completely dark if not for a faint, flickering
light escaping from where he’d vanished.

“Ruger?” My voice cracked
as I called after him.

The leafy flora blended
into a gray, stone passageway as I followed. Fused, as if they’d
melted together, I could hardly tell where the tree line ended and
the pebbled walls began. I ran my hand over half-exposed,
fossilized branches snaking through the ancient, cement-like
structure. I had never seen anything like it near home, though the
composition reminded me of something I might study in my
Astroarcheology classes.

Ahead, a torch-lit corridor
opened into an enormous cave. With each step, the music grew
louder, the notes bouncing off the rocky walls. Our destination was
now in sight. Thousands of lights illuminated an eerie fun land. A
Ferris wheel towered at the carnival’s rear, and a roller coaster
snaked along the scanty chain-link fence surrounding the grounds.
The music blared from a carousel at the center.

The front gate was open,
but the ticket booth was abandoned. I cautiously walked through,
searching for an attendant. Ruger ran to the left, in the direction
of the Ferris wheel. I followed, confident that he had at least
some idea of where he was going.

Just beyond the entrance,
snack carts and game booths lined the walkway. The music I’d
previously heard was now indistinguishable from the blaring game
noises and muffled chatter. Groups of people scattered between the
various stands. Some faces were nondescript—blurry and blending
into the shadows. Others displayed sharp, warped features that sent
chills up my spine.

Under the unavoidable
scrutiny of creepy booth attendants, I followed after Ruger, making
my way down the alley of flashing lights and loud noises. A dart
game near the end of the path caught my eye. Of all the games, this
was by far my favorite.

“Pop three balloons to win
a prize,” called a snarly old man. With missing teeth and patches
of hair, he was the epitome of creepy booth guys.

As I backed away from the
booth, I smelled the sweet scent of baked cinnamon. I wasn’t
hungry, but it made my mouth water. Closing my eyes, I took another
deep breath.

“It’s funnel cake. Mags
makes the best in town.”

Stopping short, I spun
around and looked in the direction of the voice. A lean figure,
slightly taller than me, leaned on the outside of the booth across
from me.  

“Have you tried it?” the
boy asked as he stepped into the light.

He ran his fingers through
his jet black hair as he moved closer. It was medium length, and a
little messy, like he’d slept on it and hadn’t bothered to brush
it. Pale skin hugged bony cheekbones and dipped into subtle
dimples. His gaze was friendly, but intense, as if the weight of
the world dimmed the windows of his soul. Simply dressed—in faded
jeans and a t-shirt that hugged his chest—he contrasted Zane’s
athletic, country boy style in nearly every way.

Warning bells rang through
every part of my body. I pushed the thought from my head. I didn’t
know why I was comparing them. Sure, he was attractive, but more in
a way that Faye would appreciate, if she was trying to shock her
parents by bringing home a deadbeat boyfriend.

“If you haven’t tried it,
you should.” He rolled his lips together, as if he was imagining
the taste of cinnamon. “Her stand is by the Ferris wheel. I’ll take
you to it, if you’d like.”

A warm feeling knotted in
my stomach and spread to my chest. The look playing on his face
screamed danger, and promised fun in such a tempting way—a way that had
never really appealed to me, until now. I realized I was counting
again in an effort to control my breathing.

“I love funnel cake,” I
said, a little too enthusiastically.

“I thought you might.” A
sly grin tugged at the corner of his mouth. “By the way, I’m
Evan.”

I cleared my throat and
swallowed as I told myself to get a grip. “I’m Kira.”

“Well, Kira, this
way.”

He led me down the main
path, through another alley of games and various attractions. We
stopped to watch a woman having her portrait sketched. The artist
was surprisingly quick and very detailed. Beside them, an organ
grinder’s monkey held out a rusty tin cup while his master played a
tune.

Evan held out a coin, and
the monkey snatched it from his hand. “This your first time
here?”

“Yes, it is.” He had to
know it was by the way he watched me as I observed each and every
item along the path. But it was more than that, I should have known
the fair had come to town, especially being so close to the house,
but I couldn’t recall it being there before.

As we continued, my gaze
drifted inside an open tent. An old woman and a middle-aged man sat
at a round table in the center of the small room. A crystal ball
rested on a red silk table cloth that flowed to the floor. I
guessed she was a fortune teller—or a super cheesy imitation of
one—but the way the man leaned over the table, whispering inaudible
words, told me he wasn’t there to have his palm read.

My curiosity piqued at the
pair. The woman looked considerably older than the man. Though
stunning, her dark, leathery skin added an immeasurable amount of
years to her complexion. I ruled out the possibility that their
relationship was of a romantic nature, which added even more
intrigue to their meeting. Most of the man’s features hid behind a
coarse beard, but his eyes were alive in the soft accent of crow’s
feet. As I studied him, it occurred to me that he looked out of
place amid the rest of the fair-goers. His clothes were dirty and
worn, but appeared to be tailored and machine made, unlike the
hand-stitched garb of the others. My footsteps shortened and slowed
as I strained to catch their words.

My mind blurred in and out
of focus, as if it were shifting to another time and place. The
sound of sirens smeared into panicked voices and far-off noise.
Screens of white blinked behind my still-closed eyes, like an
old-time slideshow rotating between the present scene and an empty
slot.

And then it
stopped.

When I regained focus, I
was locked in the man’s gaze, his eyes so warm, so familiar, and
yet as foreign as the uncharted stars of our galaxy. He stopped
speaking mid-sentence, as though I might overhear his secrets. The
old woman turned toward me, the dark of her eyes as endless as the
unknown universe beyond our isolated planet.

Kira.

My name echoed through my
head like the sound of rushing water combining with an avalanche of
wind. I looked in all directions for the origin of the voice, for
neither the man nor the woman had spoken. The air around me
thickened, an unseen fog threatening to swallow
everything.

A pair of hands steadied my
shoulders. “Kira, are you okay?” Evan stood in front of me, his
face less mischievous and more worried now.

“I—I’m sorry.” I exhaled a
long, heavy breath. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

His forehead creased. “You
don’t look so good. Maybe you should lie down.”

“No, really. I think I’m
just hungry, that’s all.” I rubbed my temples in an effort to
subdue the dull throb that had suddenly bloomed. “Funnel cake isn’t
far, right?”

“Not far at
all.”

As we continued down the
walkway, I stole a glance over my shoulder. The old woman and her
guest were huddled in deep conversation, with no evidence that
they’d even noticed me lurking outside. Had I imagined the voice?
Had I imagined all of it?

I pushed the thought aside
and looked for a funnel cake sign. “By the way, who is Mags?” I
tried not to seem overly interested.

“Aunt Maggie. She goes by
Mags. She’s not really my aunt, though, or anyone else’s that I
know of. That’s just what everyone calls her.”

Barking preceded Ruger as
he bounded toward us. I knelt down to greet him and rubbed his
soft, fluffy fur.

“I see you’ve met Ruger,”
Evan said, crouching beside me. “He belongs to Mags.”

“That is so bizarre . . .”
I wasn’t sure I should go into how I met Ruger, or why the dog and
farmhouse felt so familiar if they belonged to Maggie.

“What is?”

“Oh, nothing.” I didn’t
know what to tell him and didn’t want him thinking I was
crazy.

His eyebrow cocked as he
eyed me curiously. Thankfully, though, he didn’t push the
subject.

“Well, funnel cake is just
ahead, but we could ride the Ferris wheel first. We wouldn’t have
to wait.” He pointed at the empty gate. The attendant was helping a
few people into baskets, but there was no one else in
line.

“I’ve actually never been
on a Ferris wheel before. And I’m kind of afraid of
heights.” Kind of
was an understatement. Ever since I’d climbed the
tallest tree in my neighborhood to save a stupid cat, I’d sworn off
perches higher than I could reach from the safety of solid ground.
Adding to my phobia was my opinion that carnival rides were rickety
death traps. Even entertaining the thought made me a little sick to
my stomach.

“Come on. I’d really like
someone to ride with.” Evan took my hand and pulled me along,
practically dragging me through the gate.

We waited for our basket to
rest in loading position. He stepped in first and offered his hand.
I took it, and he tried to steady me with his other as I stepped
forward. The basket rocked as I entered, knocking me off balance. I
started to fall and let out a small shriek. Evan caught me, and we
both toppled over into the seat.

He chuckled. “Easy now. The
ride hasn’t even started yet.”

The basket continued to
sway as it rose into the air. I froze in his arms, afraid that any
movement would cause us to tip. Evan’s breath tickled the back of
my neck, sending goose bumps over my skin. It was the touch Zane
used to crush my resolve when I was being ornery. We paused at the
top while another basket was filled beneath us. As our basket
steadied, I carefully slid into the seat next to him.

“Sorry about that,” I said,
laughing nervously.

“No need for apologies.
Must be first time jitters.”

“Must be.” I sensed
playfulness in his voice, a game I wasn’t going to encourage.
Instead, I turned away from him, aimlessly looking for something on
which to focus my attention.

From our perch, I could see
everything. The view was amazing. Lights illuminated the ground,
and shadows danced far above us on the cave’s darkened ceiling. The
corridor from which I had entered the fairground aligned with a
similar opening in the opposite wall, a worn dirt path connecting
the two. Not far from the exit, a group of beige tents formed a
large oval around a small bonfire and other objects I couldn’t
identify from this distance.

“Who lives there?” I asked,
pointing to the camp.

“The carnival workers, and
anyone they take in.”

With a slight jerk, the
wheel began to spin again. I settled into my seat, hunkered down,
and gripped the side of the basket. I held my breath as the first
fall forced my stomach into my throat, but as we rose again, my
lungs filled with sweet excitement. After a couple of rounds, I was
swept into the circular motion and let go of the side.

“What do you think?” Evan
asked. He hadn’t said much during the ride, but I felt his eyes on
me.

“It’s not bad. The basket
doesn’t move as fast as I thought it would, and I like the breeze
on my face.” I inhaled deeply as air swept over my skin. “I might
even love it with a few more rides under my belt. And
you?”

“Best ride I’ve had in a
long time.” His eyes sparkled when he looked at me, the previous
storm in them momentarily lifted. “Somehow, the view looks better
tonight.”

His meaning apparent, I
tucked my head, blushing. We finished the ride in silence, watching
the lights approach as we descended, were swept along the bottom,
and then climbed into the sky again. A voice blared over the
loudspeaker, announcing the gates would close in fifteen
minutes.

When our ride slowed, the
basket parked on the platform. I jumped out, happy to have solid
ground under my feet. My head swayed, still under the spell of the
spinning wheel, but a couple deep breaths returned my
bearings.

Evan stepped down from the
Ferris wheel platform and looked at the empty food stand,
disappointment woven into the crease in his forehead. “Hmm. Mags
must have closed up already.” His gaze lingered on my reflection in
the blacked out windows, revealing a subtle longing for something
more than food. “Maybe next time,” he said, turning to
me.

The baked scent had faded,
but hints of spices still lingered in the air. “That’s too bad. I
was really looking forward to funnel cake.”

“If there’s a next time,
I’ll make sure you get some,” Evan replied, his voice shaky and
distant, as if a sudden emptiness had overcome him.

I shot him a confused look.
“What do you mean, ‘if
there’s a next time’?”

An aura of sadness washed
over him, and his shoulders slumped. He avoided my gaze as he
searched for words. “Never mind. Come on, there’s something I need
to show you.”

We walked around the back
of the fairgrounds. An old pickup truck was abandoned in an
overgrown field. Coarse weeds grew tall around its wheels, as if it
hadn’t moved in years. Evan opened the passenger door, pulled out a
small flashlight from under the seat, and tucked it into his back
pocket.

“This way.” He motioned to
the cave’s border.

I followed him the short
distance to the wall, an easy walk over the dry, dusty earth.
Hollow capillaries cracked its surface, as if it had never tasted
rain. I wondered how the plants on the truck had managed to grow,
and why this terrain was so different from the lush fields of the
old farmhouse.

When we reached the edge of
the cave, we stopped. I hung back as Evan ran his hand along the
clay-colored stone. “I don’t understand. What are we
doing?”

“You’ll find things aren’t
always as they seem here.” Evan stepped toward the wall, turned to
the right, and vanished.

My eyes grew wide. Walking
through walls? Was it possible I was dreaming?

I cautiously eased forward.
When I was close enough to touch the rock in front of me, I found
that a hidden corridor opened to the right. Dim lighting and an
abundance of shadows had masked the unevenness of the stone
partition. Evan stood a few yards in, at the base of a steep
staircase carved into the passage. Though not entirely dark, he
pulled the flashlight from his pocket to light our
ascent.

“See what I
mean?”

I nodded, shaking off the
silly notion that he’d walked through the wall, but also covering
the prick of unease that crept over me as I stared into the
tunnel.

“I’m not sure I should,” I
said, taking a step backward.

“You can’t leave now. This
is nothing compared to what’s ahead.” In the same eager motion as
he’d dragged me onto the Ferris wheel, Evan took my hand and pulled
me up a flight of tight spiral steps. When we reached the top, soft
silver light poured through an opening on the landing in front of
us. Evan stopped and turned to face me.

“Close your eyes. It’s a
surprise.”

I cocked an eyebrow. For a
second time, I considered retreating down the darkened staircase.
Returning to the farmhouse was starting to sound like a good
idea.

He huffed. “Come on, close
your eyes. We’re almost there.” The twinkle in his eyes held a
fascinating pull, like looking down the scope of Fischer’s
telescope and watching some unknown star on its journey through
space—an object of mystery with secrets waiting to be
discovered.

In that moment, I was aware
of a force pulling at every fiber of my being. It started gently,
like a nudge from a breeze, but with each step the power
intensified. My desire to know what was ahead trumped my
hesitation. I closed my eyes and stepped across the landing. Shrill
whistling pierced my ears with chords reminiscent of the sounds at
the lake. My hands flew to my head in an effort to muffle the
noise, a feeling of déjà vu suddenly overwhelming me.

Evan steadied me and nudged
me forward. Leaving the shelter of the tunnel, I caught my breath
as the chaotic tones melted into a steady purr and an invigorating
energy pulsed through my body.

“Open your
eyes.”

We stood on a small
terrace, a solitary platform on the side of a mountain, its range
stretching to either side of us as far as the eye could see. In
front of me, just beyond reach, bright beams of gleaming light
tunneled up from the ground and disappeared into the sky. Ribbons
of silver, white, and the faintest shade of purple swam throughout
the breathtaking phenomenon.

“What is it?”

“It’s your star,” he
replied.

“I can feel it,” I said,
stepping closer to the otherworldly veil. I closed my eyes again as
the exquisite hum resonated in my head. “I can hear it.”

“I know.”

“You hear it,
too?”

“Not like you do,” he
whispered with subtle but unmistakable envy.

I was drawn to it, a
sensation so overwhelming that I began to feel lightheaded. It
seemed to separate my body from my soul. Images from the lake mixed
with reflections from deep within, as if I was watching myself from
afar. My legs gave out beneath me, and I reached out to brace
myself against the terrace railing. My fingers met nothing but air,
and, before I could grab hold, I tumbled over the edge.
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Intermittent beeping
intensified the pounding behind my eyes even before I opened them.
I blinked a few times, the lights flitting in and out like dizzy
fireflies. My body ached, every muscle screaming with tension. As I
shifted my hips, I noticed something clamped to my index finger.
Pain spiked on the left side of my forehead, and my hand shot up to
the sore spot at my hairline. I sat up abruptly, a motion that made
my head spin like a runaway carousel, and the furnishings of a
hospital room zoomed into focus.

The events from the lake
flooded my memory.

It wasn’t a
dream.

I gasped, my breath
suddenly cut off as I recalled my struggle underwater. Where was
Zane? And Faye? Were my friends okay?

“Kira!” My mother startled
from where she’d been sleeping in a nearby chair. “Are you in pain?
Where does it hurt?”

“No, I’m okay. I mean, I’m
a little achy, but I think I’m fine.” The skin on my right temple
pulled as I wrinkled my forehead.

“The doctor says you won’t
even notice you had stitches when it heals. Oh, sweetheart, I am so
glad you’re all right.” She leaned over and hugged me, like it was
the last time she’d ever see me. “They couldn’t find anything wrong
with you; no broken bones, just a few bumps and bruises. But you
wouldn’t wake up.” Her voice cracked.

I gently pried her arms
away, instead bringing our hands together in a comforting squeeze.
“But I did wake up. I’m still with you.”

She cleared her throat to
cover unsteady emotion. “Right, yes. But we can never be too
careful. I’ll buzz the nurse.”

After pushing the call
button, my mother pulled her chair closer to the bed. She laced our
fingers together in a prayer-like hold, and every so often, she
squeezed them as if confirming I was still there. My gaze drifted
from the trash can filled with empty Styrofoam cups to her wrinkled
suit, a stark contrast to her usual meticulously pressed attire.
Exhaustion burdened her, apparent in the deep bags under her
eyes.

“How long have I been
out?”

“Two days—”

“Two days!”

She nodded and watched me,
her eyes as beady as a hawk searching for prey. “It’s Sunday. Do
you remember going to the lake?”  

“Yeah, I remember. Really,
I’m fine.” I pulled my hands from her hold, pretending to push my
hair out of my eyes. Under her intense scrutiny, I was beginning to
wonder if I had scarred my face or something. “Is everyone else
okay?”

“Yes, your friends are
fine.” Her shoulders fell, and she slumped back into her chair.
Smiling sympathetically, she said, “I’m sorry your trip was ruined.
What a way to start your summer break.”

“Tell me about it.
Hopefully I can get out of here soon, and get back to whatever
Faye’s planned for us.” I shifted my body again, wiggling my toes
and stretching my back. Thank goodness I hadn’t broken anything; a
summer on crutches would be like having no summer at
all.

Mom stood and walked to the
window. Small rays of light sneaked through the cracks of closed
blinds. Her gentle tug on the cord parted the drapes in one smooth
motion, filling the room with sunshine.

“By the way, happy
birthday. I can’t believe you’re seventeen.” Sentiment laced her
voice, more so than usual since I’d almost drowned. “You still
remind me so much of your father. I can’t believe you’ll be
prepping for the academy next year, just like he was before . . .”
Her hand closed around the silver pendant resting on her chest as
she stared out the window. It was a gift from him on her sixteenth
birthday, a couple’s necklace. Her half was a heart, his a key. She
never took it off.

A young, perky nurse
entered the room, a welcome interruption. No matter how often my
mother reminded me of our shared characteristics or our love for
the mysteries of the universe, I wasn’t interested in hearing about
my resemblance to a stranger—even if he was my dad. He’d never been
a part of my life.

“Good morning, darling!”
Her jet black hair was as big as a “Get Well” balloon, and she
spoke like I was some sort of puppy. I half expected her to pet me
when she reached out to check my pulse. “How are you feeling?” She
didn’t wait for me to answer, but went right on checking me over
and jotting notes on my chart.

“Feeling well and rested,”
I lied. “How do I look?” Running my fingers through my hair again,
I twisted it and pulled it over my shoulder. I hoped I looked
better than I felt. My ears were still ringing a little, but I
wasn’t going to tell her that.

“Well, your vitals are
normal. But you’ve been unconscious for two days. The doc may want
to keep you one more night just to be sure we didn’t miss anything.
He’ll stop by shortly. You need anything in the meantime, you know
where to find me.” She finished scribbling her notes and pranced
back to the nurses’ station.

When she was out of
earshot, I turned to my mom. “Another day? Ugh. I want to go home.
This bed is hard, the blankets are scratchy, and the beeping noises
are driving me nuts. I know you’re tired, too.”

“We’ll have to see what the
doctor says, sweetie. I can’t tell that there’s anything wrong, but
it is an unusual situation. Can you tell me what happened?” She
returned to the chair, then leaned forward and rested her elbows on
her knees.

Quite frankly, I didn’t
know what to tell her. I didn’t know what I should tell her. If I told her a
ball of light fell from the sky and exploded over the lake without
leaving a trace, she’d never let me leave. One word about the
creepy carnival, the old woman, or the noises still floating around
my head, and I’d be on the first transfer to the psych ward. No, it
would be best, for now, to avoid what I actually
remembered.

“I’m not sure exactly. I
mean, I was swimming, it was dark . . .” I said, pretending to
think. “What did Zane and Faye say?” If I shared a story similar to
theirs, I might be off the hook.

“They weren’t much help.
Faye was hysterical, as you can imagine. I couldn’t make heads or
tails from her account. There was an accident, and they had to pull
you from the water. Zane said he was tying tubes together and
didn’t see much because ‘it all happened so fast.’ You went
underwater, and were floating face down when you came back up. I am
so glad he was there to pull you out.” She put her hands over her
face. “I don’t know what I would have done if you . . . if you were
gone!”

She let out a couple of
exhausted sobs, then reached for a tissue as she pulled herself
together. I hated to see her so distressed. At times like this, I
wished he was here—to comfort her, to share her burdens. At least,
that’s what I imagined he would do.

I imagined many things about my
absent father. He must have been scared when his high school
sweetheart came to him with tears in her eyes. Were they married to
avoid the small town gossip that comes with an unwed pregnancy? Was
he resentfully filling an unwanted role? He shouldn’t have bothered
if he intended to leave all along. It would have been easier to
leave her alone at the altar.

But I wanted to think he
loved her as much as she loved him. That he had wanted nothing more
than to spend the rest of his life with her. He gave her his last
name and promised her the world. She left the church dreaming of
the life he would build for them. And then he was gone; without a
trace, without so much as a note.

That’s why I hated
him.

A shuffle at the door
announced the arrival of the doctor. I was relieved to see Faye’s
father. His familiar, kind eyes and flashy smile always made me
feel at ease. Though extremely busy, he always made time for
Fischer and Faye. Whether it was helping with a science project or
shopping for prom dresses, his family was his priority. He was
everything a real dad should be.

“How are the Sinclair
ladies this morning?” he asked.

“Doing well, thank you, Dr.
Davenport,” my mother answered. “But a little tired,
naturally.”

“Naturally. A hospital is
no place to rest.” He towered over the bed as he placed the
stethoscope on my chest. It was obvious Faye and Fischer got their
height from him. “Take a couple of deep breaths for me.”

He listened, moving the
instrument around while I inhaled and exhaled slowly. The heart
monitor beeped regularly in the background as he studied my chart.
Once satisfied with its report, he tucked it under his
arm.

“Sounds like you took quite
a spill. Are you experiencing any headaches? Double vision?
Hallucinations . . .or unusual dreams?” he asked, staring at me in
such a way that, for the first time, I was uncomfortable in his
presence.

I shook my head
mechanically after each symptom and glanced at my mom. Was it
normal to ask if I’d had unusual dreams? There was no way I was
going to tell him about the sultry stranger I’d dreamed about or
our carnival escapades. Talk about awkward.

“Good. All other results
are normal, and your vitals are consistent. It is a little odd that
you slept for such an extended period of time, but sometimes our
bodies experience extreme exhaustion when recovering from trauma.
You’re young and should bounce back in no time.”

“Does that mean I can
go?”

“I know you’re anxious to
get home, but I would like to keep you one more night,” he said,
marking something on my chart. “I want to make sure that the next
time you sleep, you aren’t out for two more days. If you follow
normal sleep patterns tonight, you may go home tomorrow.
Deal?”

“Deal.” I understood his
concern, especially since I was his daughter’s best friend. One
more night wouldn’t hurt, except that “one more night” in
hospital-time was like a week compared to the outside world.
Passing time at a hospital was ten times worse than waiting for the
three o’clock school bell to ring.

He closed my chart and
turned to leave. Pausing at the door, he looked over his shoulder.
“If you do experience anything you can’t explain, you know you can
talk to me or my wife.” His words were an order, like he knew I was
keeping something from him. I didn’t understand how he could know
or guess such a thing, but I nodded anyway.

When he was gone, my mother
sighed a breath of relief. “Well, at least we know. Tomorrow it is.
Are you hungry? Can I get you anything?”

“Not really,” I lied again.
“You should go home and get some rest. I’ll probably nap,
too.”

Actually, I was starving.
Food from a tube was hardly proper sustenance for a two-day period.
I’d give anything for a hot roast beef sandwich with enough au jus
to drip down my fingers, but I’d probably have to settle for some
crappy pudding or gelatin cubes. I wasn’t lying about the nap,
though. I still felt drained.

“Oh, I’m not going to leave
you here alone,” she said.

“Seriously, Mom. Are you
going to watch me sleep?” She could be so difficult sometimes. I
continued in a sweeter tone, “Go home, take a shower, and rest a
little. Bring a couple of my favorite games when you come back.
There will be plenty of time to sit here.” I sincerely hoped she
remembered how much I loved Who
Dunnit?—I loved collecting clues and
solving the crime—but prayed she didn’t bring
Four in a Row.
Anything that simple would drive me nuts.

She reluctantly agreed.
After a hug and reassuring me that she wouldn’t be long, she
left.

It was nice to have some
time to myself. A lot had happened over the last two days, and I
still didn’t have answers for everything. Zane and Faye must be
worried sick about me. I needed to talk to them, but I couldn’t
find my cell phone. I should have asked my mom where it was before
she left. Surely, she would let my friends know I was ready for
visitors.

In the meantime, I needed
to rest. My eyes drooped closed, and my limbs weighed into the bed.
I didn’t know how I could sleep for so long and still feel burdened
by exhaustion. But, after fluffing my pillow, I threw off a layer
of blankets and settled into a light sleep.
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Reality mingled with my
dream. In my mind, I heard the sounds of the hospital: a phone
ringing, someone’s name paged over the loudspeaker, and voices in
the hall. But they gradually faded into the background, and I found
myself standing outside a canvas tent. As I looked around, trying
to make sense of where I was, I recognized the camp of the carnival
workers from my dream world.

Why was I here again? If
this was a recurring dream, it was unlike any other I’d ever had.
Most of those experiences played out like broken records, repeating
the same scenes over and over with no variation. Somehow, I’d
managed to return, not just to the strange world, but in a
different place than I’d visited before.

A raspy voice called to me
from inside the tent, pulling me from my muddled
thoughts.

I lifted the flap and
entered. The room was large, but little walking space remained. On
the ground near the back wall sat a mattress heaped with blankets,
an old chest resting at the foot of the bed. A small table and
chairs divided the meager sleeping space from the rest of the tent,
and other belongings were stacked along the walls.

“Come in, girl. Take a
seat,” the voice beckoned.

Making my way in, I looked
down on the old woman, whom I recognized as the fortune teller from
the carnival. She wore no shoes and sat with her legs crossed on
one of five dusty rugs that encircled the fire. Her hair was pulled
back by a faded red handkerchief. Clear beads hung from the scarf
around her neck, glittering like stars against her midnight blue
dress. Jewelry jingled with her every movement. Part of me wanted
to run, but curiosity pulled me close to her.

“It’s you.”

“Have you a token?” she
asked, her gaze never leaving the fire.

“A token?” Entranced by the
endless storm in her eyes, my body moved of its own accord. I was
guided to a seat on the rug next to her, and as I neared her, I
noticed a scar that stretched from her left temple to the middle of
her cheek.

“A token for truth,” she
responded in a droning, song-like voice.

I remembered the silver
dollar in my pocket. Digging it out, I dropped it into her
outstretched hand. Her bracelets clinked as her long skinny fingers
wrapped around the coin. She pulled the clenched fist to her heart
and crossed her other hand to her chest. I could see the reflection
of flames ablaze in her eyes. She let out a moaning, inaudible
whisper, and I leaned toward her, hoping to make out her
words.

“End of starlight, link
undone. Choice of lives, or trapped in one!” To my horror, one of
her bony hands clutched my wrist, pulling me down. Her blackened
eyes pierced mine. “You must make a choice,” she hissed.

“What do you mean, ‘a
choice’?” I jerked my hand free as I scrambled to stand and backed
toward the entrance of the tent.

“Stay and live, leave and
die.” Her voice groaned, hanging on to the last word as it faded
into a whispering breath.

My eyes snapped open. The
old woman’s warning burned my ears.

I sat up in bed, my eyes
adjusting to the darkness of the hospital room. The blinds were
closed now, and only a faint light from the hall illuminated my
surroundings. Had I dreamed my mother’s visit? Or was I dreaming
now?

“Shhhh. She’s coming
around,” a familiar voice whispered.

I strained to identify the
source above the hospital noises in the hall. Bodies shuffled
around. It was too dark to identify faces, but I knew that
voice.

“SURPRISE!” The group
yelled as the lights flickered on. “HAPPY BIRTHDAY,
KIRA!”

As my eyes adjusted to the
light, pink and purple streamers and balloons assaulted me from
every angle of the room. Faye’s doing, no doubt. A vase of pink,
star-shaped flowers sat on the windowsill—my mother’s creation—and
a large, stuffed gray wolf rested at the foot of the
bed.

Still tense from my dream,
I forced a smile and let out a deep breath. I was glad to have
visitors, real visitors. My eerie dreams left me exhausted, and I
was beginning to feel out of touch.

I picked up the wolf and
hugged it, the soft, silky fibers tickling my nose. “Another beauty
for my collection.”

“I couldn’t resist. Every
time I see one, I think of you,” Faye said. “Strong. Protective.
And a bit of a loner, but we’re working on that.”

“Oh, you’re so good to me,”
I said with a more relaxed smile. It was great to see Zane, Faye,
and Fischer, especially since they’d brought pizza and cake. “You
guys must have read my mind. I’m starving.”

“We brought your
favorites—black olive and jalapeno pizza, and strawberry cake.”
Faye was the only other person I knew who liked jalapenos on
pizza.

I winked. “You know me so
well.”

Zane pointed at a stack of
board games resting on a table in the corner. “Your mom said you
get to go home tomorrow, but you were bored out of your mind. I
think she brought every game you own. A little birthday celebration
and some games should help pass the time.”

“I know you like them all.
I couldn’t decide on just one,” Mom said. “Between the five of us,
we’ll have plenty to do. Then tomorrow, we can enjoy a real
celebration at home.”

“Sounds great,” I said.
“Now, let’s eat.”

Faye sliced her cake while
my mom passed out pizza. The cheese was so thick and rich. I
savored each bite, before finishing off a large piece of cake. My
mom never quite understood how I could enjoy dessert from a box,
but store-bought strawberry cake mix with cheap strawberry icing
was my guilty pleasure. And it was easy enough for Faye to whip up
on short notice.

After dinner, we grabbed a
couple of chairs and an extra table from the empty room next door.
It was tight, but we managed to fit around it. Before long, we were
engaged in a heated game of cards.

I tried to lose myself in
the silliness of our fierce, but friendly, competition, but the old
woman from my dream haunted me. She said I must make a choice, but
I didn’t understand what I was choosing between. I might have
convinced myself that she was just part of a dream, if it wasn’t
for the touch of her cold, bony hand. Even now, I could feel her
fingers wrapped around my arm.

“Hey. Kira, it’s your
turn.” Faye nudged me with her elbow.

“I’m sorry. There.” I
played my card before rubbing my hands together, hoping to shake
the chill from the old woman’s touch. I never realized dreams could
feel this way. Powerful. Suffocating. Images and feelings haunted
me long after the cobwebs of delusion had been blinked away by
reality. It was all I could do to force myself to breathe
normally.

A light knock on the door
interrupted our game. “Hey, y’all. Visiting hours end in ten
minutes,” said a short, stocky nurse before she continued down the
hall.

Faye looked at her watch.
“I wish we could stay longer, but I guess we have to head
out.”

“Glad you’re doing well,
Kira. We’ll see you tomorrow.” Fischer grabbed the empty pizza
boxes and patted Zane on the shoulder. “See ya, man.”

Faye hugged my mom and me
before leaving, promising they would be at the house for the
real birthday
party tomorrow. My mom gathered the cards, while Zane replaced the
chairs and table we’d borrowed. I wished they didn’t have to go,
but looked forward to going home to my flannel sheets and the
season premiere of my favorite television show.

“Mom, do you want to see if
any of the nurses or receptionists want some cake? There’s still a
lot left.” I knew that she had plans for a gourmet birthday treat
for my party, because Faye couldn’t keep her mouth shut about
it.

“That’s a great idea,
honey. I’m sure they’ll appreciate it.” She grabbed plates from the
bag and headed down the hall.

Zane returned from the
other room and lingered in the doorway, his head dipped slightly to
the side, accenting the strong cut of his jaw line. My breath
caught under the intensity of his gaze. I’d known him my whole
life. We grew up on the same street, only a couple houses apart.
Most of my fondest memories included him; he had always been there
for me.

My lips curled into a smile
as I thought about some of our childhood adventures. When we were
seven, Zane stood up to the neighborhood bully when he tried to
make me eat dirt. Zane had thrown a fist full of mud right in his
face, giving us just enough of a head start to escape to the
protection of Zane’s front porch.

I’d kissed him on the cheek
that day, right on his freckles. He was my hero. We were quite the
pair back then, but now . . . now, I didn’t know what we were. A
couple by default? We never actually talked about being boyfriend
and girlfriend; we were just always together. And aside from that
peck on his cheek, we’d never actually kissed.

I stood and let out a sigh
as he walked toward me.

“I was scared,” he said,
looking at me in a way he hadn’t before. His dirty blond hair fell
just above his soft green eyes. I reached up to brush a strand from
his brow, but he took my hand in his and pulled me close with the
other—closer than we’d ever been before. I buried my head in his
chest, afraid that my emotions would spill over, or that he’d see
how much I wanted him. “If anything would have happened to
you—”

“I know,” I whispered.
Sinking down to the bottom of the lake had terrified me in a way I
couldn’t even express. Fighting back tears, I continued softly,
“But I’m okay. Thanks to you.”

His embrace filled my heart
with comfort and warmth. I relaxed as the rhythmic thumps of his
heartbeat echoed in my ear. They were strong. Constant. His efforts
to save me had been nothing short of heroic. Knowing him, he hadn’t
thought twice about coming to my rescue. Again.

My chest swelled, and I
tried to dismiss the heat growing on my cheeks. He was just being a
good friend. I told myself he would have done the same for anyone
in a similar situation. But I knew it was more than that. The way
he’d looked at me just now—the way he always looked at me—said it
all.

I couldn’t deny that my
feelings toward him were more than platonic. I’d always cared for
him deeply, but our friendship was on the brink of something more.
And that scared me. If we crossed that line, I could lose him. Or
worse, I could end up like my mother, alone and
abandoned.

I couldn’t let that
happen.

Reluctantly, I pulled
myself away from him, but he grabbed me by my arm, preventing me
from fully distancing myself. I held my breath as he moved closer,
leaned closer. My pulse quickened; my breath trapped in my throat.
I eyed the peak of his lips, hoping he’d kiss me before my mother
came back. A spark lit his eyes, and just when I thought my heart
might burst through my chest, Zane reached behind me and fished a
tiny drawstring bag from the flower arrangement sitting on the
windowsill.

The size of a small coin
purse, the satiny turquoise fabric was accented by exquisite red
and silver stitching. “I have something for you. We’ve been friends
as long as I can remember, and I thought something special was in
order for your stellar seventeen.”

“Did you just make that
up?” I laughed nervously, not so much because of his silly term,
but for his casual use of the word “friends.”

“Yep.” He smiled, pleased
with himself, and placed the bag in my hand.

“It’s beautiful,” I said,
finally exhaling.

“Thanks, but look
inside.”

I shot him a funny look. In
all the years I’d known him, he had never done anything like this.
I loosened the ribbon at the top. With one hand cupped, I tilted
the bag and emptied its contents.

A delicate silver necklace
fell into my hand. “Zane!”

Lifting the chain revealed
a tear-shaped stone framed within a pendant. I ran a finger over
the polished, silvery surface. As I gazed into it, I was surprised
to see movement inside. The substance swirled like a whirlpool, as
if filled with liquid smoke or mercury stained with deep purple
ink. I had never seen anything like it.

“What do you think?” Zane
asked. “I found the stone when Fischer and I collected our gear
from the lake—a memento.”

“At the lake?
After my
birthday? Kind of last minute, don’t you think?” I
teased.

“Let’s just say my original
gift was . . . well, it was lame. This is something
special.”

“It’s extraordinary. I love
it. Help me put it on.” Twisting my hair over my shoulder, I turned
around.

He took the necklace,
placed it around my neck, and linked the clasp. “Look, there’s
something I’ve been meaning to tell you . . .”

Letting my hair down, I
turned around. With an exaggerated pose, I proudly displayed his
gift.

He smiled and chuckled. “It
looks great, just what I was going for. Now, as I was
saying—”

“I want to see how it
looks,” I said as I moved toward the bathroom.

Once out of Zane’s view, I
checked myself out in the mirror. The necklace rested nicely around
my neck, not too small, not too big. It was . . . what was it? My
gut twisted with a bubbly excitement as I wondered what he wanted
to tell me. I quickly combed my hair with my fingers and pinched my
cheeks, an old cosmetic trick Faye had taught me. Luckily, I’d
inherited my mom’s super luscious eyelashes and already looked like
I had mascara on.

I cleared my throat and
stepped back into the room, anxious to hear his confession. “Thank
you so much. It’s perfect.”

“What’s perfect?” my mom
asked as she appeared in the doorway, smiling like a freaking
circus clown.

“Zane got me this necklace
for my birthday.” I stepped over to show it off.

“It’s lovely,” she said
with a wink.

“Oh, come on. You already
knew, didn’t you?”

“I may have had a general
idea, but Zane didn’t give me details. He did a very nice job, all
on his own.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Sinclair.
I’m glad she likes it,” he said, shoving his hands in his
pockets.

A passing nurse reminded us
again that visiting hours were over. My mom offered to stay the
night, but I assured her there was no reason to do so. She promised
to return first thing, to encourage a quick release. After another
hug, she stepped into the hall.

“Oh, Zane.” I stopped him
as he followed her.

“Yeah?”

“What was it you wanted to
tell me?”

He reached up to his neck
and rubbed it, looking first at my mom, and then back at me. “Oh,
right. Um, maybe we can talk after your birthday dinner
tomorrow.”

“Okay, tomorrow then.”
Before I could stop myself, I planted a kiss on his cheek, right
where his freckles used to be.

His eyes widened in
surprise and a cheesy grin appeared. “Yeah, tomorrow.”

I rocked back and forth on
my heels as I waved goodbye. He stepped out the door,
smiling.

The hospital was quiet now.
Most of the staff had gone home. There were fewer machines beeping,
no phones ringing or intercom pages. Closing the door to my room
blocked out most of the remaining sounds. As I stepped over to the
window, my muscles tensed, reminding me of unseen wounds. I watched
my mom and Zane get into their cars and drive off.

Lingering at the glass, I
gazed into the night sky. Above the warm glow of streetlights,
stars emerged. They called to me.

For as long as I could
remember, I’d shared an affinity with the stars. I’d spent many
nights at the lake, drawn to their heavenly light. In the
mountains, shielded from the harsh city lights, our connection was
stronger, though it paled in comparison to what I’d experienced in
my dream. My knees weakened as I recalled the way the energy
emanating from the star at the terrace had rippled through
me.

Stepping away from the
window, I eased back into bed. I couldn’t wait to go home. My
birthday dinner would be wonderful, no doubt, and would give me a
chance to spend more time with Zane. The evening replayed in my
head: The way he held me. The necklace.

He consumed my thoughts as
I drifted to sleep.
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My eyelids weighed against
my lashes. I tried to blink, imagining I actually did. I wanted to
wake up, but couldn’t open my eyes. I listened for anything that
might help identify where I was: Strange whistles and barking
echoed in the distance. A door creaked open and closed. Footsteps,
followed by the sound of running water. I wasn’t alone.

With great effort, I
managed to crack open one eye. The fireplace was unmistakeable. I
was back at the farmhouse. Someone walked closer. Feeling a
presence hovering over me, I strained to see who was
there.

“Water . . .” I managed to
get out.

“I thought you might be
thirsty,” said a familiar male voice.

My lids lifted. Evan sat on
the coffee table in front of me, wearing the same t-shirt and
ragged jeans as before. A hint of mourning etched a straight line
in his lips, as if he’d nearly lost the only friend he’d ever
had.

“Hey.” I smiled.

His expression brightened,
and he helped me sit up before offering me a drink. The water was
cool and refreshing. I drank the whole glass and returned it to
him.

“Glad to have you back. I
was getting a little worried.”

“What do you mean?” I
mumbled, taking in my surroundings. Details were more vivid now. I
traced the red ivy swirl stitched into the faded yellow upholstery
on the armrest of the couch. “Why am I here again?”

“Well, we rode on the
Ferris wheel before hiking up to the lookout. . . . You fainted. .
. .” He paused to set the glass on the table. “Luckily, I grabbed
you before you took a dive over the ledge. You can thank me
later.”

He
remembered me. How could someone I’d imagined
pretend I’d never left? I had never continued a dream before, let
alone twice. Not like this. I repeated his words in my mind:
“Glad to have you
back.” I was so engrossed in trying to
make sense of what was happening that I hadn’t realized how
confused and troubled I probably looked. In fact, I was giving
myself a headache.

His eyebrows rose when he
looked at me. “Are you okay? I didn’t mean to upset
you.”

“I’m sorry. I’m still
waking up.” I took a deep breath, unsure if I wanted an answer to
the question brewing in my mind. “So, you’re telling me I’ve been
here the whole time?”

“Right on this couch.” He
stood and lifted the glass, a silent offering for more water that I
waved away. “Where else would you go?” His forehead wrinkled as the
meaning of my question sank in, but then his expression cleared,
almost like he’d somehow made sense of it. “You don’t sleepwalk, do
you?”

“No.” This wasn’t about
sleepwalking. He was telling me that I’d been here, when I knew I’d
been in the hospital. I couldn’t be two places at once.

He walked into the kitchen
and set the glass in the sink. “Maybe you need a little fresh
air.”

I followed him outside, and
we walked across the farmyard. It was warm and bright, though the
sun was nowhere to be seen. A cool breeze cleared the fog clouding
my mind. When Evan let out a short whistle, two horses emerged from
behind the barn and frolicked to the edge of the corral.

“This is Orion,” he said,
pointing to the larger white colt with three star-shaped patches
running across the bridge of his nose. “The buckskin is
Sky.”

I patted the mare’s muzzle.
“Hey, pretty girl.”

“Can you ride?”

“I think so,” I said,
rubbing my head where my stitches should have been.

He shot me a questioning
look. “You ‘think’ so?”

“I mean, yes, I can ride.
It’s just been a while.”

“No worries. Maggie’s
horses are gentle as can be. I could show you around?”

Sky whinnied and playfully
nudged my hand, and I responded, “You and I are going to get along
just fine, aren’t we?” I turned to Evan. “Yeah, okay.”

Evan brought saddles from
the barn and readied the horses. When he finished, we started into
the field behind the house.

“We can ride as far as
you’d like,” Evan said.

I looked over the sweeping
field. “Does this grass ever end?”

The corners of his mouth
turned up slyly, and his cool blue eyes twinkled. “We can check out
the border, if you’re feeling well enough.”

“What’s the
border?”

“You’ll see. Hee-ya!” With
that, he dug his heels into Orion’s flanks and took off.

Not to be outdone, I gave
Sky a gentle kick and caught up quickly. The flat ground made
riding easy. I clenched my knees around the saddle and raised my
arms in the air. The wind pressed softly against my body, and I
imagined I was a falling star.

At Evan’s command, Orion
galloped from side to side in front of us. Sky and I mirrored their
pattern. Weaving back and forth, we darted across the grassy
plains. I was lost in the exhilaration of the moment, and when Evan
finally slowed his horse, I flew past him. I immediately pulled my
horse to a halt, and looked back with a puzzled look. He nodded,
motioning me to glance forward.

Just ahead, a wall of
silver waves stretched into the sky. At first, I thought it was a
mirage, its mirror-like ribbons emerging and disappearing in the
air, but as I moved closer, the substance thickened and glistened
with deep purple undertones. It rounded over to form the sky,
encompassing the entire area like a giant snow globe.

“The border,” I whispered
in awe. Its essence was so otherworldly compared to the terrestrial
makeup of home. No way could I make something like this up. Could
I?

I dismounted as Evan pulled
up beside me. “Where are you going?”

“To take a closer
look.”

“Don’t get too close,” he
said, also dismounting. “And be careful.”

I nodded like I did when my
mom was lecturing me and I was only half-listening, knowing I was
going to do what I wanted anyway. Taking a few steps forward, I
stood next to the towering boundary. Its glow, though not blinding
at close range, was the source of light that I had inadvertently
mistaken as the sun. It differed from the starlight at the terrace,
and wasn’t accompanied by high-pitched sounds, just a low, steady
hum.

The chain around my neck
shifted as the metal pendant vibrated against my skin. Fishing it
out from under my shirt, I held it up next to the wall. Thick,
smoky swirls twisted through the substance. To my surprise, the
stone glowed faintly. The materials were identical!

“What’s that?” Evan asked
as he strolled up behind me.

“It’s nothing.” I tucked it
back into my shirt. Something else I couldn’t explain. How was it
possible to have my necklace in this world, when my injuries were
gone? Redirecting him to the wall, I said, “Maybe you can tell me
what this is made of?”

“I’m really not sure.
Reminds me of the Aurora Borealis, but with less green.”

“Aurora what?” I shook my
head and blinked at the unfamiliar term.

“The northern lights?
Anyway, it’s like the atmosphere that keeps us from floating off
into space. It’s energy, the life source for this world. Maybe you
noticed that there aren’t any gas stations, grocery stores, or
power plants here,” he explained, pointing back at the vast field
we’d traveled through. “Somehow, everything feeds on the power
coursing through the wall and the world’s inner core.”

I looked at him in
disbelief. “Are you making this up?” Wait, was I making this up? I
searched my memory for anything that might connect to the Boarde
Alis he mentioned.

“Nope. But, like I said, I
don’t really know. That’s just what I’ve been told.”

My pendant tickled my skin,
reminding me that somehow it was connected to the strange wall.
Raising my arm, I reached out to touch the shimmering
substance.

Evan quickly caught me by
the wrist. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

“What’s the worst that
could happen?”

A deep V creased his brow,
and he looked at me like a child who wanted to pet a snake. “Look,
do you want to head back, or ride a little further?” he asked,
changing the subject. “We can follow the wall east. There’s a cabin
there. We can grab a bite to eat and rest for a bit.”

“Sure.” I shrugged. His
effort to prevent me from touching the border made me want to feel
it even more, but it could wait.

We returned to our horses
and rode in the direction of the cabin. The thick grass of the
field thinned, turning into stubble littered with leaves and twigs.
Small shrubs grew progressively bigger the further we rode, until
finally, we arrived at a lush tree line. The cabin backed up
against thick woods, not far from where the trees met and
disappeared into the border.

“I’ll settle the horses.
You can go on inside,” Evan said.

I slid down from my horse
and handed him the reins. “Is anyone in there?”

“Scout lives here now, but
I don’t see his horse anywhere. Make yourself at home. He won’t
mind.”

As Evan led the horses
around the side of the house, I stood in front of the rundown
cabin. Three steps led to a small front porch. Rotting wood hung
from the trellis, and one of the front windows was missing two out
of four panes of glass. A screen door barely hung to its hinges,
serving no purpose in front of the strong wooden door.

But inside, the neglected
cottage was surprisingly tidy. A chunky table sat in the middle of
a kitchen that opened into the living room. Large, rustic furniture
formed a U shape around a black bear rug positioned in front of a
robust fireplace. To the right of the main area, a partially open
door revealed an unmade bed.

Evan entered the room and
placed a leather bag on the kitchen table. “So, what do you
think?”

“Unexpectedly cozy for a
bachelor pad,” I said. “It’s nice.”

“I’ll get a fire going and
heat some water for tea.”

I sat down on the bear rug
and watched him work. There were a few ash-dusted logs that lit
quickly with fresh kindling. Evan poured water into an old
teakettle and hung it from the fireplace’s idleback before taking a
seat next to me on the coarse fur.

“I’ve been thinking about
earlier, at the border. You’re afraid, aren’t you?” I
teased.

“Afraid?” He laughed, and
his eyes lit with a glint of challenge. “Of what?”

“The wall. Why wouldn’t you
let me touch it?”

“I’m not afraid. Just
cautious,” he said. “You shouldn’t mess with the
unknown.”

“So, you wouldn’t walk
through it?” I tested, nudging his shoulder with mine. “What do you
think is on the other side?”

“I don’t know where it
goes, or what would happen. You’d probably suffocate in it. So, no,
I wouldn’t walk through it. That would be reckless.”

“Are you calling me
reckless?” Faye would laugh out loud at anyone who
considered me reckless. I shoved his shoulder again, harder this time,
catching him off guard and knocking him over.

“Oh, you’re absolutely
reckless.”

He pounced on me. In a
single movement, he grabbed my arms, crossed them in front of me,
and held my hands behind my back. I didn’t know how I hadn’t seen
it coming; Fischer pulled this move on Faye all the time,
especially when he wanted something. I squirmed to escape, but made
little progress against his strength.

“Give up?” His words purred
into my ear, sending goose bumps over my skin.

“Not a chance.” I
protested, but if he held me any longer, the temptation to give in
might be too much to escape.

I ripped my arms from his
hold, but he tackled me and we tipped to the floor, landing face to
face. An uncomfortable burning sensation blossomed in my chest and
sank into my stomach. I couldn’t deny that I was attracted to him.
He looked like the very epitome of the smooth-talking, confident
bad boys Faye read about in her trashy romance novels, but there
was something missing—something I couldn’t quite place.

He brushed a strand of hair
from my cheek. “Your eyes. They’re amazing.”

“You think so?” He probably
said that to all the girls. I blinked nervously, to the point of
being a little awkward, and pushed his hand away. “They’re just
regular old eyes, really.”

“No, they’re different.
Dark, reflective.” He traced his finger down the side of my face.
“Like the wom—” His voice trailed off, and the weight of his body
pressed against me. His lips were inches from mine. The thought
that he might kiss me made me wonder if my heart could explode out
of my chest.

But instead of closing the
gap, he retreated. “Do you believe this is real? That
I’m real?” His
question took me by surprise, but the breath of distance between us
granted relief.

I didn’t know what was
going on in my head or how—or if—I’d imagined such a vivid world,
but I knew I wouldn’t be here forever. “I don’t know.”

Disappointment filled his
eyes, and his expression hardened. “You will.”

Screams from the steaming
teapot seared the air. Evan got up, removed the kettle from the
heat, and set it on the hearth. Placing one hand on the mantel, he
stared into the fire, as if I’d somehow offended him and he was
composing himself.

Why would he ask me that?
Did he believe this was real? That I wasn’t a dream; that somehow
this was happening right now? “What makes you think this is
real?”

Without turning around, he
said, “Each of us has a story, and they all begin the same. I
didn’t fully understand the consequences of the choice, if you can
even call it that, but this is my reality now. Real life, real
feelings.”

The haunting warning of the
fortune teller flashed into mind. “Evan, do you remember the old
woman at the carnival?”

He turned to face me,
suddenly recovered and interested in my words. “Why do you
ask?”

“Another dream,” I said
distantly, as her riddle echoed in my head. “‘End of starlight,
Link undone. Choice of lives—’”

“‘Or trapped in one,’” we
finished together.

My eyes snapped to meet
his. “You know it?”

He about-faced, grabbed the
kettle, and hurried to the kitchen. After pulling cups from the
cabinet, he silently prepared our tea. My mind raced with the
possibilities of how he knew the verse. Another piece of
information I’d created in my subconscious? My forehead started to
throb, and I rubbed the skin where my stitches should have
been.

Silence grew to tension as
he returned with two chipped mugs and sat one on the floor in front
of me. I glared, waiting for him to say something.

“You’re not the only one
who’s seen her. And it’s hard to explain if you don’t believe,” he
finally answered.

Sipping from the cup, I
thought about what he said. I didn’t know what to believe, but Evan
knew more than what he’d shared in his vague explanation. Hints of
ginger and lemon flavored the unusually sweet tea. Their tang left
my tongue slightly numb. The warm drink was soothing, and I
finished it quickly.

“What do you mean ‘not the
only one’?” My words slurred as my mouth filled with sweet
effervescence, making it hard to speak.

Noises distorted and echoed
throughout the cabin, and my vision melted from the outside in.
Evan sat quietly, sipping his tea, watching as I tried to maintain
balance.

“Since the day I came here,
I hoped that I wouldn’t always be alone. Pulled from friends,
family—a life much like yours, I’d imagine.” The loneliness and
sadness with which he was burdened could not be concealed. It
showed in the weight of his brow, misery seeping into his gaze. He
caught me in his arms as I fell over. “Consider this a favor. Go
home, Kira. Enjoy your life, before you lose it.”

I stared at him in horror.
What had he done to me? I couldn’t move my arms or legs. My eyes
glazed over, erasing the present scene from view. As the tingling
sensation throughout my body turned to numbness, I drifted into
darkness.
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Feeling had returned to
most of my body, but one arm still tingled, and my head ached like
I’d been hit with a shovel. How could I have been so stupid? I’d
followed a total stranger to an isolated cabin in the woods, and
he’d slipped something in my tea. That went against everything I’d
ever been taught. Stupid.

I wanted to punch him in
the face. What kind of person drugs someone, let alone someone they
almost kissed? He was
going to kiss me. If I had answered his question
differently, I might have avoided all of this, might have been able
to keep my wits about me and escape. One thing was for sure,
though; he knew what was happening to me.

Peeking through slightly
cracked eyes revealed little about my whereabouts. Only a faint
glimmer of light shone under the crack of a door. I lay on a
mattress, probably trapped in the bedroom I’d noticed
earlier.

I needed to get out of
here.

Footsteps shuffled outside,
stopping in front of the door. The knob turned and light cut
through the darkness. Though my heart raced, I tried to breathe
quietly. I would have to make a run for it. Metal clanked as
something was set down beside me and a cold hand clamped around my
wrist. I leapt from the bed.

“Oh, my heavens!” screamed
a female voice as objects scattered and pelted the
floor.

Equally startled, I
shrieked. Turning abruptly, I realized I was back in my hospital
room, and the poor woman—covered in what must have been my
breakfast—was the poufy-haired nurse.

“I am so, so sorry,” I
said, as I bent down to help tidy the spilled tray.

“You scared me half to
death,” she said, with a relieved laugh. “What did you think I was
doing, child?”

“I . . . I don’t know. I
must have been dreaming,” I replied.

“No harm done. I thought
I’d bring you some breakfast. You hungry?”

I nodded.

“I’ll order another tray.”
Her smile told me she was pleased she’d guessed right. She finished
cleaning the mess and parted the curtains before she
left.

The bedside clock read 7:45
a.m., fifteen minutes until the start of visiting hours. My mom
would be here any time, hopefully ready to track people down and
pressure them for a quick release. I thought about everything that
had happened over the last few days. There was no explanation as to
why I’d revisited the strange dream world. What was the connection
between the old woman’s warning and what Evan had told me? I
recalled my first dream, in which he’d shown me the streaming
pillar of light, referring to it as “my star.” Never before had I
felt such a powerful force pulling me, as if part of my soul
belonged with it.

When I was there, in that
world, it felt real. My return visit was more than the hazy out-of-body
experience I usually associated with dreams. I wasn’t watching
myself from afar or propelled by invisible puppet strings. I spoke
and reasoned, though more carelessly than normal. At home, I was
careful, more in control—a characteristic Faye was trying to cure
me of. Was it possible that that world was real, and that I was
dreaming now? It couldn’t be; I had too many memories proving
otherwise. Didn’t I? I pinched myself, just to be sure.

A light knock at the door
interrupted my thoughts. I looked up as my mom popped her head
inside my room. She entered, carrying my replacement breakfast
tray. “Good morning, honey.”

“Hey, Mom.”

“I brought your breakfast.
Second round, I hear. The nurses’ station was all abuzz with this
morning’s mishap.”

I rolled my eyes, irritated
that people were talking about it. “That poor lady. It was dark,
and I forgot I was in the hospital. We were both
surprised.”

“Well, you’ll be happy to
know that you’ll be released this morning. I ran into Dr. Davenport
in the hall, and he said he’d be in shortly.”

“I can’t wait. The last few
days have been the longest days of my life.” If only she
knew.

She clasped her hands
together. “So, are you ready for your birthday dinner? It will be
amazing! I’ve been working on decorations for weeks, and the food
is prepped and cooking.”

I replied that I was and
her face lit up. She loved to plan parties and never missed an
opportunity to do so. I was glad she had something to keep her busy
in addition to her part-time interior design gigs. Without such a
time-consuming hobby, she’d having nothing better to do than wallow
in memories of her past. I’d get fake cards for every season,
holiday, and major event in my life.

Dr. Davenport popped in and
signed off on my release. He cracked a few jokes, and I was teased
once again about attacking the nurse. By now, I was pretty
embarrassed about the whole thing. Didn’t they have anything better
to talk about? The whole town would know about it by this
afternoon.

As we started home, I
pressed my mother for more party details. Every year, she planned a
different theme and amazing menu. But, the more I prodded, the more
she smiled, and the less she said. With the life-threatening events
of the weekend, I was sure she’d gone above and beyond to make this
year special.

As we pulled into our
driveway, Mazey, our Great Dane, peered at us through the glass
window in the front door. I was so glad to see her. My mother had
given her to me on my twelfth birthday. Memories of her as a puppy,
jumping up on me, snuggling with me, confirmed that this life was
real. They had to. When we got inside, I gave her a big hug, and
she returned my affection with a sloppy, wet lick to my
face.

The thick aroma of barbecue
wafted through the house. Eager to sneak a quick look, I started
toward the kitchen, but my mother was already two steps ahead of
me.

“Oh, no you don’t,” she
said, grabbing me by the shoulders and redirecting me to the
stairs. “No peeking. You’ll spoil the surprise.”

“Come on. Just a quick
look? It smells so good!”

“Go take a shower. You can
head over to Faye’s house while I finish preparations. She’s dying
to see you,” she said. “Besides, dinner won’t be ready for a couple
of hours.” She fished a granola bar from her purse and pushed it
into my hand. “Here’s a snack. Should be enough to hold you
over.”

I retreated reluctantly,
heading backward up the staircase, all the while trying to sneak a
look into the dining area. Arms crossed, Mom stood guard until I
reached the top of the stairs and disappeared into my
room.

As I showered and dressed,
I thought about sharing my dreams with Faye. She was completely
obsessed with horoscopes, dream interpretations, and numerology. I
took her readings with a grain of salt, but was interested to see
what she would come up with.

On the other hand, maybe I
shouldn’t say anything. From what my mom said, Faye sounded like
she was pretty upset by the incident at the lake. She also had a
tendency to embellish stressful situations. I didn’t want her to
think we were on the brink of an alien invasion or the apocalypse
or something. I’d have to feel things out when I saw
her.

When I arrived at Faye’s
house, I didn’t bother to knock. Both of her parents worked at the
hospital, and the twins would be in the loft. I let myself in using
the extra key stashed in a hollow garden gnome. After crossing
through a foyer the size of an amphitheater, I climbed the grand
staircase and lost myself in the radiant chandelier, the focal
point of the entrance hall. Color reflected in all directions,
showering the walls and floor with crystal prisms. I ran my hand
over the custom-carved wood banister, admiring the filigreed insets
made of precious metals from the meteor mines. Luxury dripped from
every feature of the house.

There was no answer when I
knocked on Faye’s door, so I let myself in. I ogled her king-size
bed and the beautiful silk patchwork comforter stacked on top. I
felt like a queen every time I slept over. Citrus candles glowed in
hand-blown glass jars on top of her dresser. She’d left them lit,
so she was definitely in the loft. The twins’ rooms were side by
side, and they shared a third story space, accessible only through
their rooms. They had a pool table, a huge flat screen TV and a
mini kitchen stocked with every snack imaginable. It was every
teenager’s dream hangout.

I climbed the stairs and
entered the loft. Faye’s strawberry-blonde bun bobbed in front of
the back of the sleek leather sectional. As I walked around the
couch, she shook the life out of a bottle of nail polish. She was
constantly changing her nail color, something I rarely attempted. I
couldn’t hold still long enough to avoid smudging.

Fischer and Zane hunched
over a laptop on the desk behind the pool table. Fischer always
seemed to have some new tech toy to keep their
attention.

“Hey, guys,” I
said.

“You’re here!” Faye
squealed.

“Hey, Kira,” Fischer and
Zane said together.

“Glad to see you up and
about,” Fischer added.

When I looked at Zane, I
reached for the pendant around my neck. He smiled warmly, and I
lost myself in a dreamy look that lasted a little longer than
usual.

“Thanks,” I replied,
forcing myself to blink.

“Come, sit,” Faye said,
waving me over with a hand that was still drying. “Now that you’re
better, we’ve got to get to the bottom of what happened, at the
lake.” She paused to examine the nails she had just finished
painting. “I’m baffled. It seems like there’s no evidence to
support anything that happened. No one in town saw a
thing.”

“Give it a rest, Sis,”
Fischer said, without looking up from the computer. “You’ve been
hashing this over for days. I’m sure the last thing Kira wants to
talk about is what happened at the lake.”

I smiled. Sometimes,
Fischer looked out for me like I was his sister, too. “It’s all
right. I am kind of wondering what happened.”

“See. She doesn’t mind,”
Faye snapped at Fischer. “You just leave us to our girl-talk. Don’t
let us interrupt your astrology homework.”

“It’s astronomy,” he said,
without acknowledging her cheeky remark. “You’re the hippie who’s
obsessed with Mom’s star guides and psychic mumbo
jumbo.”

Faye pursed her lips and
glared at him, a look so intense I thought she might burst into
flames. I tried not to laugh, but Zane couldn’t help smirking. Faye
knew better than to tease Fischer about his classes, and he knew
how much she hated being referred to as the H-word. At some point,
Fischer must have made a face or whispered a sarcastic remark,
because Zane nearly choked on his water and turned to hide his
face. He’d never hear the end of it if Faye noticed.

Between muffled grunts of
laughter, Fischer pretended to search for something in his
backpack, leaving the laptop in plain view. To my astonishment, the
same brilliant tunnel of light I’d seen on the terrace in my dream
illuminated the screen; only this time, it was shooting through
space.

“Fischer, what are you
watching?” My eyes were glued to the screen as I made my way over
to his desk. “I’ve seen that light before.”

Pulling his head from his
bag, he glanced at the monitor. “Oh, just a clip from my
summer astronomy
class at the Academy.” He’d glanced over to Faye
as he exaggerated the subject of his course. “A star got too close
to a black hole and was sucked in by its gravitational
force.”

“I thought black holes were
like giant vacuums, swallowing anything in their path. But here,
light is shooting out of it. How can that happen?”

Realizing I was genuinely
interested, Fischer abandoned his fake search and returned his
focus to the content playing on screen. “My instructor, Professor
Teller, based his life’s work—and the class—on the study of black
holes. His theory is that the universe uses light as an energy
source. He claims that a single particle of light has a powerful
nucleus, or core, which he refers to as ‘the shadow of light.’ When
a star collapses, its light is essentially flipped inside-out,
resulting in a black hole. The source light is then trapped in an
inner core, and the shadow of light encapsulates the outside of the
particle makeup, like a force field.”

Images of the strange
border from Evan’s world flashed into my head at the term “force
field.” The way it had enclosed everything, the strange energy it
had projected, even the way my necklace had interacted with it. Was
it? A force field?

Laughter echoed from across
the room. “Oh, Fisch, if the Science Club geeks could hear you now.
You should tell her about the mirror-planet theory.” Faye shook a
mocking finger at him, but looked at me. “Something about planets
that are almost spitting images of each other. Can you
imagine?”

“Faye, you are the perfect
example of the rarest form of scientific matter: a single atom,
lacking a nucleus,” he responded.

“You’d better hope this
atom doesn’t implode on your computer,” she threatened.

Rolling his eyes, Fischer
replayed the video. “So, here’s where the starlight clip comes in.
Traditional science explains that black holes are elements of
space-time where gravitational pull prevents anything, including
light, from escaping once within a certain range of its border.
Professor Teller agrees, to a point, but believes that, in some
cases, light does escape. Some light is so powerful, so bright,
nothing can stop it. When a star like that is drawn into a black
hole, instead of being completely devoured, it emits a beam of
light. The beam not only shoots out into space, but in the opposite
direction as well, into
the black hole.”

“That’s incredible,” I
said, thinking of the starlight at the terrace and the possibility
that it was merely an end point to an escaping path of light on the
inside of a black hole.

“It really is. Now, get
this, Teller asserts that the ends of this light tunnel play a
critical part in the growth of a black hole. The point at which the
outside light beam lands is duplicated inside the black hole,
enlarging the world.” As he finished, Fischer put his hands behind
his head and leaned back in his chair.

I digested his theory and
again compared it to what I’d seen in my dreams. Déjà vu washed
over me, and I wondered if I’d seen the video before. That would
certainly explain why I was dreaming about something so similar.
“How often do stars get swept into black holes?”

“It’s pretty rare,” he
answered. “If you take a single galaxy, there are thousands of
black holes scattered throughout. Many particles are pulled into
their orbits, but rarely something the size of a large
star.”

“It’s pretty wild that it
was even captured on satellite video,” Zane added.

“I’ll say.” My head was
swimming from information overload, but I needed answers. “Where
can I find Professor Teller?”

“Well, normally he’d be at
his office on campus. But class is over for today,” Fischer
said.

“I’d really like to talk to
him.”

One eyebrow jutted up, but
he continued, “It’s on the way to the lake. We visited his home for
a field trip once. He has a workshop there.”

“Take me.
Please.”

The room went quiet. All
eyes turned on me. The looks on their faces said everything. Why
would I want to go to the professor’s house?

Zane pulled me aside, worry
written on every inch of his face. “Kira, what is this all about?
Are you sure you’re feeling all right?”

“Yeah, who cares about some
nerdy space video?” Faye joined us at the computer as the clip
played again. “Wait a minute, guys. Doesn’t that look like what we
saw at the lake?”

Everyone turned and looked
at her.

“What? Don’t you think so?”
she said as the clip finished.

“Now that you mention it,
they are similar,” Fischer said, shuffling in his chair.

My spine tingled. “Could
that even happen? Could a beam of light exiting a black hole reach
us?”

“I suppose it’s possible.
It would have to be extremely strong, defying all measurement and
intensity of light as we know it.”

I hadn’t had Faye’s view of
the object at the lake, nor was I ready to explain my interest in
the video, but I was sure the starlight in Fischer’s clip and the
tunnel in my dream were one and the same. A wave of panic washed
over me as images and feelings from both worlds collided. I took a
couple shaky steps, reaching out to Zane to steady
myself.

“Kira, are you okay?” The
same words he’d spoken that night as he rescued me from the
lake.

The room spun, and for a
moment, I thought I might faint. What was happening to me? Right
now, the professor was my best shot at figuring out if there was
something more to my dreams than just that—dreams. I breathed in
deeply, shaking the haze that had come over me.

“Yes. I’m fine. Fischer,
take me to the workshop now.” Not waiting for him to protest, I
headed toward the stairs.

Faye grabbed her purse.
“I’m so coming with you.”

“I don’t know what you
expect to find there,” Fischer said.

“What about your birthday
dinner?” asked Zane.

I looked at my watch. “We
have plenty of time.”

“Just take us there,” Faye
said, following me. “You can stay in the car if you’re
chicken.”

“I’m not chicken—” Fischer
began.

Faye didn’t let him finish.
“Then what are you waiting for? Come on!”

The four of us piled into
Fischer’s Jeep, and we headed up the mountain. The Jeep moved
slowly, popping in and out of the potholes that were prevalent in
the rocky dirt roads. About halfway to the lake, Fischer slowed and
turned into a narrow driveway marked by a rusty mailbox. We must
have passed it dozens of times on previous trips to the lake, but
I’d never noticed it before.

When we pulled up to the
professor’s home, I expected to see another old, rundown shack.
However, the modest house was of modern design, and appeared to
have been recently painted. The workshop sat off to the side,
behind the house.

“I don’t see his car,”
Fischer said, looking around. “He must not be home. We’ll have to
try again later.”

“But we’re already here,”
Faye said. “Seems like a wasted trip if we don’t at least look
around.”

“She’s right. Pull up over
there.” I pointed to an area concealed by overgrown
bushes.

“Wait. Look around?” said
Fischer. “What if he catches you snooping?”

“Okay, fine. We’ll knock
first.” I shot Faye a mischievous grin. I could always count on her
as my partner in crime.

“Seriously, Fisch. You can
be such a whiner.” Faye hopped out of the back of the car before it
stopped and headed toward the house.

“Easy for you to say, the
professor doesn’t know YOU,” Fischer yelled after her.

“Looks like you’re
outnumbered,” Zane said, chuckling. “They’ve already made up their
minds.”

“Please, Fisch?” I coaxed.
“We’ll just be a few minutes, then we’re out of here.
Promise.”

“All right. Make it quick.”
Turning to Zane, he said, “Stay here and signal us if you hear or
see anyone coming.”

Fischer parked the Jeep and
helped me out of the back. Faye had already knocked on the front
door, with no answer, and was now peeping into windows. I waved at
her, signaling that we were headed to the workshop.

The sidewalk leading behind
the house was cracked and overrun with weeds. An old push mower,
nestled in the unkempt grass, hid under a fallen tree branch next
to the garage. Although the garage and shop were covered with
faded, chipping green paint, a pile of white paint cans and stained
roller brushes confirmed that the house had recently been
painted.

“Doesn’t look like he’s
here,” Fischer said, as he peered into the dirty window in the shop
door. He wiped off a layer of dust with his sleeve and stepped
aside.

Pressing my face to the
glass, I could just make out the shadows of furniture, mostly
tables and shelves. I reached for the doorknob and turned it
slowly. With little effort, the door fell open.

“What are you doing?” asked
Fischer.

“It’s unlocked,” I said,
somewhat surprised. I stood in the open doorway momentarily before
stepping inside.

“This is a whole new level
of trespassing,” Fischer objected.

“But it isn’t exactly
breaking and entering,” Faye said as she rejoined us. “Let’s say
you left something here, and we came to retrieve it.”

“Left something? Seriously?
Like what?” Fischer asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. A
textbook, a telescope,” Faye suggested. “Just pretend like you’re
looking for it.”

I flipped a switch near the
door. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead, illuminating a large,
paper-strewn desk centered in the middle of the room. It separated
the workspace from the small kitchenette. Tables littered with
books, folders, and work papers circled the desk and two telescopes
were stationed near windows at the back of the shop.

A chalkboard covered in
scribbled diagrams and a corkboard cluttered with newspaper and
magazine clippings stretched across the wall behind the desk. Upon
closer examination, I uncovered articles from around the world
documenting astrological events, many of which had dates and times
circled in red ink. I casually glanced through the posted papers,
unable to decide if they contained any information related to the
video.

Then my eyes fixed on a
single headline:

 


SEARCH FOR SINCLAIR
CONTINUES

 


I frantically pushed back
the clips covering the rest of the article. A dark-haired man in a
leather jacket smiled at me through the faded black-and-white
photo. A photo I’d stared at hundreds of times in our album at
home. The same straight, narrow nose. Soft brown eyes—almond
shaped, just like mine—penetrated the matte of the aged
paper.

My father.

Like the other stories on
the board, dates were circled in red. Why was the professor
interested in my father? “What the—”

Faye was at my side. “What
is it, Kira?”

Words didn’t come. I just
stared. Faye followed my gaze, and her hand flew to her mouth, but
not fast enough to prevent the escaping gasp. She stood,
speechless.

A loud whistle from outside
broke the silence. Someone was coming. Zane whistled again.
Fischer, who had been tinkering with a solar model dangling from
the ceiling, ran to the door.

“I can already see
headlights,” he said as he flipped off the lights. “Wait here. We
can sneak out to my car after he goes inside.”

We stood against the wall
as Fischer kept watch. But I didn’t want to sneak away quietly. I
wanted to know why the professor had an article about my father.
What was he tracking? What was his explanation for the
video?

“He’s headed to the house,”
Fischer whispered.

In Faye’s inconspicuous
effort to look out a window, she kicked a metal pail that sat on
the floor. It clanked loudly before rolling to its resting place.
Faye mouthed an exasperated, “Sorry.” I held my breath, while
Fischer once again checked on the professor.

“He’s coming this way.
Hide!”

“Quick, the closet.” I
grabbed Faye’s hand, dragging her behind me.

We fumbled through the
dark, ducking behind coats and jackets hanging inside the musty
closet. Hopefully, Fischer was able to find a spot equally as
concealing. The workshop door creaked open and closed. We pressed
our backs against the wall in an effort to remain undiscovered.
Faye nervously squeezed my hand as heavy footsteps shuffled closer
to our hiding place.

All of a sudden, the door
swung open with such force that it smacked against the cabinets of
the kitchenette. I couldn’t silence a muffled shriek. The coats
ripped away from the hangers, forcing a panicked squeal from Faye,
and we stared into the barrel of a gun.
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“Who are you? What do you want?” the
professor growled.

I stared at the middle-aged man looming over
us. My voice stuck in my throat. I feebly raised my hands,
shrinking before the threatening weapon.

Fischer slid out from under the desk.
“Professor, please! We didn’t mean any harm.”

“Fischer?” The bewildered professor lowered
the gun in relief. “What are you doing here?”

“Oh, I . . . um . . . left something . . .
maybe a book . . . or . . .” Fischer’s eyes darted around the room.
He was worthless under pressure.

“What do you know about my father?” I blurted
out.

“Your father?” The professor’s forehead
wrinkled, and his eyebrows creased. “And just who are you?”

“Professor, this is Kira.” Fischer stepped
closer to introduce us. “And this is Faye, my sister.” Faye was
still partially in the closet, trying to remain unnoticed. She
eased forward at her introduction and waved sheepishly.

“You have an article, ‘Search for Sinclair
Continues.’” I pointed to his board. “Austin Sinclair was my
father.” My voice trembled as I said his name.

He looked at the board before slowly turning
to face me. “I doubt you’d believe me if I told you. Now, what is
the real reason you’re sneaking around in my workshop?”

“She says she’s seen the starlight, like the
video you showed us in class,” Fischer explained.

“Is that so?” The professor’s eyes sparked,
and he stared at me intensely. “Perhaps you would believe me.”

“Please, tell me what you know about my
father.”

Drops of water slid down his temples. Had we
scared him as much as he scared us? Sweat stained his striped,
button-up oxford. Red mountain clay, found only near the trails
circling the lake, covered his hiking boots and the bottoms of his
pant legs.

He had been there.

I looked at him warily. He stepped over to
the desk and set down the gun. The old desk groaned under his
weight as he leaned against it. He took a deep breath.

“I have devoted my life to science, to
discovering the undiscovered,” he began. “For almost twenty years,
I have narrowed my focus to the mysteries of the universe. My
theories on light as an energy source were, are
groundbreaking! And, thanks to cutting-edge technologies, satellite
video has captured amazing events and occurrences that shatter
traditional scientific thinking.”

“You’re referring to the black hole video,”
Fischer said. “I explained your theory to them.”

“Yes.” The professor’s excitement increased
as he stood up and rummaged through the papers on his desk. “It was
documented by scientists working in conjunction with the
university’s Astrology Department on an exploratory project.
Further study could reveal secrets of space travel made possible by
the shadow of light. It could be the discovery of the century!” The
professor stopped, wrapping both hands around the top of the desk,
and leaned toward me. “The most powerful light source in the
universe.”

Faye scoffed. “Oh, come on. You expect us to
believe in this theoretical space stuff?”

I waved a hand to quiet her. “So, what does
that have to do with my father?”

“Well, I’m still working on that connection,”
he said, with less enthusiasm. “I have been tracking missing
persons reports coinciding with astrological events and sightings
occurring in our galaxy.”

“Events? Sightings?” I was shocked—almost
upset—by his answer. “What are you trying to say? That he was
abducted by someone or something from another planet?”

The color drained from the professor’s face.
Was it something I said? His eyes darted to Faye, then Fischer, and
back to me. Regaining composure, he forced an exaggerated
laugh.

“No, no. You misunderstood. I’m not referring
to extraterrestrials,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m talking
about the lives and patterns of objects comprising our galaxy:
moons, planets, stars, and the energy encompassed in black holes.
In short, spatial events coinciding with specific missing persons
reports.”

“Wait. So you expect me to believe what? That
my father disappeared because—”

“He encountered the shadow of light,” the
professor finished.

No sooner had the words left his mouth than I
abruptly stopped. Images from the video and lake flooded my memory.
Fischer’s explanation and the professor’s words replayed in my
mind. “Space travel made possible by the shadow of light.”
In my dream, Evan had referred to the light as “my star.” And
Fischer had said that when powerful starlight was sucked into a
black hole, it could duplicate objects. Had the falling star from
the lake somehow copied me? Did I somehow travel through space?

I fell into a nearby chair. Breathing heavy,
shaking my head, I mumbled to myself. “It can’t be. It was only a
dream. There’s no way . . .”

The room was silent. Everyone stared at me. I
jumped at the touch of a hand on my back.

“Are you okay?” Faye gave my shoulder a
comforting squeeze.

“I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I didn’t mean
to get so worked up. It’s just that, when I think about my father .
. .”

“It’s okay,” Faye said.

The professor handed me a bottle of
water.

I chugged a few full gulps and cleared my
throat. “Have you made any connections between missing persons and
the events you’ve studied?”

“Nothing conclusive, I’m afraid,” the
professor replied.

“But there is something connected to
my father, or you wouldn’t have saved that article.”

“Merely a date, a location, and an event.
Like I said, nothing conclusive. Though, I wish—perhaps even more
than you—that I knew more.”

“That makes two of us,” I said, letting my
voice trail off.

After a short, awkward pause, he continued,
“Now, tell me, what’s this about you seeing the light from the
video?” He offered a hand and helped me to my feet.

“Oh, well, it’s nothing really. Just
something I dreamed.” I wanted to know more, but I was
uncomfortable talking to him about it. It was awkward enough that
he’d found us hiding in his workshop. But it was also more than
that. Something was off.

“A dream?” His tone and demeanor darkened.
“How fascinating. I’d love to hear about it.”

I withdrew my hand from his and slowly backed
away.

Again, the room was silent. I didn’t know
what to say; I didn’t want to say anything. Vibrations from
Fischer’s cell phone broke the tension. He pulled the phone from
his pocket and read its message.

“Oh man! That thing. We’ve got this thing,”
he said, motioning for us to leave. “Sorry, Professor, we have to
go.”

I was saved. Quickly, we shuffled to the door
and bolted down the sidewalk.

“Thanks for your help!” Faye called over her
shoulder.

“Fischer!” the professor called after us.
“What about the thing you were looking for?”

Half running, half skipping, he turned and
yelled back, “If you find it, let me know!”

Zane pulled out from behind the bushes and
met us in the middle of the driveway. Faye and I piled into the
Jeep. Fischer waved for a quick getaway after he hopped into the
front. Gravel spit from the tires as Zane punched the gas pedal,
and dust clouds trailed us as we raced back to the main road.

“Thanks for your help?” Fischer said to Faye.
“What was that?”

“More like thanks for not shooting us,” she
replied.

“What?” Zane exclaimed. “You’re kidding,
right?”

“Nope. That’s no joke.” Fischer crossed his
arms. “He had a gun.”

“I’ve never had one pointed at me before,”
Faye said. “That was intense.”

“But why?” Zane asked.

For a moment, we were all quiet. Faye,
Fischer, and I looked at each other.

“What happened back there?”

“The professor thought we were intruders,”
Faye said.

“Oh man!” Zane groaned.

“The shop door was unlocked. We were just
looking around.” I felt bad for putting Faye and Fischer in such an
awkward situation.

“I can’t believe I’m aiding criminals.” Zane
smirked, casting a sideways glance at Fischer.

Faye playfully punched him in the arm.

“That is the last time I let you girls talk
me into something.” Fischer shook his head. “Girls are nothing but
trouble.”

“Amen!” Zane agreed.

Faye stuck out her tongue. “It’s okay, little
brother. We can’t expect you to keep up with the big girls.”

“Not ‘can’t,’ Sis. Won’t,” Fischer said with
an exaggerated grin. “And just because you are two minutes older
than me, doesn’t make you the superior twin.”

“Guys. Enough,” I interrupted. “Not that you
would, but please don’t say anything about this to my mom.”

“Oh, your mom would loovve to hear
about this,” Zane oozed.

I glared at him through the rearview
mirror.

“What is it, Kira?” he asked.

“The professor knows something about my
father,” I said.

Zane’s brow wrinkled. “I don’t get it. You
came out to find out about the video, right?”

I waved my hands in defense. “It seems
totally random, I know.”

He glanced to the road, and then back at me,
in the mirror. “What does your father have to do with this? I
thought you’d put that all behind you.”

Zane knew more than he probably wanted to
about my father. He’d been my sounding board for every painful
feeling and hateful thought I’d had toward my absent parent. Never
complaining, only listening, he’d stuck with me until I was finally
able to move on.

And here we were, the wound opened again.

“I did. But the professor had an article
about the search for my father. He claimed to be tracking
astrological events coinciding with missing persons reports.” I
relayed everything the professor had told us about his
research.

Zane stared straight ahead, quiet as he
listened. After I finished, he waited for a moment, and said, “So,
what did he say about your father?”

“Not much. He was pretty vague,” I said. “But
my gut instinct tells me that he’s hiding something. I just have to
figure out what it is. I don’t understand why anyone would think my
father was missing.”

“Do you think your mom knows anything about
it?” he asked.

“I don’t know. That article specifically said
‘Search for Sinclair Continues.’ And the professor admitted to
tracking missing persons. But it doesn’t make sense. He’s not
missing.”

“Are you sure about that?” Faye asked.

“My mom always made it sound like he left,” I
said, thinking back on the few conversations we’d had about him
over the years. “You don’t think . . . why wouldn’t she tell me if
he was missing?”

Silence.

“How would you tell your child her father
disappeared?” Zane said.

Faye leaned over and whispered, “Maybe fake
cards were easier.”

We pulled into my driveway. My mom must have
been watching out the window, because she came outside immediately.
Brimming with excitement, she waved at us with a blindfold in
hand.

“Whatever happened, it seems like she’s put
it behind her,” Faye said. “Look how happy she is.”

I swallowed hard. She was happy. We
were happy. Without him. I stuffed my feelings of confusion into
the back of my mind and put my happy face on. “Just remember, not a
word.”

We piled out of the Jeep and headed toward
the house.

“Is the birthday girl ready?” She stepped
behind me and secured the blindfold over my eyes. She placed her
hands on my shoulders, and then whispered in my ear, “I hope you
love it.”

“I can’t wait,” I said, with an excitement
forced to match hers.

“Fischer dear, grab the door please. Zane,
would you take Kira’s hand and follow me in?”

My heart leapt to my throat. A warm hand
grazed down my arm, lifting it slightly before lacing its fingers
in between mine. I smiled, elated at his touch. Though my eyes were
covered, I could picture how pleased my mom was with her sneaky
request. I had to admit, I loved her for it.

We shuffled through the house toward the
kitchen. The smoky aroma of barbeque blended with the pungent
cinnamon odor of my mom’s favorite potpourri. Though I couldn’t see
through the blindfold, I felt the lights growing dimmer. The crisp,
sweet tones of violin music played softly in the background. As we
stood in the dining room entrance, Faye squeezed my hand.

The blindfold loosened and pulled away.

Zane squeezed my hand before letting it go,
and my hands flew over my mouth. “Oh!”

White gossamer flowed across the ceiling and
cascaded down the walls. Red paper lanterns hung evenly throughout
the room. The dining table was covered with a white satin cloth,
and rose petals were sprinkled down the center and around the place
settings. Each of the six chairs had a white cover pulled together
at the back with a small red bow made of mesh ribbon. But the focal
point of the entire room was a stunning floral centerpiece. It
overflowed with blooming red and white dahlias and greenery
accented with red and white roses—from my mother’s garden, no
doubt. Our dining room was so elegant it was almost magical.

“Oh, Mom! You’ve outdone yourself this year,”
I praised. “I’m surprised you even had time to cook with such
elaborate decorations. Your flowers are gorgeous!”

“Happy birthday, sweetheart,” she said,
hugging me.

I squeezed her tighter, not wanting to let
go. “Thanks, Mom.”

“Who’s ready to eat?” she asked.

“Me!” we all chorused together.

We took our seats for dinner. As the birthday
girl, I sat at the head of the table. The boys pushed each other
playfully, fighting over the other armed chair opposite me. Faye
let down her updo, ruffling her hair as she made her way to the
seat next to me. Gifts wrapped with as much flourish as the room
was decorated sat at the side of my plate. While my mother served
the meal, I shook each box lightly for clues to their contents.

She piled our plates with barbequed brisket,
baked potatoes, fresh fruits, and vegetables. I was in Heaven. As
the first real meal I’d had in days, I savored each delicious bite.
It was no surprise that both Zane and Fischer finished two heaping
plates and still had room for dessert.

“I decided to forego a traditional birthday
cake this year,” my mom said as she moved the dessert dish from the
nearby buffet. “Instead, I decided that nothing but your favorite
would do.”

She lifted the lid from the dish to unveil
the treat.

“Key lime pie! Definitely my favorite.” I was
glad I had saved room for a piece.

Number candles were placed in my birthday
pie. I smiled at the flickering one and seven resting on a mountain
of whipped cream, while everyone sang “Happy Birthday.” After
extinguishing both with a single blow, I took a bow in answer to
their applause. It felt so good to be home celebrating with my
friends and family.

“Mmmm,” Fischer said after he took his first
bite. “Mrs. Sinclair, you make the best desserts!”

“I agree,” echoed Zane, through a
mouthful.

“Thank you. I certainly enjoy making them,”
she said.

“It’s delicious, Mom. Good choice.” I loaded
my fork with pie. Each sweet and zingy bite melted in my mouth.

“Enough about pie, though it’s certainly
yummy, Mrs. Sinclair. Have we waited long enough for presents?”
Faye bounced in her seat with barely caged excitement. “That’s my
favorite part.”

I looked at my mom for approval.

She nodded. “Yes, go ahead when you’re ready,
girls.”

Like a racehorse released from the gates,
Faye thrust a medium-sized gift into my hands. “Open mine
first.”

Carefully removing the pink foil wrapping
paper and ribbon, I lifted the lid off of the box.

The box was filled with an assortment of
items: gum, lip gloss, sunscreen, a variety of fingernail polish,
and a new pair of aviator sunglasses.

“Wow, Faye! Thank you. You make the best
goodie boxes,” I said. “All we need is a shopping trip for new
swimsuits!”

“You’re welcome.” Next, she handed me a flat,
square box. “Open Fischer’s next.”

I untied its ribbon. The small package was
crammed with tissue paper. Digging under it, I found a small disc
labeled Kira’s Mix.

“Aw Fischer, thanks,” I said as I winked at
Faye. I knew she had helped him put it together.

“Now mine,” my mother said, handing me an
envelope.

I slid my finger under the sticker that
secured its flap. Inside was a handmade card designed like a
coupon.

“What’s it say?” Faye asked.

Pulling the card out, I read aloud, “This
coupon entitles Kira Sinclair and three of her closest friends to a
weekend getaway at the Davenport beach house.”

Faye squealed with delight.

“Did you know about this?” I asked her. She
nodded with excitement. I turned to my mom, “So, I’m allowed to go?
Even after what happened at the lake?”

“Yes, even after what happened at the lake,”
she said, taking my hand. “That was supposed to be your birthday
campout. You’ll just have to redo it. “

“Thank you so much!”

“Is there anything else in the envelope?” she
asked, with a twinkle in her eye.

“Is there?” I picked up the envelope. Inside
was a smaller piece of paper. “A gift certificate to the Swim
Shack!” Turning to Faye, I drew a checkmark in the air. “Swimsuits,
check!”

“Thank you so much everyone. This has been
amazing!” Once more, I looked around at the beautiful decorations.
“We don’t have to take everything down right away, do we?”

“I suppose we could leave them up for a day
or two,” said my mother. “The dishes, however, must go.”

“Hey, wait a minute,” Faye said. “What about
Zane?”

“What about Zane?” he repeated.

“Didn’t you get something for Kira?”
she asked.

“Oh, um, yes,” I said. “He already gave it to
me.” Even in the dimly lit room, I could see Zane blushing as he
fiddled with the buttons on his shirt.

“Oh reeaally? Well, aren’t you going
to tell us what it is?” Faye said.

Smiling, I lifted the chain and revealed the
pendant. “He got me a necklace.”

“A necklace? Let me see!” She stood, leaning
in for a look. “It’s beautiful. Zane, I’m impressed.” She winked at
me.

In an exaggerated motion, Fischer tilted his
head and leaned back in his chair. “Dude, give me a heads up next
time. That kind of puts my mix disc to shame,” he said.

Still ogling over the necklace, Faye said, “I
want to see it in better light.”

“Well, grab some plates then. We’ll head to
the kitchen,” I said.

“Don’t you even think about it,” my mom
protested. “The birthday girl shouldn’t have to do dishes.”

“I insist. You spent all day cooking and
decorating. The least we can do is help clean up a bit,” I said.
“Then, we can all relax.”

My mom started putting the chair covers away.
Faye and I stacked the plates and carried them into the kitchen.
After we set them by the sink, Faye grabbed my arm.

“Let me see your necklace again,” she said.
“This is a big deal, you know. Fischer said Zane was doing
something special, but I blew it off.” She held the pendant in the
light. “Guys and girls have different opinions on what’s really
special. But this is really something.”

“Oh?” I said. Now I was the one blushing. I
wasn’t going to pretend it didn’t mean something to me, though.

“After what happened at the lake, Zane must
have felt like he needed to step it up a notch,” she said, cocking
an eyebrow.

At that moment, Zane and Fischer came into
the kitchen carrying dirty dishes, nearly dropping them as they
went through the door at the same time. I quickly turned to the
sink, as did Faye. The guys looked at us strangely before placing
the dishes on the island and settling onto the bar stools. Faye
giggled and nudged my shoulder with hers.

“What was that supposed to mean?” I whispered
as we rinsed dishes.

“Oh, come on. Isn’t it obvious?” she
asked.

My response was a cynical stare, even though
I knew what she was implying.

“Don’t act naive. You’re amazing! Besides,
you’ve known each other forever. It’s about time you two officially
got together,” she concluded. “Kira Crayton. It has a nice ring to
it.”

“Oh, stop it!” I laughed. “What are you,
ten?”

I peeked over my shoulder. Zane and Fischer
sat at the island, pretending to help clean by picking at the
leftovers. I watched Zane and thought about what Faye said. It was
a little deflating to think about some of the awkward moments we
had shared. My neck got hot when I thought of all the times he’d
seen me attempting to mow the lawn or bagging Mazey’s dog poop.

“But that’s just it,” I said, turning back to
her. “We have known each other forever. He was my first friend when
we moved here, after my father left, or disappeared, or whatever.
He’s seen me sick. Without makeup. The summer before our freshman
year, when you moved here, I tried to cut my own hair. Hacked it.
He was the only person I saw the entire break!”

“That’s what makes it so perfect. No
surprises,” she teased.

“Seriously? Where’s the fun in that?” I
said.

“Maybe he doesn’t care,” Faye said. “Zane may
not talk much, but sometimes, he talks to Fischer . . . about
you.”

I stopped rinsing dishes. “Why haven’t you
said anything before? I mean, how long have we been best
friends?”

“Look, don’t take this the wrong way,” she
said as she put her hand on my shoulder, “but you’re kind of a
downer when it comes to relationships. I didn’t want you or Zane to
get hurt. I figured it would all work out when the time was
right.”

She was right. My father’s supposed betrayal
had tainted my outlook on love. I’d had crushes now and then, but
the desire to date or be in a serious relationship with any high
school aged guy was extinguished when I thought of him. If he could
abandon my mother, his high school sweetheart, what would prevent
someone from doing the same to me?

As if she had read my mind, Faye said, “Hey,
it’s Zane. Whether you realize it or not, he would do anything for
you.”

My heart burned. It wasn’t made of stone, in
spite of my efforts to protect it. And deep down, I wanted someone
who would love me completely. But to love entirely meant risking
the loss of such love. The result of my mother’s broken heart left
me cautious and inaccessible. I was tired of self-inflicted
isolation, but the thought of giving my heart to Zane and possibly
losing him was my greatest fear.

“Are you okay?” Faye asked. “You’ve been
rinsing that plate for five minutes.”

I turned off the water, set the plate down in
the sink, and rubbed my forehead with the back of my hand.

“Kira, no matter how much you try, you can’t
rationalize this.”

Overwhelming emotion swept through me. Tears
filled my eyes. I closed them and took a deep breath. With
everything that had happened over the last couple of days, I was
exhausted.

I dabbed my eyes with the dish towel. “I’m
just tired. I need to rest,” I said.

“Are those tears? Are you crying?” she asked
in a hushed whisper. “That’s not like you. Was it something I
said?”

“No, no. It’s been a long day,” I said,
forcing a smile. But again, she was right. I might throw stuff or
scream, but I hadn’t cried—really cried—since my dad left.

“I understand,” she said. “We’ll wrap things
up and head out.”

I hugged her. “Thanks for understanding. I
don’t know what I’d do without you!”

“You would fall apart,” she said. “You ready
to go, Fischer?”

“Oh, uh, sure.” He stood, then popped a
couple of leftover olives into his mouth. “You need a ride, man?”
he said, speaking to Zane.

“Nah, I’ll walk,” Zane replied.

We went back through the dining room so my
friends could say goodnight to my mom. Everyone told her how much
they enjoyed the party. She beamed with delight.

As I walked them to the door, Faye was
already making plans for the following day.

“Text me when you’re up,” she said. “Maybe we
can head into town and do some shopping for the beach trip.”

“Sounds good. I will,” I said. “Oh, and my
car is still at your house. Will you drive it over tomorrow?” I
grabbed my purse from the hall table and dug for the keys.

“Of course.” She took my keys, and then
hugged me. “Get some rest. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I let Mazey outside before following Faye,
Fischer, and Zane out to the porch. It was warmer than previous
nights, and the air was still. Fireflies started bobbing around the
yard, flickering like stars in an endless sky. I waved goodbye to
the twins.

Zane headed down the steps, but paused on the
sidewalk, kicking dandelions in the yard. “I hope you had a great
birthday this year.”

“I did,” I said, as I sat down on the top
step. “And thanks again for the necklace. It means a lot.”

He walked toward me and leaned on the
railing. “It makes me happy to see you wearing it, but it reminds
me that I almost lost you, too.”

“It reminds me that you came in after me. You
saved me.”

“I’ll always come after you.” His voice
dripped with the desire that lived in his eyes, a simple statement
full of past actions and future promises.

I blushed and looked down at the pendant as I
rubbed it with my fingers. It swirled slowly, glittering even in
the dimming evening light. The stone’s material was so similar to
the border in my strange dream world. How did it get here? “Where
did you say you found the stone?”

“At the lake,” he said.

I breathed a short laugh. “I mean, where at
the lake?”

“At the edge of the water, where I pulled you
out,” he said. “I almost missed it. The sun must have hit it just
right. I caught a glint of it out of the corner of my eye. The
stone was so perfectly shaped and smooth, even I could see it was
just right for a necklace.”

The gift seemed like such a coincidence, and
yet I couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe it was meant for me.
But if that was true, what did it mean? Could I really be linked to
some distant place through starlight? The professor had made it
seem likely, and Evan seemed convinced. I still didn’t know if I
believed them, or if this was all in my head.

“Do you believe in connections that sometimes
can’t be explained?” I asked.

He smiled shyly, pointing to himself and then
me.

I looked at him, blushing again. “Oh, no,
I—what I meant was . . . not that we don’t . . .”

“It’s okay.” He chuckled nervously and rubbed
the back of his neck. “I believe there’s an explanation for
everything. Sometimes, we don’t immediately understand what it
might be, but time usually reveals the answers.”

“Very wisely spoken,” I teased.

“It’s something my mom always says.”

Maybe it was as simple as that. There was an
explanation; I just needed to find it. The professor had been
exploring around the lake, too. If the lake held answers, then I
needed to go back.

“You may think I’m crazy, but would you take
me to the lake?”

“Tonight?” he said. “Are you sure? You look
exhausted.”

“Yes, tonight. I need to go.” I couldn’t
really explain why, but at the same time, I really wanted him to
know. “Maybe I’ll sleep better if I face my fear of that night. I’m
having the weirdest dreams.”

“That’s awful, but I know what you mean.” His
brows heaved together in a wave of concern and understanding.

“You do?” For a moment, his words made me
wonder if I wasn’t the only person dreaming things.

He nodded. “That night replays over and over
in my head. The light barreling toward you, your body disappearing
underwater. . . . I couldn’t get to you fast enough.”

I slid my hand over his arm. “But you did.
Sounds like we both have fears to face.”

“I’ll grab my truck,” he said with a smile.
“I should have some leftover firewood in the back, if we want to,
you know, take our time?”

“That’s right, you had something you wanted
to tell me.” I smiled slyly, and his eyes grew wide. Now he was
blushing. “I’ll tell my mom and grab a sweater.” I stood, calling
Mazey from the yard.

Zane edged down the sidewalk, waiting for us
to go inside. I waved him on, and he jogged down the driveway and
disappeared around the neighbor’s shrubs.

I returned to the dining room just as my mom
tucked a box full of chair decorations into a closet. “I’m going
out with Zane for a bit.”

“I won’t wait up,” she said with a knowing
tone. “You know, you two make a great couple.”

“Oh, Mom. You’re starting to sound like
Faye.”

“Well, I’ve always thought so. Friends
through childhood, high school sweethearts. Maybe someday . . .”
She closed the closet door and leaned against it, lost in some long
forgotten memory.

“Oh, right.” I rolled my eyes. “Like you and
Dad. Well, look how well that turned out.”

Hurt filled her eyes, and she straightened
defensively. She didn’t need me to rub that in her face. Me and my
stupid mouth.

“I’m so sorry, Mom. I didn’t mean it like
that. It’s just that, well, I’m afraid.”

“Afraid?” she repeated. “What are you talking
about?”

Did she not understand how my father’s
absence had affected me? “Do you think Zane would ever leave me?
Like Dad left you?”

“Oh, sweetheart!” She threw her arms around
me. “You can’t live your life in fear because of something that
happened to me!”

“But it happened to me, too.” I swallowed the
lump forming in the back of my throat. “He left us both.”

Taking my face in her hands, she said, “Kira,
there are some things we cannot control. If you don’t enjoy the
happy moments, hoping to avoid the sad ones, life ends up being
pretty empty.”

“But I’m not as strong as you are. I don’t
think I could ever make it through what you’ve been through.”

“You are stronger than you know, and someday,
you’ll realize it.” She lowered her hands from my face and squeezed
my shoulders. “We okay?”

“Yeah, we’re good.” Although I coddled my mom
from time to time, there was no doubt she was tougher than me. And
I had to admit, I still needed her reassurance that everything
would be okay.

“Now shoo! Go have fun,” she said, chasing me
out with a dish towel.

I skipped through the hall into the living
room and peeked out the window. Zane’s truck was in the driveway,
and he waved through the windshield. I grabbed my things and
scooted out the door.
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Anxiety flowed through me as we pulled up to
the lake. The water glistened under the rising moons, the glowing
spheres pouring intimate light over a quiet landscape. After Zane
parked next to our usual fire pit, we walked down to the water’s
edge.

“I don’t know what I was expecting. It looks
like it always does. No evidence that anything unusual happened.” I
leaned over until I could see myself in its surface, the rippled
reflection so similar to looking at myself in the dream’s
starlight. “I can’t believe I almost drowned here.”

“Hey, don’t think about that. We have to put
it behind us.” He placed a hand on my shoulder and gently pulled me
back. “You’re safe now.”

“You’re right.” I couldn’t resist the urge to
sink into his arms, his touch the remedy that would free me from my
heavy memories. And more than anything, that’s what I needed right
now. “So, were there any other stones like the one you found?”

“Nope. The banks were pretty clean. Nothing
else stuck out,” he said as we stared over the open water
together.

“That makes the necklace even more special,”
I said, both delighted and disappointed at the same time. I had
hoped that the stone might have broken off of a larger rock and
left a clue to its origin.

“I hate to say it, but it’s too dark to look
for more stones,” Zane said.

“I know. I guess I was hoping the moonlight
would be brighter, or that there was obvious evidence left
behind.”

“We can check in the morning, if you want
to.”

A burst of cold air whipped between us and I
shook off a sudden shiver. “No, it’s okay. If there were more
stones, I’m sure you would have found them earlier.”

“Here, take this.” Zane removed his letterman
jacket, placing it on my shoulders. “I’ll get a fire going before
it gets any cooler.”

While he stacked logs, I snuggled into his
jacket, the musky scent a reminder of how much I wanted to be near
him. “You’ve worn the same cologne since freshman year. Don’t you
ever get tired of it?”

“Doesn’t really matter to me,” Zane said
casually, as he lit a small piece of paper and placed it under the
wood. “You said you liked it.”

“I . . . I do.” Blood rushed to my
cheeks.

He smiled back at me. “Then it works for
me.”

I pulled the collar over my lips to hide an
elated smile. Faye was right; Zane’s every thought, every action,
seemed to be centered around me. And it wasn’t that I didn’t want
it to be true. I did. I wanted every single bit of it to be true.
Our friendship meant the world to me, and I wanted to make it
something more.

Flames crackled and popped in the chilly air.
Zane spread a blanket over the sand, and we settled down against a
large flat-faced boulder. I rested my head on Zane’s shoulder and
yawned.

“Man, I’m exhausted,” I said, tucking my arm
around his. “I’m just going to close my eyes for a minute. Don’t
let me fall asleep on you.”

“But there’s nothing I would like more.” He
interlaced his fingers with mine, his soft, gentle touch sending a
warmth over me that the fire couldn’t match.

“Me too, but my mom will kill me if I don’t
come home tonight.” I wrapped my free hand around his arm and let
it slide onto his forearm.

“Even if you’re out with me?” he teased.

“Even if I’m out with you.”

Snuggling with Zane, I understood what my
mother had been trying to explain. It felt natural to be with him.
This new, small gesture of closeness was elating. Though fear of
the future still hovered in the back of my mind, I was happy
now.

“Kira . . .”

“Hmmmm?” I mumbled as gravity pressed my eyes
closed.

He rested his head on mine. “It can
wait.”

A blanket of darkness forced me from the
present as I slipped into a subconscious current. An image of Evan
flashed into my mind, his last words haunting me. “Enjoy your
life, before you lose it.” What did he mean? I was
afraid that if I slept, I’d end up at the farmhouse again. I still
didn’t understand what was happening, but one thing was for
sure:

I didn’t want to go back.
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My eyes fluttered open to the rustic wood
planks of the cabin ceiling. Beams of muted light floated in on
rays of dust through windows on both sides of the bed. I pushed
myself to sit up, though a sleepy haze still dulled my senses.
Staring at the bed’s blanket, I blinked until the squares of an old
quilt cleared into a colorful checkerboard pattern.

A cool breeze swept through the windows,
filling the room with the fresh scent of pine. Horses whinnied
outside as the hum of Evan’s voice soothed them. At least he hadn’t
left me for dead.

“Nice one, Kira,” I said aloud. What was I
thinking, snuggling up and falling asleep on Zane? I should have
tried harder to stay awake—to stay home.

I lowered my feet to the floor and realized I
wasn’t tied up. The bedroom door was ajar. Such freedom was
puzzling after the drugging during our last encounter. What was his
motive if he wasn’t holding me prisoner? Footsteps clomped up the
porch steps. I crept to the doorway and leaned against its
frame.

Evan entered, carrying a horse’s feed bucket.
He latched the door and stomped his shoes on the rug.

I cleared my throat.

“Kira!” He dropped the bucket, and oats
scattered across the floor.

“Evan,” I said with a nod.

“Wh-What are you doing here?”

In order to gauge exactly how much he knew, I
decided that playing dumb seemed like my best response. I threw my
hands up in the air. “What am I doing here? Unbelievable.
Where did you expect me to go after you sent me into a tea-induced
coma?”

“Look, I can explain—”

“Yes, you owe me that much.” I crossed the
room and seated myself at the kitchen table. My eyes never left him
as he scooped up the oats and dumped them back into the bucket.

“Are you thirsty?” he asked. “I have more
tea.”

“Seriously? Are you going to drug me with it
again?” I asked, only half joking. “You must really think I’m
stupid.”

“I guess I deserved that. No.” He leaned the
broom against the wall, and then turned to face me. “Look, I’m
sorry. Really.”

He looked at me with wide, earnest eyes, as
if he was willing me to believe his apology. But I still couldn’t
understand why he would do something like that in the first place.
What did it accomplish?

“So, let’s hear it. What’s your explanation?” I folded my arms in
front of me.

He grabbed cups from the cabinet and carried a small pitcher from
the countertop. After setting a mug in front of each of us, he
poured our drinks. He didn’t sit with me, but instead took his
glass and walked over to the nearest window. Behind his back, I
tested the tea with my tongue; its flavor was bland in comparison
to the previous concoction.

“Like I said before, our stories all begin
similarly.” He stared out the window. “This place isn’t home for
any of us. We’re strangers thrown together. Strangers who were in
the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“So Maggie, Scout, the gypsies—”

“Are the only other people on this planet,”
he finished as he turned around. “We are totally alone. Can you
even imagine what that feels like?”

“I would imagine—”

“No. No, you can’t,” he interrupted angrily,
pacing back and forth. “I’m not talking about
going-for-a-walk-to-get-some-space alone. My family, my
friends—everything I’ve ever known—exist on another planet. And I
have no idea how to get back to them. I should be in college,
watching football, going out with my friends on the weekend. I
should be home on holidays, eating turkey, decorating a Christmas
tree, sleeping on the couch because my little brother took my old
room.”

“I am so, so sorry, Evan.” I took a long
drink, wishing I had kept quiet.

“For the longest time, I hoped that somehow
I’d find a way to get back to them.” He leaned against the
windowsill and sighed. “And then, out of nowhere, you show up. I
thought I might still have a chance to be free, or that this place
might just be bearable if I had a friend.” His gaze met mine.
“Someone like you.”

I quickly looked at the floor, heat rising in
my cheeks. My heart ached for him, in spite of his previous attempt
to drug me. He was trapped here. Alone. This softer side of him,
his unspoken plea for help, filled me with compassion. His longing
for some sense of a normal life, this thing he didn’t quite know,
yet knew he was missing. It was as if he didn’t know who he was or
where he was going, like he just existed. I wanted to help him, to
make a difference in his life, but I didn’t know how.

“I’m going to graduate this year,” I said
softly, running my finger around the rim of my mug. “Faye and I
never miss a football game. And holidays wouldn’t be the same; it’s
just my mom and me.”

“I know. I’m sorry.” He walked to the kitchen
table and plopped into a chair. “I didn’t mean to dump this on you.
I wouldn’t wish this on anyone. That’s why I sent you back.”

“You mean the tea?” I thought about what he
was implying. “But the gypsy said—YOU said—I had a choice.”

“That’s true,” he said, shrugging. “Sort
of.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

“Remember the terrace? The light tunnel? You
felt it, didn’t you?”

“Yes, like it was part of me.” The
overwhelming sensation of its connection never completely went
away.

“In a way, it is. Everything that is
happening to you now is because of that star. You are linked to it.
Its power allows you to pass between worlds.”

I cocked my head to the side. “What do you
mean ‘pass between worlds’? Like traveling through space?”

“Not yet. Your first visits are more like a
dream. Think mind travel. Your body is still at home in a
deep sleep. Each time you cross into this world, your presence here
becomes stronger. Eventually, this existence will move outside of
your mind’s eye, and when it does, your body can only be in one
place at a time.” He raised his cup to his lips and finished his
drink before continuing. “Kira, your star is dying. As time passes,
the link grows weaker. And when it fades completely, the link is
broken.”

“And?”

“And you remain in whichever world you occupy
when it happens.”

“That’s not a choice at all!” Now I
understood the painful reality behind his question to know whether
I believed this was real. “You’re not making this up.”

“I wish I was.”

“So, your star—”

“Died. Before I had any idea of what was
going on.” He squeezed his cup until his knuckles turned white, as
if pressing the memory into its clay might rid him of it. “On a
hunting trip, I encountered a blinding light. That night, I came
here in what I thought was a dream. I woke up on a winter morning
like any other—fresh snow-capped mountains, the sun’s reflection
glistening off the frozen wilderness. My older brother and I were
tracking elk. I never gave my dream a second thought. But when I
went to bed that night, that life was gone.”

“Just like that?” I asked.

“Just like that,” he said. “Which is why I
was so shocked to see you here again. I thought if I sent you back,
you’d have a chance to stay . . . a chance I never had.”

I swallowed hard. He had experienced the
exact same things I was experiencing, and he had tried to
help me. I’d been completely wrong about him.  Maybe
together, we could figure out a way to get ourselves home.

“So, there’s no way to go back?”

His shoulders slumped as if he’d lost the
will to hold them up. “Not that I know of. Maggie and Scout are
trying to figure something out. I’m skeptical though. They’ve been
trying for years.”

“I hope they find a way. Your home sounds so
beautiful.” I pictured the sun peeking over the mountain summits
back home; its reflection glistening of frosty leaves.

“Oh, it is.” He laced his hands behind his
head, leaned back in his chair, and closed his eyes. “Prettiest
place on Earth.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Earth?”

“Yep. Montana, actually. Mountains so high
they almost touch the sky. River water clean enough to drink. And
the fishing, oh the fishing—” He stopped short, a crooked smile
playing on his lips. “It’s in the Milky Way Galaxy . . . Mars . . .
Saturn . . . Jupiter?”

“Never heard of it.” I shrugged my shoulders.
It hadn’t even occurred to me that we could be from different
planets; we were so similar. Maybe that theory of mirror planets
wasn’t as farfetched as Faye had made it out to be. My own words
echoed through my mind. “Maybe we’re the aliens.” My eyes
grew wide.

He chuckled. “When Mags first told me, I was
pretty confused, too. I should have explained; we’re all from
different planets throughout the universe, or universes. Hard to
know, really.”

I examined him intensely. “Okay, sure. I can
handle that.”

“Then why are you looking at me so
strangely?”

“Well, we’re the same. Human,” I said.
“Unless you’re a droid or something.”

Evan laughed out loud. “Believe me, I am not
a droid. But I see what you’re saying. You expected robots or
little green men?”

“Little green men would be ridiculous,” I
said with a smirk.

“Yeah, it would, wouldn’t it?”

I nodded. “I mean, we have deep space
archeologists searching for evidence beyond our planet and moons,
but only the top ranked Academy students ever get a glimpse of
what’s retrieved. It almost makes sense that extraterrestrials
would be regular people, too.”

“I’m from the little green men school of
thought. Earth is the only inhabitable planet in our galaxy that I
know of. Our people spend billions of dollars on space exploration,
and we still have no idea what other life forms could be out there.
. . . More humans, apparently.” He stood up and cleared our cups.
“So, where’s home for you?”

I folded my unused napkin into a tiny square.
“I’m from a planet called Thaer. I have no idea where that would be
in relation to your Earth, so don’t ask.”

“Since I’ve never heard of it, I won’t, but I
wonder how far apart our planets or galaxies are from each
other.”

“I wouldn’t even guess.” I’m sure Fischer
could have come up with some theoretical estimate, even if he was
partially making it up. “This is pretty crazy though. Who would
have thought that people, civilizations, would make contact in such
a way?”

“When you put it that way, it’s pretty
amazing,” he agreed, as he sat down next to me. “But it would sure
be nice if we weren’t prisoners while doing so.”

He was right. We’d discovered something
beyond incredible, and yet so confining and seemingly final. This
place may not have bars, but the inhabitants were as trapped as any
prisoners; all serving life sentences.

I bit at my thumbnail, thinking. “So Maggie,
the gypsies, all from different planets?”

“Yep. Mags was the first to settle here.
Lucky for the rest of us, her star brought her entire farm and
acreage. It’s our main food source.” Jumping from the table, he
said, “Speaking of Mags, we’d better get back. She’s going to
wonder what happened to me!”

“She’ll be looking for you?”

“I help her with the farm,” he explained.
“Plus, I bet it’s almost dinner time.”

What she would think about Evan bringing home
a new face? “What about me?”

“You’re coming, of course. I wouldn’t leave
you on your own.” He threw the leather bag over his shoulder. “In a
way, we’re all family here. I’m sure Mags will be glad to have you
around. It can get pretty lonely here. For all of us.”

His words were kind, but I hoped I wouldn’t
be around long enough to get used to a new “family.” We gathered
our things quickly before checking to make sure the last logs of
the dying fire were completely extinguished.

As we traveled back to the farmhouse, my eyes
opened to things I hadn’t previously noticed in the haze of what
I’d thought was a dream. On our first ride, the surrounding
countryside was indistinct compared to the picturesque scene I rode
through now. Leaves of yellow, orange, and red fell from the trees,
carpeting the ground. Riding through them sent swirls of color into
the air. Thick patches of bright wildflowers waved back and forth
along the trail and throughout the fields as the vibrant green
grass inched taller around us.

“So, how does it work? I asked.

“What?”

“Crossing, traveling here.”

He brushed off a leaf that clung to his face.
“Beats me. Something to do with the starlight.”

“Is it time travel? I mean, is this world in
the past or future?”

“No, it’s not like that,” he said, shaking
his head. “Your planet, my Earth, this world, we all exist in the
present.”

“And other worlds?”

Evan slowed his horse at the top of a hill
overlooking the farmhouse. “All in the same universe, in a version
of now.”

“How is it you know all of this? I’m guessing
you haven’t had much school here.”

He chuckled. “No, no school. Not like home
anyway. I read a lot at the farm, and I always keep my ears open.
Mags and Scout don’t bother concealing their conversations from
me.”

“Incredible.” I pulled up next to him and
stopped, the most important question burning inside me. “So, how
much time do I have before my link breaks?”

His Adam’s apple bobbed as he forced a
swallow. “Hard to say. The bigger the star, the faster it burns.
Your star is smaller than others. And those burn slower.”

“So, I have more time, more chances to go
home.”

“Could be. But do you really want to go
home?”

I looked at him like he was crazy. And with a
question like that, I wondered if he was. “Did I just hear you
right?”

“The past never catches up to you here.” He
flashed a mischievous smile and nudged his horse forward before I
could respond.

I scrunched my nose up as the space between
us grew. Of course the past wouldn’t catch up to him, he’d as much
as said he was a prisoner for life. And along that reasoning, he
couldn’t honestly look at staying here as a fresh start for
anything. I held in the urge to speak my thoughts, knowing they’d
only cause more damage than good.

We rode to the farm, passing fields of golden
wheat and rows of corn. Ruger ran out to meet us, barking with
excitement. Chickens squawked and scattered as we trotted through
the front yard. The farmyard was alive with pigs, goats, and sheep,
all shuffling in their pens.

As we dismounted in the barn, I noticed a
black-and-white cow and a new calf. While Evan tossed hay to the
horses, I leaned against the cow’s stall. 

“Kind of cute, aren’t they?” Evan said,
coming up behind me.

“It’s been years since I’ve seen a baby
calf,” I said. “She’s so small.”

“They grow up fast. There are a few others
with the main herd,” he said.

“Can I see them?” I asked.

“If you stick around, we’ll have all the time
in the world,” he answered.

I frowned. When I was here, it was so easy to
get caught up in each new moment. It was like being on vacation
with a million sites to see, but this wasn’t a trip. Once again, I
was reminded of the situation I faced. Staring at my feet, I
aimlessly kicked at the hay on the dirty barn floor.

“I know it’s not easy,” Evan said. “Whatever
happens, happens. I hope it ends the way you want it to.”

I shrugged. The obvious choice would be to go
home. I would be crazy not to. But at the same time, knowing there
were people trapped here, and that I would never be able to return,
left me feeling hollow inside. The more time I spent here, the more
I realized it was real.

“Cheer up. I’ll help any way I can,” he
said. “Come on, let’s go find Mags.”

Curious chickens followed at a distance as we
walked toward the farmhouse. I loved the cozy feel of country life.
I had always wished my mom and I lived far beyond the suburbs of
the nearby city, but she loved being close to the action that was
ever present in a larger town. In another time and place, I’d live
on a farm just like this, near a stream where I could fish with my
dad.

Maggie was busy in the kitchen as we entered
the house. Dishes of breaded chicken, mashed potatoes, and green
beans covered the small table in the dining room. A dog dish rested
on the floor not far from the closest chair.

“I knew if I made bread, you’d show up sooner
or later,” she said, reaching into the oven.

She retrieved the loaf and turned to set it
on the island. Using her wrist, she brushed away a strand of
blonde-gray hair that had escaped from the bobby pins atop her
head. Flour dusted the front of her red gingham shirt.

“Oh!” she exclaimed, looking at me, then to
Evan, and back at me again.

“Maggie, this is Kira,” he said, placing a
hand on my shoulder. “She’s visiting.”

Maggie stood speechless, noticeably shaken.
Regaining her composure after a few seconds, she said, “For a
moment, I thought we might have met before, but seeing as we
haven’t had any visitors in quite some time, that would be
impossible.”

Evan sat his riding bag on the base of the
staircase next to the dining room. “Hope you don’t mind; I invited
her to join us for dinner.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I’ve only cooked for two,”
she said with forced sympathy.

Evan eyed the heaping dishes of steaming food
at the center of the table. “Very funny, Mags. Looks like there’s
more than enough, as usual.”

“I guess we can squeeze in an extra place.”
She pulled three plates from the cupboard and handed them to Evan
before returning to her busied preparations. “You know where the
silverware is. Let’s eat before it’s cold.”

Evan opened the drawer, motioning for me to
get them. Maggie followed us with bread and butter. Evan pulled a
chair from the corner for me before taking his seat opposite
Maggie. I was glad I didn’t have to sit across from her, directly
in her line of sight, but this was going to be uncomfortable
regardless of where I sat.

We passed the food in silence, my presence
causing a noticeable tension in what would have been a routine
meal. I graciously accepted a small serving from each dish, making
sure to compliment the chef. When Maggie finally spoke to me, I
exhaled a sigh of relief.

“So, Kira, what were you doing before you
joined us here?” she asked.

“I was celebrating my birthday at home,” I
replied.

“Isn’t that nice.” Her lips curled into a
sour smile. “Actually, I meant what were you doing when you
encountered the star?” Turning to Evan, she said, “We’re getting a
lake, you know.”

“I was camping, with my friends,” I said.

My friends. I never thought about why none of
my friends were here. If a whole band of gypsies could travel
through together, why not us? Then it hit me, and I said aloud, “I
was the only one swimming.”

“I sure hope that lake of yours has fish,”
Evan said through a mouthful of food. “I would give anything for a
nice flakey trout right now.”

“How did you know?” I asked Maggie. “About
the lake?”

“We can see it, my dear. But the star’s wall
grows thin, so I guess you’ll be leaving soon.” Lips pursed, the
corners of her mouth turned up slightly, forming another smug
smile.

“You can see it?” I asked, remembering the
opacity of the beam on my first visit.

She nodded. “And, yes, Evan, fish would be a
lovely addition.” She smiled sweetly when she spoke to him.

“So, Evan” —my voice came out louder than
necessary as I attempted to cut in— “how long have you been
here?”

He tilted his head in thought. “Well, let’s
see now. It’s been about nine years, hasn’t it, Mags?”

“Yes, that’s right,” she answered.

“Nine years?” I gawked. “So, you were just a
boy when—”

“Yes, he was,” Maggie answered for him. “But
we’ve done our best to make this place feel like home, haven’t
we?”

“Mags has been like a mother to me,” Evan
said, somehow oblivious to her cold stares and overbearing
commentary. She was clearly protecting her pseudo-son like I was an
intruder.

I finished eating quietly. There was no point
in adding to the tension through empty conversation. Staying here
would definitely be uncomfortable. I’d have to find a moment to
talk to Evan privately, figure out how to guarantee I made it home
and stayed there.

“That was delicious, as always,” Evan said,
placing his napkin on his plate. “You are one amazing cook,
Mags.”

“You are so kind to say so,” she said. “Why
don’t you take the scraps to the pigs and close the chickens up for
the night? We’ll have dessert in the living room when you
return.”

“I like the sound of that. What are we
having?”

“Your favorite. My famous pound cake,” she
replied.

I stifled a laugh at her self-assigned
culinary greatness. Famous to all of three people who lived
here.

“Mmmm. My favorite for sure,” he said,
rubbing his stomach. “You’ll flip over this stuff, Kira. I’ll be
back in a flash, ladies.”

I wished he’d return even faster than that.
It had crossed my mind that Maggie might treat me kinder in his
absence, but after refusing my offer to help clear the table, I
could see I was wrong.

“Don’t trouble yourself, dear. I do fine on
my own.” She handed me a tray. “But here, take the tea and cake to
the coffee table. Do pour yourself a cup. It’s delicious.”

The silver tray was large and heavy, making
it awkward to carry. I walked quickly, but carefully, hoping to
deliver it safely. Under her observation, I poured a spot of tea
into one of the dainty white cups. As I looked around the room, I
discreetly lifted the cup to my nose.

Through hints of ginger and lemon, I detected
a familiar pungent odor. It was the same tea Evan had served me in
the cabin. The kettle was full of it. I couldn’t believe it. Was
she trying to send me back?

A large potted plant sat on the floor near
the fireplace. It was the perfect place to dispose of the drink.
Then I had to get out of here—on my own terms. I wanted to go home,
sure, but not like this. Not without fulling understanding how to
stay there once I made it.

“Your fireplace is beautiful,” I said,
pretending to admire its workmanship. Stonework covered its front,
from the raised ceiling down to the dark wood planks that floored
the room. The walls on either side housed shelves full of books,
photos, and various trinkets.

No response.

Dishes clanked in the dining room. I rushed
to the plant and poured out the tea. As she carried items into the
kitchen, I acted casual, staring at a cluttered shelf. My eyes
passed over antique figurines and ornaments. I skimmed over
pictures of boating trips, picnics, and birthdays. Maggie was
present in most of them, though the other faces rarely occurred
twice. She must have left a large family and many friends
behind.

A small black-and-white picture caught my
eye. Dust clung to the old metal frame, but I could tell that the
glass had been frequently wiped. A slightly younger Maggie was
standing behind a middle-aged man seated on a park bench.

The teacup slipped from my hand, shattering
on the stone hearth of the fireplace. Both hands flew to cover my
mouth. I stood frozen, staring at the picture.

It was Professor Teller.

Maggie flew from the kitchen and stopped in
front of the fireplace, her gaze following mine to the photo. “Is
everything all right?”

“I’m so sorry.” I didn’t want her to know
that I recognized him, but I couldn’t conceal my fear as I looked
in her eyes. “I thought I saw a spider.”

She searched around the picture for my
make-believe critter. “Come, now. There’s nothing there. See?” She
stared at me, eyes cold, before gently brushing a layer of dust
from the aged frame.

“Maybe I imagined it.” In a lousy effort to
change the subject, I said, “I’m so clumsy sometimes. Here, let me
clean it up.” I dropped to my knees and started picking up the
larger pieces.

“Don’t worry. I’ll grab a broom,” she said,
walking to the hall closet. “Would you like another cup of tea,
dear?”

Something about the way she called me “dear”
made my skin crawl. It might as well have been accompanied by a
witch-like cackle.

“You’re too kind, but no thank you on the
tea,” I replied, placing the porcelain pieces in a pile.

“Looks like I’ll have to do this the old
fashioned way,” she mumbled, just loud enough for me to hear.

“What was that?” I said, frightened by her
tone.

No sooner had I spun around than she grabbed
me and pressed a damp cloth to my face. I swatted behind me before
grasping her arms, digging my fingernails into her skin. She
flinched, only briefly, but tightened her grip. I tried not to
breathe, but couldn’t avoid gasping for air. No odor was present,
but each subsequent breath was heavy and thick. Although my mind
was clear, my limbs slowly numbed as I slouched to the floor.

All feeling was gone, but I was still wide
awake and keenly aware of her every move. She hovered over me,
gently moving the hair from my face.

“I’m sorry things had to go this way,” she
said with a sneer. “I wasn’t sure what to do about you, but in
light of your connection to my missing son, I’m glad you didn’t
drink the tea. I can’t have you disappearing on me now, not when
all the pieces are coming together.”

I tried to move, to struggle, but it was no
use. If she was going to send me back before, why would she keep me
now?

“Oh yes, there is no doubt you recognized
him,” she said, grabbing me under my arms and pulling me across the
floor. “Which also connects the dots on why you look so familiar. I
don’t know why you, of all people, were chosen to be here, but
since it works to my benefit, I don’t care. So, I’ll keep you until
your link breaks, but don’t worry, you can still return to your
family. Think of it as a trade.” Her voice lowered, her eyes bored
into mine, and her teeth were bared. “Your life for my son’s.”

Terror filled my eyes. A trade? How was that
possible? I knew, now, that the professor’s theories weren’t
theories at all. His interest in my dream wasn’t mild curiosity. He
knew about this place. And she knew he was out there
somewhere.

After dragging me down the hall, she dumped
me into a closet under the stairs. I prayed that Evan would return.
What was taking him so long? It wouldn’t be hard for Maggie to
explain my disappearance; she’d blame it on my star.

She tied my hands and feet before placing
duct tape over my mouth. I glared at her. Did she think this would
keep me here? If what Evan had told me about my connection was
true, all I had to do was fall asleep, and I’d go home.

She paused at the door, as if assessing my
holding cell. “I see your wheels turning behind those eyes, girl. I
bet you think you can just fall asleep and escape, and that I’m an
old, crazy fool to leave you here. But rest assured, you’re not
going anywhere. Though your body is paralyzed, my concoction
prevents you from going unconscious.”

My heart sank as she closed the closet door,
leaving me in darkness. The front door slammed; I eagerly awaited
the sound of Evan’s voice. Only silence. She must have stepped
outside to tell him I had gone. I hoped he would see through her
lies, look for me, find me. If this trade didn’t work and my link
was broken, I’d never see home again.

 


[image: ]

 


After waiting for what must have been hours,
I slowly regained feeling in my body. My mouth was parched, the
duct tape pulled at my cheeks, and my wrists ached. I twisted and
tugged at the cord that bound my hands, but it stung as it rubbed
my rope-burned skin.

Blindly groping along the floor, I hoped to
find a stray nail on a loose baseboard or the edge of a shovel. I
needed something sharp to file away the strands of twine. Using my
feet to turn myself, I inched my way around the perimeter. My hand
pressed against something soft and crunchy. Before I knew what was
happening, a handle scraped down the wall and smacked the ground.
Clanking metal followed. A broom and dustpan. The noise would
surely catch someone’s attention.

The sound of scratching stirred just outside,
followed by whining and furry paws reaching under the door. Ruger
became more excited as someone scuffled down the hall. I prepared
to kick and flail wildly, to make as much noise as possible should
I come face to face with Maggie again.

When the door swung open, I was so relieved
to see Evan that I had to choke back tears. His brow creased when
he saw me sprawled on the ground.

“Kira! What happened?”

I held out my hands for him to remove the
ropes. He knelt down and undid my restraints before helping me to
my feet.

“No time.” I looked around hastily. “Where’s
Maggie?”

“She’s making funnel cake at the fair.
Why?”

“I have to go. It isn’t safe for me
here.”

“Kira, slow down! What is going on?” Evan
grabbed me by the shoulders, spinning me to face him.

“She drugged me, Evan. And threw me in the
closet. That’s what’s going on.” I shook myself free, bolting to
the door.

Evan shook his head. “I don’t believe
it.”

“Believe it or not, I’m leaving.” I slammed
the door behind me.

I hurried down the porch stairs and jogged
down the old dirt road. Once again, the screen door slammed.
Glancing over my shoulder, I saw Evan right behind me.

“Kira, wait! Where are you going?” He caught
up quickly, jogging with me.

“To the terrace.” I accelerated into a run.
“You don’t need to help me. You’ve done more than enough.”

After a couple long seconds, Evan grabbed my
arm. “I want to help.”

I stopped short. “What about
she’s-like-a-mom-to-me Maggie?”

“Look, I don’t condone what she did,” he
said. “I’ll admit, she’s a little overprotective. We haven’t had
anyone join us in years. She’ll warm up to you. Just give her a
chance.”

“After what just happened back there?” I
scoffed, throwing my hand up in the direction of the farmhouse.
“I’ve been drugged by you people twice! I’m not sticking around
just to keep you company.”

“Kira, please. Stay with me.”

I put my hands on my hips. “Did you know
about her son?”

“Will? What’s he got to do with this?” he
asked.

“Did you know him?” I walked purposefully
down the tunneled path.

“No, I never did,” he said, trailing behind
me. “She used to talk about him a lot. They came here together. He
was a scientist or something.”

“Not was. Is.”

Evan shuffle-skipped to keep up. “What are
you talking about? He’s been gone since before I arrived.”

“He’s alive. On Thaer.”

“How is that possible?” he asked. “No one
leaves.”

“Well, somehow, he did. And I’m going to find
out how.”

“How do you plan to do that?”

“I told you. I’m going home.”

We entered the gypsy cave and walked around
the back of the grounds, careful to avoid being seen from Maggie’s
stand. Sticking close to the cave wall, we sneaked around to the
uneven opening in the rock.

I led the way through the passage and rushed
up the stone stairs, though I wasn’t drawn to it like before—my
connection with the star was fading. Stepping onto the terrace, I
was amazed by the view. The streaming beam was now transparent. The
shimmering lake and landscape beyond it were fully visible.

The water backed up to where the cliff base
rested on the ground. The starlight must not have touched the bank
where we’d set up camp. That explained why it was absent here, and
why my friends had not been linked with me.

Leaning slightly over the balcony, I
stretched out my hand and wiggled my fingers in the shimmery veil.
It moved like water, but felt dry and satiny to the touch. The
stone at my chest buzzed with energy. However weak, there was still
a connection. I pulled the necklace from under my shirt. It dimly
glowed with unsteady light.

I waved my hand through the star matter.
“See, there’s nothing to be afraid of.”

“Fine,” Evan said, rolling his eyes. “Now
what?”

I looked down at the lake and hesitated,
momentarily overcome by a wave of vertigo. What was I doing? From
the depths of memory, a thought crept into mind, showing me this
moment like I’d experienced it before. I knew what I had to do.
“Now, I find the professor.”

Before Evan could object, I leapt over the
balcony and plummeted to the water below.
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Waving my arms to keep balance, I plunged
into the water. I hadn’t completely thought this through. If I had,
I never would have jumped. My theory—my hope—was that ifa devoured
star could truly create a link capable of duplication via transfer,
then somehow, any remaining connection could take me home.

Sinking deeper and deeper, I was surrounded
in wet darkness. I looked in all directions for light, but found
none. The sandy bottom never came. Struggling to pull myself to the
surface, I kicked and paddled, but something, a force of some kind,
pulled me further down into the murky lagoon.

Just when my lungs were about to burst, when
I thought I couldn’t hold my breath any longer, a redeeming light
shone above. With all my might, I swam toward it. Erupting from the
water, I inhaled sweet breaths of air. Light beamed down in
blinding rays. Squinting to identify its source, I basked in the
overwhelming warmth of sunlight.

I was home.

“Kira!” Zane yelled from the bank. Though
fully clothed, he immediately entered the water.

Any doubts I’d had about the reality of my
connection and the professor’s theories were gone. I had crossed
from one world to another while conscious. Elated with this small
victory, I swam toward Zane.

“You’re here!” I said as he reached me.

When I threw my arms around him, he dipped
under the water. I released him, and we treaded in place.

“Are you okay?” he sputtered.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m wonderful!”

“What are you doing out here? And in your
clothes?”

“You’d never believe me.”

He shook his head and smiled. “Come on, let’s
get dried off.”

After we swam to shore, Zane rekindled the
fire. I looked around at the trees, rocks, and water. From what I
could tell, they’d been duplicated exactly in the other world.
Incredible.

I squeezed water from my loose clothing and
wrapped a towel around me, thankful that Zane hadn’t cleaned out
the swimming gear from his truck yet. “When we’re dry, I need you
to take me back to the professor’s house.”

“What?” Zane asked, a bewildered look on his
face. “Why?”

“I have to talk to him.”

“About what? What more do you hope to
learn?”

“I don’t expect you to understand.”

“Try me,” he said, crossing his arms.

“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

“I would believe almost anything you had to
say. Always have,” he said, throwing his arms in the air. “I’m
always here for you, Kira. Quit shutting me out.”

“I can’t,” I said curtly.

“What is this? You can tell some crackpot
professor, but not a life-long friend? Is that it?” Hurt flooded
his face, and I could hardly bring myself to look him in the
eyes.

“No, it’s just that this is totally different
from anything I’ve ever had to deal with.”

“And you don’t think I’d understand? You used
to tell me everything. If there was a problem, we would figure out
how to fix it together.” He looked at me, his expression stern.
“But you’ve changed. You’ve become distant. Sure, we’re still
friends, and we pal around with Fischer and Faye. But you don’t
confide in me like you used to. Is it me? Did I do something?”

I turned away from him, hiding the hurt from
his honest accusations. “No. It isn’t you.”

“It’s your father,” he said. “This is about
your father, isn’t it?”

“No,” I replied angrily. “Well, yes, but it’s
not what you think.”

“No? Yes? But you wouldn’t understand, Zane,”
he mimicked. “Which is it?”

“Stop it!” I was so flustered I could hardly
think straight. What was going on? We had never fought like this
before.

“Well?” he asked, waiting for me to
speak.

I didn’t know what to tell him.

“Forget it,” he said, turning away.

“Where are you going? Don’t you shut
me out!”

He whipped around, moving to within inches of
my face. “I’ve never shut you out. I have always been there for
you—waiting for you to come around.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“If you don’t get it by now, I doubt you ever
will.” He clenched his jaw, forced a harsh breath, and walked
away.

Tears filled my eyes as I breathed quiet
sobs. Deflated, I fell to my knees. I couldn’t find words to
explain everything I was feeling. Exhaustion, confusion, and terror
seemed so distant from the light of my triumphant feat just moments
ago. Now, bruised through my own stupid arrogance, I had injured a
friendship I couldn’t live without. Feeling as if my heart would
burst, I cried.

A hand rested on my back and slid around my
shoulder. Zane knelt in front of me. “Hey, I didn’t mean to . .
.”

Wiping my eyes, I said, “I am so, so
sorry.”

“I know. I am, too.” His lips lifted into a
soft smile, and he put his arms around me.

Resting my chin on his shoulder, I hugged
him. “Why are you smiling?”

He relaxed his hold. “Because I’m not waiting
any longer.”

Cupping my face in his hands, he leaned in.
The first kiss, gentle but firm, warmed my forehead. The second,
careful, brushed ever so lightly on the tip of my nose. He briefly
pulled away, as if waiting for my approval, his breath unsteady. My
stomach flipped as if stars were shooting inside it. With one hand,
I brushed away the sand that had dried on his cheek, my gaze
drifting between his eyes and his lips. It was all the permission
he needed. He wrapped me in his arms, and I gripped his hair as he
pressed his mouth on mine.

I’d imagined what this might be like, lately
more than usual. It wasn’t the first time I’d been kissed. But my
first kiss was nothing like this. It was weird, awkward—especially
since it was a dare and people had been watching. But here, alone
with Zane, I couldn’t have imagined a more perfect moment.

He ran one hand through my hair and the other
down my back, pressing our bodies closer than they had ever been
before. A heavy, breathless gasp escaped my lips as I felt his
hunger for me. I bit his bottom lip softly, causing him to groan
through a playful grin. In that instant, as a lifetime of
friendship flashed before my eyes, I realized every smile, every
touch, every look he’d ever given me had been laced with a desire
for this very moment.

When our lips parted, I smiled. “Wow.”

“Yeah, wow.” He rubbed his lips together,
pressing them as if to stamp the taste of our kiss into his memory.
“It’s about time.”

I lightly punched him in the arm. “What’s
that supposed to mean?”

He held an arm up defensively. “Just
sayin’.”

“Yeah, I know. We’ve been friends a long
time, and I’ve always been afraid of what might happen if we were,
you know, more than friends.”

“Afraid?”

“Of losing you. Like my mom lost my dad.”

He nodded with an expression that said he
finally understood why I’d distanced myself from him, never making
a move, never pushing forward. We shifted from our embrace and sat
next to one another. Rays from a beautiful sunrise reflected in the
lake.

“Do you remember when we were about eight
years old, when your grandfather died?” he asked.

“Vaguely. What’s that have to do with
anything?”

“You remember staying at my house when your
mom went to settle his affairs?”

“Yes, I’m surprised you remember.”

He nodded. “You thought your mom left you,
like your dad left her, and that she was never coming back. You
cried for hours that first night. My mom and sisters did everything
they could think of to help you understand.”

“Oh my goodness, I remember that. I’m a
little embarrassed that you haven’t forgotten by now, though.”

“Don’t be. I’ll never forget. That was the
day I told myself that I would always be there for you.” He took my
hand in his. “I will never leave you.”

“That’s right.” The memory of sitting curled
up in a corner on the cold wooden floor in his entryway flashed to
mind. Sitting beside me, he had whispered those exact words into my
ear. “That was what finally calmed me down.”

“Yep. And I meant it.”

I was amazed that something I’d so quickly
forgotten had made such a lasting impression on him. When I’d
finally understood that my mother would never leave me, the only
person left who could truly break my heart in such a way was Zane.
If I had only known, I wouldn’t have pushed him away.

“Now, I don’t know if I should bring this up,
since we’ve cleared the air, but what is the urgency with the
professor, now?”

“You’re going to think I’m nuts.”

“I already do,” he said as he playfully
nudged me with his shoulder. “Just give it to me straight.”

“I’ll make you a deal,” I said. “You start
driving us there, and I’ll tell you everything.”

“Cute, but I have a better one. Tell me
everything, or you can walk home.”

“Zane Crayton, you wouldn’t dare.”

Laughing, he said, “You’re right. I wouldn’t.
Get in the truck.”

I filled him in on everything that had
happened since the incident at the lake, including how Fischer’s
video and the professor fit into the picture. As I relayed the
events, I was amazed at everything that had happened over the past
few days. And being the good friend that he was, Zane never
questioned my story. It was such a relief to be able to share it
with him. I was no longer fighting alone.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked
as we pulled up to the professor’s place.

“I’m sure. I have to get answers,” I said as
we got out of the truck.

Marching up to his porch, I rang the
doorbell. No answer. I rang again and waited. Nothing. We followed
the path down to his workshop, and I peered inside. Professor
Teller sat at his desk with his back to the door. I knocked.
Turning only slightly, he waved us in.

“Kira, what a surprise. Do come in.”

“I doubt this is much of a surprise,” I said
as I stepped inside. “You know more about my father’s whereabouts
than what you’re telling me.”

The professor slowly turned around in his
chair, but did not get up. He pinched the bridge of his nose as if
my very presence gave him a headache. “What is this about your
father again?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know what I’m
talking about.”

“Really, this is getting out of hand. First,
you break into my workshop—you’re lucky I didn’t report you to the
authorities—and now, here you are again, demanding that I tell you
something of which I know nothing about.” He folded his hands
together, pressing his index fingers against his lips.

“Don’t you though? Tell me, how long have you
been here?”

He motioned to the workshop, circling his
hand. “What? Here? Oh, I don’t know, an hour, maybe two.” His other
hand dropped to his knee, fingers drumming.

I stared him down. “On Thaer.”

His eyes shifted to the side, but I moved
closer to him, demanding his attention.

“I had quite an encounter with your mother
recently. When I recognized a picture of you, she drugged me and
tied me up in a closet.”

“What?” Zane shot me a look. I had
conveniently left that out of my story.

“My mother?” the professor repeated. “Prove
it.”

For a moment, I hesitated. What an odd
request. Anyone in his situation would have been shaken with such
an accusation. Was I mistaken? As I studied him carefully, he
flinched, and I realized he was testing me.

“What? That doesn’t sound like something your
mother would do?” I accused.

“Quite the contrary; it absolutely does,” he
said with a villainous smile. “So, what do you want from me?”

“I know you’ve seen the world I visit in my
dreams, or mind travel to, or whatever. You lived there once,
didn’t you?” The professor’s eyes twitched ever so slightly,
hinting that I was on the right track. “I want to know how you got
here. Perhaps another beam of light similar to the one at the
lake?”

“The likelihood of the same planet being the
point of star-contact twice is a statistical improbability.”

“You’re avoiding the question.” I repeated
each word slowly and distinctly: “How did you get here?”

Leaning forward in his chair, he said, “I
walked through the border.”

“That’s it?” His answer was anticlimactic.
Surely it wasn’t that simple.

“That’s it. Though, as with all matter, there
are laws to which one must adhere.”

“Laws?” I raised an eyebrow. So it wasn’t
that simple. “Like what?”

He stood up and walked around his desk, his
fingers dragging along the edge of the varnished wood. “I tried a
number of times to cross the border, at various points in its
circumference. Most trials were unsuccessful. I would step through,
only to be pulled back after a certain amount of time elapsed.”

“Where would you go?”

“Planets throughout the universe. It would be
different every time, depending on where I crossed. But I never
found the one I was looking for.” He paused pensively. “Home.”

“How random,” Zane said.

“Quite the contrary; there’s nothing random
about it,” the professor corrected. “Each point in the field’s
circumference corresponds to a specific location in the universe.
As the world within the black hole grows, the perimeter increases,
adding additional points of travel. Come, let me show you what I
mean.”

He directed us to a chalkboard on a nearby
wall. A circular diagram containing a rudimentary map of the world
inside the black hole was heavily notated. Lines, like spokes in a
bicycle wheel, fanned around the sphere. At the point where the
lines intersected the boundary of the world, the professor had
documented either a name or an X.

“That’s incredible,” I said.

“Indeed. Imagine—the ability to visit worlds
across the universe, human civilizations just like this one, all of
which exist at different levels of sophistication and development.
Picture worlds sculpted from ice, etched in sand, or carved into a
jungle.”

“And all of the worlds you saw had human
inhabitants?”

“Every one.”

“No alternate life forms? Robots? Little
green men?” I couldn’t help myself on the last one, for Evan.

“No.” His brow wrinkled, confused, no doubt
wondering if I was joking. Dismissing my comment, he continued.
“And there’s more, something I can’t quite put my finger on. A
connection between worlds directly opposite each other.” Using his
index finger, he traced one of the lines from one planet name to
another on the opposite side of the map. “Worlds so remarkably
similar, it’s as if they’re mirrors of each other.” He marked Thaer
and followed its connecting line. “Somewhere, there’s a world just
like Thaer.”

Behind the professor’s back, Zane crossed his
eyes in a way that implied the professor was crazy. But hearing his
mirror-world theory again, I wasn’t so sure. It was impossible to
know exactly what the professor pointed at, but the opposing mark
wasn’t far from Evan’s cabin. If Thaer was a mirror world to Earth,
it would definitely explain why the worlds were so similar at first
glance.

“So, what does this mean?” I pointed to an
X.

He cocked his head to the side, his jaw set
tight. “They’re gone. Worlds no longer there.”

“Gone?” I repeated.

He nodded. “Points to which I traveled once,
only to find nothing when I tried to return. And, as I was saying,
after multiple failed attempts to cross permanently to one of the
remaining worlds, I knew I was missing something.”

Zane looked up from where he had been
studying the map. “Like what?”

“I have a couple of theories, but most
importantly, I realized there was a balance to maintain,” the
professor said. “That’s where your father comes in.”

My eyes narrowed. “What kind of balance?”

“Think of it as a trade,” he began.

The hair on the back of my neck stood on
end.

“In order for me to stay in the new world,
someone would have to take my place in the other.”

Even after everything that had happened, I
couldn’t believe what he was implying. Everything I thought I knew
about my father was a lie. He didn’t leave us. He didn’t have a
choice.

“So you . . . took . . . my . . . father,” I
said, my jaw locked with fury.

I stared at the man responsible for my
father’s disappearance. Part of me wanted to drop to the floor,
crying hysterically. The other part wanted to dig my fingernails
into his face and rip it off, but I just stood there. With fists
clenched.
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“How could you?” I screamed, leaping at him,
my desire to rip his face off winning.

Luckily for the professor, Zane was close
enough to head me off. He threw his arms around my waist, holding
me as I continued my frenzied attack. The professor, having raised
his arms in defense, relaxed once Zane had me under control.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” he said.
“The trade was only a theory until tested. By the time I realized
what I had done, it was too late. Your father could not be
retrieved, and I could not cross back.” He shook his head and
chuckled. “A hazard of testing the unknown, I suppose.”

“This isn’t a joke,” I said.

“No, it most certainly is not,” he
agreed.

“So where is my father?” I spoke slowly and
let out a breath, forcing myself to relax. Zane loosened his
hold.

“I’m not sure—another unknown variable,” the
professor said. “There are two theoretical outcomes. The first
involves a direct trade, in which we simply took each other’s place
in our respective worlds. The second is sporadic. I ended up here,
but your father could have traveled to any world connected to the
shadow of light.”

Closing my eyes, I inhaled deeply before
opening them again. “You’re telling me you have no idea where my
father is?”

“I’m sorry,” he said, shaking his head. “I do
not.”

Learning the truth about my father was a
small victory, stifled by the looming uncertainty of his actual
whereabouts. Guilt quickly replaced my subsiding rage.

I looked at Zane, for strength. He put his
hand on the back of my head, pulling me close and kissing my
forehead. “I spent years hating him for abandoning his life, but he
was robbed of it. I need to find him. To bring him home.”

Zane leaned back, just far enough to look at
me. “We’ll find him. I’ll help you find him.”

His assurance was what I needed, shoring up
the crumbling edges of my resilience. Knowing I wasn’t in this
alone helped me gather my thoughts. I couldn’t change what had
happened in the past, but I could try and fix things, now. “So,
Maggie assumed she could trade me for you in a simple swap.”

Professor Teller shrugged. “Seems she did. I
shared my theory with her, but, at the time, I hadn’t clearly
identified the expected outcomes.” He stared at the map, rubbing
his chin. “Arranging subjects at precise trade points on either
side of the border with no method of communication . . .” He
trailed off before turning to face us. “I can’t even begin to
imagine how she expected to pull that off. If only I had my
journal, I might be able to piece something together.”

I exchanged a questioning look with Zane. A
journal? “Maybe she hadn’t thought through that part yet,” I
suggested. “She seems a little erratic.”

The professor shook his head. “If there is
one thing I know about my mother, it’s that she always has a plan.
Though she might be disappointed to know that I have no intention
of returning until my work here is finished.”

His comment took me by surprise. In the back
of my mind, I’d feared that he, too, would attempt to sabotage or
benefit from my connection to his world.

“You don’t want to go back?” I asked. “Isn’t
that the point of all this?”

“My research requires equipment and resources
which are readily available on this planet. Until I can utilize the
shadow of light’s power to come and go as I please, there is no
reason to return to Asulon,” he said.

“Asulon?” I repeated.

“My name for the world within the black
hole,” he clarified. “It means sanctuary.”

“Now, hold on,” Zane said. “You believe that
it’s possible to freely travel between worlds?”

“Without being linked?” I added.

“Yes. By harnessing the shadow of light, the
possibilities are endless. But that is an entirely different
subject.” He looked at his wristwatch, then continued, “Now, if
you’ll excuse me, I have somewhere to be.”

Realizing a second surprise visit was more
than a mild annoyance, I almost apologized. But he didn’t deserve
it. After destroying my family, the least he could do was tell me
why.

Before we were through the door, the
professor said, “Oh, and Kira, do me a favor? Next time, try
calling first.”

“I can’t make any promises.” I smirked as I
closed the door behind me.  

Returning to Zane’s truck, we started for
home. I dreaded the motherly lecture I would receive after staying
out all night. That had only happened one other time—during another
camping trip at the lake, when Fischer’s Jeep had run out of gas.
No matter how many times I’d tried to explain it was an accident,
she hadn’t listened. I was grounded for two weeks.

“So, what are you going to do now?” Zane
asked.

“I don’t know.” Resting my elbow on the truck
door, I shielded my eyes from the morning sun. “At this point, I
don’t know what else I can do. My time in each world is
unpredictable, though I feel more confident going back now that I
can cross over through my star.”

“You’re not seriously considering going back,
are you?”

“I may not have a choice,” I said. “What
about my father? If there is even the smallest chance that he could
be there, in Asulon, I owe it to him to look. I could ask around;
see if anyone knows anything. There aren’t many people there.
Surely someone would notice an unfamiliar face.”

“And if not?”

“Then I jump.”

“And what if you can’t? What if the link
breaks?” he argued. “Have you thought about what happens if you
can’t come back?”

“Of course I have, but this is my chance to
find my dad, or at least try. I can’t give up now. Can you imagine
my mom’s reaction? To see him again? Of all people, you should
understand what this means to us.”

“Oh, believe me, I understand.” Jaw clenched,
he shook his head. “But it’s a gamble. You heard the professor;
your dad may not even be there. I’m not going to lose you on some
wild goose chase.”

 

I crossed my arms and stared out the window.
“It’s not your choice.”

Zane started to say something, but stopped. I
was thankful. I didn’t want to fight anymore. We drove the rest of
the way in silence.

When we pulled up to my house, Faye’s red
convertible was parked in the driveway. Though she forgot to bring
my car, I was pleased to see her—in all of her designer
glory—sitting on the porch swing. She looked as if she’d just
stepped out of one of her fashion magazines. I’d almost forgotten
we were supposed to go shopping this morning.

When the truck rolled to a stop, I reached
for the door handle and started to get out. Zane grabbed my arm and
held me back.

“Please,” he said. “You belong here, with me.
I can’t tell you how long I’ve been waiting for this, for us to be
together. I can take you to our senior prom. We can go to the same
college. Kira, I’ve been here for your entire life. Let me be with
you for the rest of it.”

His words took my breath away. He’d built
this world, this dream of our lives together. I never should have
doubted him. His eyes revealed how much he cared for me; they
always had. I don’t know how I ignored it for so long. I cupped my
hand on his cheek and he leaned into my familiar touch. His hand
traveled up over my arm, and when he cradled my head, he pulled me
close.

“You know, if you kiss me, I’ll never hear
the end of it from you know who.” I bobbed my eyebrows in Faye’s
direction.

“That’s more your problem than mine.” He
smiled and pressed his lips to mine.

Hearing Faye gasp, our embarrassed laughter
ended the moment.

“I’d better go.”

“Good luck,” Zane said.

I walked toward the house, twisting my hair
with my fingers.

Mouth wide open, Faye dramatically plopped
her heels down the steps. She waved to Zane as he left. “Kira
Sinclair, where have you been?”

“Just to the lake,” I said casually.

Looking over her sunglasses, she winked. “A
night at the lake? What’s a best friend supposed to think?”

“Probably the worst, same as my mom. Speaking
of which, why are you sitting outside? Isn’t she home?” I looked
past Faye, to the curtain-drawn windows.

“Nope,” she said, lips popping. “I figured
you two had gone to breakfast or something. But I was wro-ong. Good
thing I waited for you to get back. Now, I know the truth, and
you’re going to be in trrouuble.”

“Oh, stop it already.” I rolled my eyes.
“It’s nothing, really. Let me change my clothes and leave her a
note.”

I left a message on the fridge telling my mom
I was shopping with Faye. Near the bottom, I scribbled a brief
apology for last night. Hopefully, that would soften the lecture
still to come. On my way upstairs, I slipped through the dining
room to grab the gift certificate from my birthday.

After changing clothes, I threw on some
mascara and lip gloss so I wouldn’t look like a complete hobo next
to Faye. She often pointed out that I was naturally prettier, but
she was always more put together. In her eyes, that made us
equal.

After slipping on a clean shirt and jeans, I
returned to the porch where Faye basked in the sun. It was a
perfect day to drive with the top down. We hopped in her car and
cruised into the city for a day at the mall.

I had grossly underestimated Faye’s interest
in what happened between me and Zane. The entire ride consisted of
nonstop speculation about our future. I finally had to tell her
what happened, just so she’d have her facts straight, but carefully
omitted our second visit to the professor’s house.

“We fell asleep, and that’s it.”

Faye groaned with disappointment.
“Laaaame.”

I wanted to tell her everything, but the
timing had to be right. There was a possibility she’d blow
everything out of proportion, but more likely, she’d want to put me
through one of her readings or psychic explorations. And I still
didn’t really know enough about what was going on to attempt
explaining it to her.

Everything was coming together with Zane
though, better than I ever imagined. My heart would break if I
never saw him again; it would feel like part of me was missing. But
that would only happen if I was stuck in Asulon, with Evan. And if
I never returned to Asulon, I would never be able to forget that
Evan was stuck there, alone. I was torn between two worlds, where
before, my choices had once seemed so blatantly obvious.

When we arrived at the mall, our first stop
was for our usual smoothie. Faye couldn’t shop without a steady
stream of fruit and sugar. In fact, I could gauge the length of our
trip by the size of her cup. Thankfully, today it was a small.

Shopping was just what I needed—a welcome
distraction from the thoughts consuming my mind. It felt good to be
doing something normal for a change, but deep down, I couldn’t
shake the feeling that my life would never be normal again.

We started at the Swim Shack. I was fully
prepared for Faye to try on every suit, board short, and cover up
in the store. She wasn’t partial to any particular style or color
and had a hard time committing to just one. But somehow, she always
found the perfect combination.

I was the exact opposite, limiting trips to
the dressing room to a single visit. It wasn’t that I didn’t like
shopping, but I knew my favorite brands and styles. When I found
something I liked, I bought one in every color. Hopefully, I could
find a swimsuit style I had tried before in a new print or color.
If nothing else, I would buy new sandals. I was a sucker for flip
flops, and my old favorites had disappeared at the lake.

We’d barely shopped for five minutes when
Faye headed to a dressing room with an armful of suits. As the only
people in the store, the lone salesperson had nothing better to do
than gawk at Faye’s load. I was glad to have a few moments to
myself to just breathe for what felt like the first time in days. I
casually glanced over the mix-and-match suits on the wall and
flipped through a rack of cover-ups.

But my focus wasn’t really on the fabric.

I thought of Evan. What would he tell Maggie
when she discovered I was missing? She treated him like her own
child. I doubted she would punish him, but then again, something
was not quite right about her. I forced myself to ignore the pang
of worry my gut.

A simple black tankini top caught my eye. It
had a sweetheart neckline, ruching down the sides, and straps over
each shoulder. I preferred those to the halter style, which hurt my
neck. I held it up in front of the closest mirror. Black was a
classic choice I hadn’t worn in a while.

While admiring the suit, I recognized a
distant figure in the mirror’s reflection. I spun around, dropping
the hanger. The walkway visible through the front glass of the
store was empty. I ran to the entrance and looked both ways. The
hall was sparsely scattered with pairs of shoppers. My heart blazed
with adrenaline.

Was my imagination overreacting, or had I
caught Professor Teller watching me?

Before, I thought he was a science-obsessed
nerd, eager to share his theories with anyone that would listen.
The fact that his stories corroborated things I had recently
experienced but couldn’t explain made me an even better audience.
My stomach wrapped around itself in a sickening plunge. Maybe I’d
been wrong; maybe he was after my connection to Asulon after all. I
rushed to the shoe wall at back of the store and waited for Faye to
finish.

I was relieved when she finally emerged from
the fitting room with a single suit and matching sarong. The
salesperson gave me funny looks as I tried to stay hidden. She
probably thought I was shoplifting.

“Here’s the winner.” Faye proudly displayed a
vintage style one-piece with turquoise and white stripes. “I
already have the perfect sunglasses to go with it.”

“I love it,” I said hastily.

“Do you think it makes me look older?
Mature?” She held the suit up in the mirror and stepped from side
to side.

“Yeah, sure.”

“Kira, come on. This is serious. I’m trying
to snag me a college boy; and not just any college boy, I’m looking
for the crème de la crème, the Academy’s finest. If I have to
compete against sorority girls with rich daddies and hot cars, I
have to look my best.”

“Aren’t you going to be one of those sorority
girls next year?”

“Yes, of course. But who’s to say I’m not
already?”

She wasn’t going to stop until I told her
what she wanted to hear. “The color is perfect. Those other girls
had better look out.”

She admired herself one last time. “You’re so
right.”

“Are you ready to check out?”

“Did you have any luck?” she asked, looking
to see if I had chosen anything.

“Um, yes.”

“Well, show me, silly.”

“Oh, I set it down over there.” I returned to
where I had dropped the suit, grabbing it off the floor. “And I
have these,” I added, displaying the black flip-flops.

She looked at me strangely. “Okay. Now we’re
ready.”

We finished paying for our things and left
the shop, pausing outside the front window to determine where to go
next.

“Do you want to catch a movie?” Faye asked.
“There’s that new superhero action movie out. I know they’re your
favorite.”

I sighed. “Mmm, I’m just not feeling it
today.”

“Why don’t we grab lunch somewhere? You’re
probably just hungry.” Faye said as she pulled me toward the food
court. “My treat.”

“Thanks, but no. I should go home.”

She stopped mid-stride and grabbed my arms,
pulling me to face her. “Kira, are you okay?”

“I’m just tired.” That was the best excuse I
could come up with these days. It was lame, but whatever was going
on with the mind travel, crossing, whatever, it was wearing me
out.

“Of course. I understand.” She opened her
mouth to speak, but closed it again. After a second, she said,
“Tell me this won’t stop.”

“What are you talking about?”

Worried pleading pressed wrinkles into her
usually flawless forehead. “Me and you. Shopping, movies, hanging
out. You’re my number one gal pal, and if Zane thinks for one
minute that I’m just going to roll over—”

I didn’t let her finish. I threw my arms
around her in a hug; Normally, she’d complain about me bunching her
clothes, but I didn’t care. “Never. I need you to keep me
sane.”

I leaned away, and she exhaled. “Thank
goodness. You had me worried there for a sec.”

“How about a rain check, movie and lunch
after I’ve caught up on sleep?”

She flashed a movie-star smile. “Deal.”

As we walked back to the parking lot, my eyes
darted in every direction, searching for a glimpse of the
professor. We moved quicker than usual, but Faye didn’t seem to
notice. When we got to her car, I locked my door as soon as I was
inside. Each streetlight we drove past took us closer to home,
closer to safety. I closed my eyes and leaned on my headrest,
letting the wind rush over my face. Blaring her favorite album,
Faye sang her heart out. I could always count on her to lighten the
mood.

But just as I was starting to feel better, we
arrived at my house. My mom’s car was back in the driveway. My
stomach churned like it was full of rocks. Reluctantly, I said
goodbye to Faye and carried my bag inside. An argument was the last
thing I wanted to deal with right now. Hopefully, she got my
message. Not that it would help.

When I entered the house, my mom sat at the
kitchen island, sipping a glass of iced tea. My note rested on the
counter.  

“Hey,” I said.

She didn’t respond immediately. Instead, she
set her glass down and fished lemon seeds out with a spoon. The
silent treatment was the worst.

“Oh come on, I’m sorry.” I walked toward her.
“I didn’t mean to—”

She cut me off. “Didn’t mean to? Look, you’re
practically an adult. I get it. You want to be your own person, do
your own thing. I’d love to see you loosen up a bit, but you have
to be responsible. You can’t stay out all night with Zane. What am
I supposed to say the next time I have lunch with his mother?”

I knew I’d broken our rules, but her attack
took me off guard. I mean, I’d expected her to be upset, but she
hadn’t even heard my side of the story. Normally, I stayed
levelheaded when Mom started “parenting,” but her argument was
hypocritical. “Responsible? You want to talk to me about
being responsible? Remind me how that goes again. Oh, wait, I know.
Staying out with boys gets you knocked up, right?”

“How dare you!” She pounded her fist on the
counter. “You’re grounded.”

“What? Now that Zane and I are together, you
think I’m going to end up like you.”

“I should hope not,” she said. “The last
thing I ever want for you is to have a story like mine.”

“I will never have a story like yours.”

“You can’t know that,” she said. “Not
everyone gets a choice in their fate.”

“Whatever happened between you and Dad will
never happen to Zane and me.” Words flew from my mouth like
daggers. “I won’t let it.”

“Sometimes, there’s nothing you can do about
it,” she said furiously.

“But you did something about it.” Thinking of
her deceit over the years made me hot with anger.

“What are you talking about?” Her eyes
narrowed.

“Filling my head with lies all these years.
Made-up stories. FAKE birthday cards.”

Caught in her lie, the color drained from her
face. “I had a feeling you knew.”

“Why didn’t you just tell me?” I yelled.

We stared at each other, both of us on the
verge of tears. The sound of heavy breathing echoed on the kitchen
walls. I couldn’t believe I had finally confronted her about my
father. Hurting her was never my intention, but I deserved to hear
the truth. She didn’t even know what the truth was. The least she
could do was apologize for pretending he had ever been a part of my
life.

“There are some things you just can’t explain
to a two-year-old, or three- or four-year-old,” she said,
exasperated.

“What about when I was twelve, or fourteen,
or sixteen?” I listed. “Did you think I would never figure it
out?”

“No, I didn’t think you would ever figure
this out! I never did!” She lifted her arms and let them fall,
slapping the sides of her legs. “It was just easier this way.”

“Maybe for you.”

I ran up the stairs to my room and slammed my
bedroom door behind me. Dropping my bag, I flung myself on my bed.
I felt like a monster. She only wanted what was best for me, but
she had no idea what I was going through right now. She could wake
up tomorrow, and I’d be gone. Forever.

I just wanted this nightmare to end.
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Cold water splashed my legs. Startled, I
scrambled to my feet. I was on the far bank of the lake—in Asulon.
The ground was sheltered by mounds of large boulders, stepping up
to a snow-capped summit. Back home, this was a good camping area we
rarely traveled to, as it was only accessible by hiking trails or a
boat trip across the water.

The duplication of the area was close to
complete. Rich colors burst from what had previously looked like a
holographic replication. Standing in the light’s faint beam, I was
surrounded by floating flecks of sparkling light, as if pixie dust
was showering from the sky.

My link was still alive.

Though most of the area was exactly the same,
I quickly found the spot where the new land fused with the existing
landscape. The terrace loomed straight ahead. From down below, I
scanned the outside wall to the entrance on the east side of the
cave. A well-worn dirt path exited its mouth, leading to another
field, which stretched just beyond the length of the lake and met
the border. Rocky trails and pines would have encircled the lake on
Thaer, but here, the banks rose to a clearing which opened into the
field.

I walked slowly toward the cave, thinking
about the professor’s confession and wondering if my father could
really be here. Where would I even start? I wanted to avoid a
second encounter with Maggie, but I refused to be taken off guard
again. Evan’s loyalty was also in question. Freeing me from the
closet was bold, but with whom would he stand in a heated
confrontation? She was, after all, kind of his mother.

I stepped through the arched entryway. Hidden
by the shadows, I followed the cave’s wall to the opposite
entrance, where the dirt road led to the farm. Tents in the gypsy
encampment concealed me from those walking to and from the
carnival, but the last stretch before the exiting passage was
unprotected. I would have to run.

I crouched down and waited for a group of
carnies to pass before dashing over the empty ground. At the
tunnel’s entrance, I put one hand on the wall, swinging myself
through its narrow opening. I slammed head-on into someone,
knocking us both to the ground.

“Kira!” Evan said. “What are you doing
here?”

“That’s a funny thing to ask,” I said.

“I mean, I didn’t think I’d see you again,”
he said, helping me up. An unblemished smile shone on his face, a
sign of pure happiness I’d never seen on him before. Surely it
wasn’t because of me.

“I guess I’m in the habit of showing up when
you least expect me to.”

Brushing the dust off his pants, he said, “I
visited the terrace as often as I could get away without Mags being
suspicious, to see if your star remained.”

“It’s faint, but alive.” For some reason,
saying those words made me sad, but I couldn’t let it get me down,
not while I still had control over crossing. “Speaking of Maggie,
how did she take my escape? I hope you didn’t get into too much
trouble.”

“Oh, she was furious. But more so with you
than me,” he said. “She doesn’t really get mad at me. I’m
like—”

“Yeah, I know. Like a son.” I rolled my
eyes.

“You can joke all you like, but it’s true.”
He forced a laugh. “Look, that doesn’t matter right now. I’m just
glad you’re here. Something weird is going on.”

“Weirder than the other bizarre things going
on with this existence in general?”

“I’m serious,” he said. “There’s something I
need to show you.”

I questioned whether or not I should follow
him, but my gut feeling told me he was my friend. He had helped me
get away from Maggie, though I hadn’t given him a chance to do
anything else. There was no doubt how she felt about him, and I
sensed that his feelings toward her were changing. Plus, I realized
I was willing to risk helping him, which I guess made me his
friend.

Curiosity got the best of me, and I followed
him in the direction of the farmhouse.

“So, where are we going? I’d like to avoid
another confrontation with Maggie,” I said.

“I’m sure you would,” he said. “Don’t worry.
We’re not going far.”

He looked at me with that same mischievous
grin he’d flashed when he first took me to the terrace. But this
time, his blue-gray eyes pulled at my soul in a way I didn’t
completely understand. There was something about him that begged me
to trust him, and yet I knew I’d easily be in over my head if I
didn’t watch myself around him. I pushed the thought away, as I’d
already spent more time thinking about him than I should.

As we walked, Evan counted paces.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Shhh.” He continued counting.

After a few more steps, he stopped. Turning
to the place in the wall where the pebbled stone fused with the
tunneled tree line, Evan extended his hand. It brushed over the
rock, moving toward the trees. He paused after a moment, his hand
hovering over a section indistinguishable from any other, and
turned to me with a smile. He grazed his hand back and forth over
the area before walking right through it.

I gasped, searching the wall for any clue as
to where he’d gone. He had purposefully stepped through, but hadn’t
indicated I should follow. I hesitated, unsure.. Seconds passed
before he popped his head back through.

“Are you coming?” He grinned.

I stared at his floating head. “Is this what
you were talking about? Because this is definitely weird.”

He stepped forward from the unknown space and
offered me a hand. “Like I’ve said before, not everything is as it
seems. Come on,” he said.

After passing through the wall, we emerged on
the other side onto a landing in another cave passageway. I turned
around to examine the door through which we’d passed and was amazed
to see rock, just like the rest of the tunnel walls. Ahead, mounted
torches glowed warmly, lighting the way.

A few steps from the landing, the walkway
steeply declined and took the form of a large, wide spiral
staircase. A waist-high stone barrier acted as a railing on the
inner part of the steps. I peeked over, watching them disappear
into nothingness.

I moved away from the edge. “Where are you
taking me?”

“I could try to explain, but it won’t make
any sense unless you see what she showed me,” he said, motioning me
to follow him.

“She? You mean Maggie?” I stopped. All of a
sudden that cozy, trusting feeling I had about Evan went up in
smoke. Was he luring me into a trap? After all that had happened,
he didn’t seem capable of real betrayal, but I didn’t know what
kind of twisted lies Maggie might have instilled in him.

“After you jumped, I told you she wasn’t mad
at me. Well, she was angry for a moment, but then it was like she
was glad you were gone.” He continued down the stairs, not
realizing I wasn’t following. “She decided that it was meant to be
and would work better this way.”

“What would?” I asked, slowly descending
again.

“That’s what I said. Then she told me that I
needn’t worry about you because I was meant for a greater purpose.
And then she brought me here.”

“You’re right, that is weird.” This
definitely reeked of brainwashing, or maybe just plain
insanity.

He paused and looked over his shoulder. “I
have to show you. I don’t know who else I can trust.”

Concern etched a line into his forehead. He
really was worried, and he trusted me. I thought of him as a
ten-year-old boy, arriving in this world alone. Confused.
Frightened. Evan had lost his family, his brothers, his world, and
was taken in by strangers. Imagining Maggie as a mother-figure was
unsettling. I wondered how he had turned out so well. Or what was
lingering just beneath the surface.

We continued farther and farther down into
the underground darkness. The air was thick and wet, making my hair
and skin sticky. The torches appeared less frequently. At times, we
were almost in total darkness, but then a hint of light from the
next flame would appear. When we reached the bottom, we stood in a
small circular opening with two torches—one on either side of
us—and stared into a wall of rock.

“Are you ready?” he asked with a sly
grin.

I took a deep breath, not exactly sure what I
was supposed to be ready for. “Guess so.”

He took my hand and led me into a cloaked
doorway. Dry, satiny streams of light, like the veil of starlight,
shifted from the surrounding rock into a translucent waterfall. The
particles moved around me as I passed through them and entered a
large cavern.

Evan was right, nothing would have prepared
me for this. Suspended mid-room was an enormous sphere, radiating
the deep gray-violet hues of the shadow of light. On both the
ceiling and floor, hundreds of tiny streams flowed in all
directions, disappearing into subterranean crevices. Evan had
mentioned the world’s core when we rode past the border, but I
never would have imagined something this incredible.

A gentle hum emitted from the sphere. Low.
Almost indiscernible. I might not have noticed had it not been for
the vibration emanating from the stone on my necklace. It shook
ever so slightly, tickling my skin, pulling me toward the source of
power.

“Do you feel that?” I asked.

He looked at me blankly. “What?”

“Never mind.” I smiled to myself as I
continued farther into the room.

Colorful, chalk-like pictures of planets,
constellations, and mysterious symbols covered the walls. One
drawing was noticeably larger than any other. Red, yellow, and
white chalk blended around its edges. At its center, two strange
symbols—resembling an eight and a diamond—overlapped.

After a couple of minutes, Evan broke the
silence. “Amazing, isn’t it?”

“Amazing doesn’t even begin to describe
this,” I said. “Is this is where the magic happens?”

“Something like that. Our world draws life
from the energy emitting from this core. Its power courses through
every fiber of land and water and connects to the border. Do you
realize what that means?”

“It has a built-in irrigation system?” I
joked.

“More than that. This planet is
self-sustaining,” he said. “What’s more, it’s protected from
outside explorers—intruders. And it grows by a duplication process
that targets climates needed for survival.”

“You sound more impressed than weirded out,”
I said. “Did Maggie tell you this?”

“Yes. Previously, I’d only overheard
conversations between her and Scout. But then she showed me this.”
He opened his arm to the room. “It’s pretty awesome, right?”

“But what is the point of all this? And why
is she telling you now?”

Seriousness overcame his excitement. “That’s
where it gets weird.” He gently placed his hands on my shoulders
and turned me around, pointing to a section of blank wall.

“So what?” I said, unimpressed.

With one hand still on my shoulder, he
pointed upward with the other. “Look.”

As I stepped back, a strange diagram came
into view. Etched below it were four lines of curious symbols.

“Can you read it?” I asked.

“No, but Mags can; she read it to me.”

“Well? Do you remember what it says?”

He closed his eyes for a moment and
recited:

“When new worlds live as long as old,

Destruction rains of light foretold.

Mercy ne’er to man nor beast,

The kindled wrath of Sun unleashed.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“No, that’s what it says,” he said, pulling a
folded up piece of paper from his pants pocket. “I wrote it down
after she told me so I could remember.”

Looking at the verse, I reread it aloud.

“Is she serious?” I asked. “What does it
mean?”

“I don’t know exactly what it means,” he
said. “But she was definitely serious. You should have seen her.
She told me I was chosen for a greater purpose, to lead a new
world. I didn’t understand, so she showed me the picture and read
the prophecy.”

“Prophecy? More likely a gypsy
fortune-telling.”

“I didn’t believe at first either, but the
more I think about it, the more I worry,” he said.

“You should worry about Maggie. She’s
nuts.”

“No, really, look at the picture.” He pointed
to the diagram. “See how it begins with one white sphere? Now,
follow the line to the middle, a white sphere partially covered by
a black sphere. Then, all the way to the right, we’re back to one,
but it’s the black one. Something is happening.”

“What’s the diagonal line through the middle
circles?” I studied the drawing while thoughtfully reviewing the
written warning.

“I think it represents starlight. Like the
tunnels that bring new land into this world.”

“Interesting. So, do you think that is the
‘light foretold’ that will bring destruction?” I asked.

“From my experience, nothing is actually
destroyed by it,” he replied. “But perhaps you would know better.
You have traveled back to your world more than any of us ever
have.”

“I don’t remember seeing any damage at home.
I went back to the lake, and nothing. Of course, that doesn’t mean
there wasn’t any. It was pretty dark. There could be unseen dangers
left by its contact.”

“Maybe, but I’ve been here almost ten years,
and it seems like only good things have come from the lands
transferred,” he said.

“Except that it trapped you here,” I said,
pointing at him.

“Oh, right. There is that.”

My eyes widened as something Professor Teller
said flashed to mind. “On the other hand, just because the light
doesn’t seem to cause harm, doesn’t mean that it can’t be used to
destroy.”

“Why would you think that?” Evan asked.

“Maggie’s son, the professor.” Remembering
his reluctance to return, I explained, “He talked about harnessing
the light to come and go freely; that, with its power, the
possibilities were endless.”

“Wow.  This just keeps getting better
and better.” He ran his hand through his hair, scratching his
head.

“I know.” I sighed.

“Well, we’d better get going,” said Evan.
“I’d hate for Mags to find us here.”

“Could you imagine? All hell would break
loose.”

“Or worse.”

I looked around the cavern once more, wanting
to remember as much about it as possible. From the core to the
drawings, each element was incredibly intricate and deliberately
positioned. I ran my fingers over the ancient walls, careful not to
smudge the enigmatic drawings. Answers to the mysterious
destruction described in the prophetic warning were contained
within these walls. I was sure of it.

“I never could have dreamed something so
amazing,” I said, as Evan’s footsteps sounded behind me. “Thank you
for sharing this with me.”

I turned around, and Evan was right in front
of me. So incredibly close. Close enough that his body warmed mine.
Close enough that his breath grazed my neck as he leaned forward
and whispered, “I want to share everything with you.”

My eyes rolled up as they fluttered shut.
Lost in his scent of lemongrass and pine, he was the very essence
of this place—exhilarating, wild. I froze, afraid that the
slightest move might give him the wrong idea. And yet, somehow, I
found myself hoping that he wouldn’t wait for permission. I exhaled
as he leaned away, the distance between us—as small as it was—left
a noticeable void.

“For so long, I’ve wondered what it would be
like to have someone, someone to fill the emptiness of this hollow
world. I asked the stars for help, and they sent you.”

My heart ached. Partially because I wished I
could be that someone—he deserved someone. And partially
because I knew I wasn’t that person. I grabbed his arm and looked
at him earnestly. “I promise, I won’t leave you here.”

“You may not have a choice.” He pressed his
lips together in a tight smile and slowly pulled away. “Come on.
We’ve got to go.”

I followed him back through the hidden
doorway. We quickly climbed the stairs, stopping to catch our
breath more than once. We spoke little, the weight of our last
conversation filling the silence. It seemed like the steps went on
forever. I hadn’t realized how far we’d descended on our way down.
When we reached the landing, I rested while Evan checked to see if
the outside road was clear.

He waved me through. “We’re safe to go.”

As I stepped out from the hidden passage, I
paused. “I can’t go back to the farmhouse.”

“We’ll go to the cabin,” he said. “I know a
short cut off of the main road.”

“She never goes out there?”

“Only sometimes. And we’ll hear her
approaching if she does.” He grabbed my elbow and looked at me with
intensity. “Don’t worry about Mags. I won’t let her hurt you.”

My heart ached a little more, knowing I
couldn’t promise him anything else in return. “Thanks for
that.”

We walked toward the farmhouse, watching the
tree trunks for an opening through which to crawl. As we continued,
the trees grew farther apart, and Evan finally pointed to a trunk
with a circular knot in it. “This is it.”

We ducked through the trees and passed
through a row of unruly shrubs. Now concealed from the road, a
small clearing was all that stood between us and the cover of the
forest. Wildflowers bloomed throughout the meadow and into the
underbrush. Opposite the woods, a range of mountains, beginning at
the gypsy cave, extended as far as the eye could see.

“It’s beautiful back here.”

Evan released a contented sigh as he led us
through the swaying grass. “It’s home.”

“Wow,” I said. “I guess I never asked you
about it. Montana, right?”

“It’s okay,” he said. “We’ve been busy with
other things.”

“So, tell me, what do you miss most?”

“Most?” he said. “Outside of the obvious
answers like family, friends, and fishing . . .”

“There’s not a river hiding back here
somewhere?”

He offered his hand and helped me over a
fallen log. “Unfortunately, no.”

“That’s rough.” I recalled how fondly he had
spoken of fishing.

“Yeah,” he said. “But the thing I miss most
is—this might sound silly . . .”

“Tell me.” I wanted to know more about his
world, more about him.

He paused thoughtfully before saying,
“Rain.”

“What? It doesn’t rain here?” I said. “But
how . . .”

“The core sustains all life,” he
reminded.

“Oh, right. The core,” I said. “I guess I
assumed it still rained. For the plants, at least.”

He shook his head. “No, and I sure miss it.
When I was a kid, we lived in this house that was built on the side
of a hill. At the top, there was a dip in the landscape that formed
a ditch.” He held a branch as I ducked under it. “When it rained,
the ditch would fill up with water. My brothers and I would run as
fast as we could, fully dressed, and slide through the muddy
rainwater. Man, I miss that. I miss them.”

“I bet.” I couldn’t help but smile as I
pictured Evan and his brothers barreling through the water-filled
ditch.

When the cabin was finally in view, Evan went
ahead to make sure there was no one around, then waved for me to
join him. “All clear.”

I scaled the tiny porch steps in a one large
lunge. “So, you mentioned that Scout lives here, but is this your
place?”

“Yep, well, more like my dad’s,” he said.
“But, being a kid, I couldn’t really stay here by myself. So I
switched places with Scout. He was staying with Mags at the
time.”

“Ah, the mysterious Scout. Where is he,
anyway?” I peeked around the room for any sign of him.

“Not sure. I don’t see him much,” he said.
“Funny you should ask, though. Mags has been looking for him, too.
Seems he has been gone more than usual lately.”

“Probably hiding from her,” I said,
laughing.

“Yeah, right,” he agreed. “Are you hungry? I
don’t have much, but I did leave some fruit here the other day,
just in case.” He pulled a cloth sack from one of the kitchen
cabinets.

“Anything would be great.” I took a seat on
the couch, letting my gaze wander to the fishing poles and stuffed
heads mounted on the walls; they’d probably belonged to Evan’s
father. “Now, don’t take this the wrong way, but we are on the same
team, right? I don’t have to worry about you trying anything
funny?”

His expression lit up with a mischievous
light. “Funny? Like what?”

“Oh, you know, like slipping something in my
tea or dragging me back to the farmhouse in my sleep,” I said, only
half joking.

The mischief in his eyes gave way to
something darker, something that smoldered with obvious meaning as
he said, “Oh, no. I wouldn’t try anything like that.”

I blushed. An awkward silence followed. I
should have rolled my eyes, or laughed it off, anything to
discourage him from thinking I was available. I wasn’t. My heart
belonged to Zane. But looking at the bear rug, I remembered our
first night here. He could have kissed me. He could have kissed me
again at the core, but he didn’t. What was he waiting for? I almost
gasped that I’d entertained that thought. I looked away in
embarrassment.

“Oh! I almost forgot,” I said, breaking the
silence. “I meant to tell you about my conversation with Professor
Teller.”

“That’s right. You mentioned him in the
cavern. You spoke with him?”

“I did. And you’ll never guess what he told
me.”

“I’m all ears.” He walked over to the couch,
carrying a bowl. “This ought to be interesting.”

“What’s this?” I asked, examining the white
wedges he offered me.

“You’ve never had apples?” He wore an amused
smile. “Try one.”

I picked one up and licked it. Evan picked up
a slice and took a healthy bite. I followed suit, crushing the
juicy chunks carefully between my teeth.

Evan chuckled. “Mags has a couple fruit
trees. They’re always in bloom, no rain needed.”

“Mmm. Not bad.” The crisp fruit was
surprisingly sweet and refreshing. “Anyway, about the professor.
Long story short, he ‘traded places’ with my father. Or so he
says.”

“Really. So it’s actually possible?”

“Apparently, yes. But it’s not as simple as
that. It’s not just switching places whenever you feel like
it.”

I relayed the professor’s explanation of the
transfer process, including his theories on where my father
went.

“That’s amazing,” he said when I finished.
“So, all these years, I could have just walked back home?”

“Not without trapping someone else,” I
reminded. “And you said you wouldn’t wish this on anyone.”

“Well, of course I wouldn’t, but that was
before I knew I could leave this place,” he said.

“So what are you saying? Now that it’s
possible, you would choose to abduct someone so you could go
fishing again?”

“When you put it like that, it sounds awful.
But to go home? To see my family? After all these years? Don’t tell
me you wouldn’t take that chance.” His expression faded to a soft
scowl.

Reaching over the apples, I placed a hand on
his. “Look, I know how you feel. I’d give anything to bring my
father back. But abducting someone else isn’t the answer. Maybe, if
we work together, we can get you both home.”

“As much as I want to, there is a part of me
that would have a hard time going back,” he admitted. “We’ve had
new worlds opened to us. I don’t know what’s going on, but we’re so
close to unveiling the secrets of a universe that most people could
only imagine.”

“I know what you mean. There’s a part of me
that feels like I belong here. I’ve learned so much in the past few
days, and I’ve only scratched the surface.”

Evan took the empty apple bowl and set it
aside. He edged closer, grabbed the back of my neck, and pulled me
close. “Kira, stay with me.”

His plea pierced my soul. I lifted my hand
and hesitated mid-air before sweeping a dark strand of hair from
his face. His stormy blue eyes brewed with fear and hope and desire
all at once. His gaze dropped to my lips, and his bottom lip
quivered. Everything in my head told me to get up and leave, but as
his hand grazed up my leg, my body begged me to stay.

Hoofbeats pounded the road. Startled, we
leapt from our seats. Evan rushed to the window as they thundered
closer.

“It’s Mags!” he said. “You have to get out of
here. Go out the back. Wait until she’s on the porch, and then
run!”

“Where do I go?” I said frantically.

“To the terrace. Follow the trail. I’ll be
right behind you.”

I slipped out the rear door, shutting it as
quietly as possible. My heart pounded as Maggie’s horse slid to a
stop. Her boots crunched gravel as she dismounted, followed by the
hollow echo of wood as she marched up to the door.

Suddenly, the back door cracked open and Evan
slithered through.

Maggie’s voice bellowed through the cabin.
“Scout!”

“Go!” he whispered.

Adrenaline pumped through my veins. Running
as fast as I could, I bolted for the tree line, the forest blurring
by. I didn’t turn to see if Evan followed. Small branches tore at
my arms and legs, but I pushed faster and faster through the forest
and across the clearing. Only when I stopped at the trees along the
road did Evan catch up.

He leaned against a tree to catch his breath.
“Man, can you run.”

“Do you think she saw us?”

“No. I don’t think so. She was looking for
Scout,” he replied.

“That was close.”

“Just keeping things exciting for you.” He
winked.

I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “So,
what’s the deal with Scout? What’s his story?” I asked.

Evan led us back through the trees. “He’s
pretty secretive, but I think he made some sort of deal with Mags.
They’re always whispering or meeting behind closed doors. Sure,
he’s nice to me and all, but he seems like a slippery fellow if you
ask me, like the others.”

“The others?” I repeated, once I’d cleared
the brush.

“Gypsies,” he said. “Mags found him drunk as
a skunk. She took a liking to him, and cleaned him up to do her
bidding. At least, that’s what I heard.”

“I can’t imagine Maggie liking anyone,” I
said, giggling.

He laughed with me. “You’ve only seen her at
her worst. Which is pretty bad.”

“That’s putting it lightly.”

“She’s really not so bad once you get to know
her.”

“I’m not sure I’ll take the chance.”

“No, it doesn’t look like that’s a good
idea,” he said. “We’d better hurry. It’s safer at the terrace.”

We jogged down the road and entered the cave.
Clinging to the shadows, we edged along the wall. The carnival was
in full swing. I was surprised to see a couple of kids running
around the booths.

“There are children,” I said.

“Yes, why wouldn’t there be?”

“I don’t know. I guess I thought new
inhabitants only came through the stars, but new life is still
created, isn’t it?”

“Not everything is controlled by the core,”
he teased.

“Very funny.”

“I’m known to be, from time to time.”

“Oh yeah? I’m sure Mags thinks you’re
hilarious.”

“Yeah, sometimes, and other people, too.”

“Other people?”

“I do have friends, you know.”

I stopped. Since I’d only noticed adults on
my previous visits, it had never occurred to me that there could be
other kids our age. “Really? Friends. Here? Why haven’t you
mentioned them before?”

“Well, it’s not like we can get together and
hang out at the pool hall or watch a game, but there are some guys
my age.”

“Any girls?” My cheeks reddened. How many
girls had heard the speech about amazing eyes? I thought of Zane,
and my face got hot. Without realizing it, I stopped walking.

Evan paused. “Strangely, and unfortunately,
there are no girls my age. Just bad luck, I guess.”

“So, I’m the only girl you’ve really
known?”

“Not the only girl. I’ve known girls.
Lots of girls. Like Sarah.”

“Sarah?”

“Sarah Wilson, from third grade.” He cocked
his head to the side. “Or was it Williams. Anyway, Sarah
something.”

“Ah, Sarah Something from third grade. On
Earth?”

He rubbed his neck, squinting sideways at me.
“Yes, on Earth.”

This news was strangely reassuring. Was I
jealous? “So, I am the only girl you really know.”

“If you want to be technical about it, yes.”
Stepping closer, he took my hand. “But don’t think that makes you
any less special.”

My stomach flip-flopped. Did he ever miss a
beat? How did he always know just what to say? He frustrated me. Or
was I frustrated with myself for almost giving in? I pulled my hand
away and forced myself to keep walking. To even think it felt so
deceitful. I couldn’t betray Zane that way, and I didn’t want
to.

When we reached the terrace, I was relieved
to feel the faint essence of my star. Its power grew ever weaker.
No longer did it overcome my entire being; only the softest tingle
of my skin let me know it was still alive. The twinkling specks
were sparse, and any evidence of a tunnel or beam was gone. The
beauty of the lake was completely duplicated, though, a haunting
reminder of home.

I approached the edge. “It’s dying.”

“I know,” Evan said.

Sadness filled my heart as I looked over the
water. At this distance, my reflection was invisible. I felt like a
shadow, dancing back and forth in the darkness with no true
existence in the light.

“I have to go back,” I said, halfheartedly.
“This may be my last chance.”

Evan stood silently beside me, his gaze fixed
on the ground. I understood the impact of my choice. There were
people, feelings, on both sides that would be crushed regardless of
my decision.

“If you had the chance to go home, to Earth,
would you take it?” I asked.

He made no effort to look at me, but
whispered, “Yes.”

In a flurry of thoughts, I pictured Evan at
home, a vision that quickly melted away with the impossibility of
it. Instead, he appeared in my mind at the lake on Thaer. His
family wouldn’t be there, but it could become a home for him, after
time. I didn’t know how Zane would take his arrival, but right now,
it didn’t matter. I opened and closed my mouth a couple times
before I found my voice. “You could come with me.”

“I don’t think it works that way.” He cleared
his throat and stared forward, his expression hardened and
cold.

Hoisting myself onto the ledge, I took one
last look at the world around me. Evan said himself that he’d go
home if he could, but that didn’t make it any easier for me to
leave him now. Ready to jump, I closed my eyes and took a deep
breath.

The touch of his hand on my arm flooded my
senses. “Wait.”

I slid backward into his outstretched hands,
and before I knew what was happening, we were face to face, and his
arms had closed around me. His mouth crashed into mine. Fire blazed
through my body—a jolt of addicting adrenaline and an unwanted
shock, all at once. I clenched my fists, but slowly let my fingers
fall as our lips parted and he rested his forehead against mine.
This was a first kiss. This was a last kiss. This was goodbye.

Gently releasing me, he said, “Now, you can
go.”

Nothing I could say would change this moment.
Emptiness and defeat dampened the usual sparkle in his eyes, having
lost something he’d just found. For the first time, I wanted to
stay. I wanted to help him, to show him a piece of the life he’d
been missing, to tell him everything was going to be okay.

But my life wasn’t here.

Reluctantly, I returned to the ledge. I
peered below; the water seemed so much farther away than it was
just moments ago. Gathering my strength, I jumped.
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This time, I was prepared for the
overwhelming darkness of the water’s depth. I didn’t fight, letting
myself sink into the abyss. Then, just as before, I swam toward the
murky light when it appeared. Bursting through the water’s surface
completed my crossing.

Swimming toward the shore, I wished I would
have planned ahead and left my car. Clouds billowed overhead,
reminding me of Evan—his storm dark hair, the melancholy blue-gray
of his eyes, his love of rain. I swallowed back tears until my
throat hurt, wondering if I’d made the right choice. I tried not to
dread the long walk home and instead pictured Evan, his face lifted
to the sky, relishing the heavenly drops on his skin.

Upon reaching dry land, I walked by the
remnants of the fire from the day before. Imprints from where Zane
and I had knelt in the sand were still visible. I felt for my
necklace, grasping its pendant. Guilt swept over me. I wasn’t used
to being confused, letting feelings overrule me, especially about .
. . love.

Making my way down the mountain, I wrestled
with the thoughts and feelings I had for both of them. Only days
before, my feelings had been locked deep inside. All my life, I’d
stepped cautiously, hoping to shield myself from something like
this. Now, my heart felt like it had exploded.

I knew I’d have to face Zane soon. He was all
I’d ever wanted; my future was with him. But Evan had crept into my
heart and stolen a piece of my soul. It hurt to think that I might
never see him again, that I had been part of what forced him back
into a shadow-life filled with loneliness.

Halfway down the hill, I paused at the
professor’s mailbox. My head was filled with questions that only he
could answer. The words on the cave wall, the shadow of light’s
power, my connection with the star, and the search for my father
must all piece together somehow. But another spontaneous visit
probably wouldn’t go over well.

Continuing my descent, I remembered all of
the awful things I said to my mother. She was such a kindhearted
person, always putting me first. It saddened me to think how I must
have hurt her. Had I stayed in Asulon, I wouldn’t have been able to
apologize. Right now, all I wanted was to clear the slate and make
amends.
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By the time I left the mountain road, the
clouds had cleared and the afternoon sun had become oppressive. I
entered town and crossed through a park. Home was only fifteen
minutes away on foot, but I didn’t know if my legs would carry me
any farther. Sweaty, tired, and hungry, I was overjoyed to see
Fischer pull up in his Jeep.

“Need a ride?”

“I would love one,” I said as I hopped in.
“Do you have anything to drink?”

“I think so,” he said, fishing a bottle of
water from his back seat. “What are you doing out here?”

“I was, um, exercising.” In a way, that was
sort of the truth.

He looked over my obviously-not-work-out
clothes. “Riiiight.”

“What are you up to?” I asked, changing the
subject.

“Grabbing some groceries while my mom and
Faye hit a yoga class.”

“What a helpful son you are,” I said, unable
to hold back a smile.

“Hey, whatever works. It got me out of going
to the class,” he said. “But I might need to calm my inner Zen
after dealing with that checkout lady.”

I cocked my eyebrow, waiting for his
explanation.

“You cannot fit four pizza boxes in a plastic
grocery bag. You can’t,” he said. “I tried to tell her, but she did
it anyway just to spite me.”

“So, you can.”

“No, you can’t,” he said. “Not if you want
functional handles.”

He was serious. That’s what made it so funny.
Fischer was very analytical—almost to the point of being obsessive
compulsive—which meant that he unloaded every item in the cart in
the exact order and grouping that he wanted it bagged. Any
deviation from “the bagging layout plan” totally threw him for a
loop.  

“Anyway, the joke is on her. I stole a whole
stack of her bags.” He smiled triumphantly. “And separated the
pizzas.”

“Okay,” I said. “I’m glad you got that worked
out. And your timing was perfect. I appreciate the lift.”

“Anytime,” he said. “By the way,
congrats.”

“For what?”

“Well, you know, you and Zane.” He
winked.

“Oh, he told you.”

“No, Faye did.”

“Of course she did.”

“But seriously, it’s about time,” he said.
“Though it does put me under a little bit of pressure.”

“Surely there’s someone from school that
might work for you?” I hinted. In fact, there were plenty of girls
after him, but none of them were really his type.

“Me?” he said, laughing. “No. I was talking
about Faye.”

“Faye?”

“Well, think of yourself as a girl who just
got a new puppy,” he began.

“Are you referring to Zane as a puppy?” I
asked dryly.

“Only for the purposes of this illustration,”
he said. “So, girl gets a new puppy. Girl’s best friend wants a new
puppy, too. Enter me, best friend’s brother, who has a pet
store.”

I laughed out loud. Poor guy. He was
referring to Faye’s preference to date “college boys.” Since
Fischer had a lot of friends at the Academy—and in light of the
changes in the relationship between Zane and me—Faye was hounding
her brother to find her a boy toy.

“I’m sorry, really I am. But aren’t you
always supposed to be on the lookout for ‘puppies’?” I made
air quotes with my fingers.

“Yes. I suppose I am,” he said,
matter-of-factly. “But now there’s a sense of urgency. Not only do
I have to endure endless nagging from Faye, but I’ve also lost my
weekend wingman. So, you can see how this is all quite an
inconvenience for me.”

The thought of Zane being a wingman—or
Fischer even needing one, for that matter—was amusing.

“You kill me, Fisch,” I said. “I’ll do
whatever I can to make her go easy on you.”

“It doesn’t solve my wingman problem, but
it’s a start.”

Pulling up to the curb in front of my house,
I thanked him for giving me a ride. When I was halfway out of the
Jeep, Fischer called out to me. Closing the door, I stuck my head
through the open window.

“For the record, I am happy for you,” he
said. “You and Zane are something special.”

I smiled and watched him drive away. As I
lingered on the sidewalk, a lump grew in my throat, and my hands
started to sweat. I walked into the house, all the while thinking
about what I would say to my mom.

I peeked through the rooms on the main floor.
Decorations still hung in the dining room, displaying the careful
effort Mom had put into my birthday. She’d worked so hard to make
my day special. How could I have been so ungrateful? So rude?

“Mom?” I called, thinking she might be
upstairs.

“Out here,” she answered from the
backyard.

Through a kitchen window, I could just make
out the silhouette of her sun hat. She sat at the patio table with
her usual glass of iced tea. I lingered at the door before stepping
outside.

“Hey,” I said.

“Hey,” she echoed.

“Beautiful day.”

“It is.”

I wasn’t great at leading these awkward
conversations, and we had never fought like that before. Unable to
detect her mood, I stalled.

“Do you have plans for dinner?” I asked.

“Not really,” she said. “Anything in
particular sound good?”

“I’m sure we could come up with something.
I’ll raid the fridge.” I turned to go inside.

“Okay. Let me know what you come up with,”
she said, sipping her tea.

I couldn’t believe she hadn’t brought up our
fall-out. Guilt was gnawing at me. If I didn’t apologize, I was
going to be sick.

I hesitated at the door. “Mom . . .”

“Yes?”

“I am so, so sorry—”

“Kira,” she interrupted.

“No, really. I don’t know what came over
me.”

“Kira.”

I had to finish. “These past couple of days
have been like a roller coaster, which isn’t an excuse, but—”

“Kira!”

“What?”

She patted the chair beside her. “Sweetheart,
sit down.”

It felt good to get that off my chest,
although I still expected a lengthy grounding. I hoped she didn’t
make me put off the trip to Faye’s beach house. Taking the seat
next to her, I prepared myself for punishment.

“You’re seventeen. Soon, you’ll be on your
own. But there are still a lot of things you don’t know about the
world,” she said. “We can work on house rules that allow you more
freedom, but you have to communicate with me like an adult.”

“I am so sorry for the things I said about
you and Dad.”

“I know,” she replied, with a far off look in
her eyes. “You didn’t know him like I did.”

“You don’t have to explain.” She was right, I didn’t know him like
she did; I didn’t know him at all. But I wanted to. I really,
really wanted to know him. Were we finally going to have this
conversation?

Half laughing and half choking back tears,
she said, “I knew this day would come. I think it’s time that I
told you the truth.”

Her choice of words was intriguing. I
wondered what her version of the truth entailed. I tried to put
myself in her shoes. All she’d ever told me was that he had left,
but that he had loved me very much. I believed her for a while, but
that changed when I figured out the handwriting on his birthday
cards was hers. What did she think happened to him? Maybe I should
tell her what I knew about his disappearance. Although, she might
lose it if she found out he’d been abducted to who knows where, or
that the man responsible lived only a few miles away.

“The truth?” I asked.

“Your father and I loved each other very much,” she said, biting
her lip as if she were a schoolgirl again. “He used to say the
stars brought us together.”

I smiled. Already, my father sounded like a
romantic. I remembered how Evan had said he’d asked the stars to
send someone. And while he was convinced that someone was me, I
wasn’t about to let something as distant as the stars decide my
fate.

“Anyway, no one, especially your grandfather,
could understand what I saw in him.” Her eyes bulged slightly at
the mention of her father.

“Grandfather didn’t like him?”

“Not at all,” she replied. “When he looked at
your father, all he saw was a troublesome youth who had ruined his
daughter’s life. He never knew about the promising future that
awaited us.”

“But didn’t Dad kind of ruin your life?” I
asked. “I mean, were you ready for me?”

“Oh, honey.” She placed a hand on my knee.
“Is that what you think? Nothing could be further from the
truth.”

Somehow, hearing her say it out loud washed
away years of frustration and sadness. I hadn’t realized how much
the possibility that I might have been a mistake had weighed on
me.

“When my mother died, our world was turned
upside down. My father knew everything about law and nothing about
raising children.” She pulled a tissue from her pocket and dabbed
her tear-spotted lashes. “That first year after Mother passed was
so hard on all of us. My sisters and I practically raised
ourselves, and father worked longer hours, came home less, and grew
distant.”

“So it’s almost like you didn’t have a
father, either,” I said.

She shrugged. “Almost. But in all of our
hardship and sadness, I found a light—your father,” she said. “He
was property of the territory, sent to live with a new foster
family our sophomore year.”

“Dad was a foster child? What happened to his
parents?”

“I don’t know. He never knew them,” she
replied.

“That’s sad.” Having never known my dad, I
knew the hole that sort of thing left behind. It made me wonder how
he could willingly have done it to someone else.

“It was, but he never let it bother him,” she
said. “He always said he was lucky enough to have lots of parents
that loved him.”

“That’s pretty positive, considering the
circumstances.”

“That was Austin. Most people didn’t know
that side of him, or chose not to. You see, there are grossly
inaccurate, preconceived notions about kids like that. And he kind
of looked the part, but he had a heart of gold.

“Anyway, one Saturday afternoon, a couple of
months into the school year, I was returning from the store when
our family car got a flat tire. Austin’s foster family lived in a
small house along the road to ours. It wasn’t long before he came
walking down the road to offer his help.” She took a drink before
continuing. “I remember feeling so helpless. So I told him I wanted
to learn how to change the tire myself.”

“Your first step toward independence?” Now I
understood why she had gone to such great lengths to teach me how
to change a tire last summer.

“That’s right. At first, he laughed at me,
arguing that a girl didn’t need to know how to change a tire. But
when he realized I was serious, he was eager to teach me. Kneeling
beside him, I hung on each word. I was captivated by his warm brown
eyes and confident smile—not to mention, his cologne was
intoxicating.” She closed her eyes, inhaling deeply. “Even after
all these years, I still remember how he smelled that day.”

I smiled to myself, recalling the way I felt
about Zane’s scent, how it somehow meant safety, like I was
untouchable in his arms, like I was home. Would I remember it
twenty years from now? “Funny how that happens.”

She nodded, almost giddy. “After that, we
couldn’t see each other enough. People in town started talking, but
we didn’t care. As often as we could sneak away, we would. We were
young and in love.”

Hearing her story made me feel worse about
ever thinking so cruelly of my father. It was tragic that they had
been ripped apart by the professor’s experiment. I was amazed that
losing him didn’t destroy her. Now I understood why she’d wanted to
keep his memories alive. Now I understood why she made the
cards.

“Kira, there is something I want you to
know,” she said, her tone suddenly motherly again. “We were married
before I became pregnant.”

“What?” I gawked. “I thought you were married
because you were pregnant. Why would you ever let me believe
that?”

“I never should have. Since we never talked
about him, I never thought about what you believed. That is, until
our fight and your comment about being responsible. I knew it was
time to tell you everything.”

“Well, go on, then” I insisted. t “Austin
asked me to marry him at our senior dance,” she said. “I was
elated, but I knew my father would forbid it. He planned for me to
go to law school in the city, just as he did.” Her eyes glazed over
a little as she stared pensively into the sky. “Oh, the plans he
had for me.”

In that moment, before my eyes, my mother
became a young woman torn between her father and the man she loved.
I pulled my knees up and rested my chin on them, setting my gaze on
her.

“The truth is”—she turned her head just
enough to cover her face with the brim of her hat, but not fast
enough to hide the deep crimson that spread over her cheeks—“Austin
and I eloped a month after we graduated from high school.”

I gasped and reached over to nudge her
shoulder. “You eloped?”

“Yes!” She laughed nervously and waved me
off. “We were crazy kids once, too, you know.”

“Crazy romantic!” I gushed.

“Don’t get any ideas now,” she said with an
accusing stare, no doubt thinking of Zane and me. “When I found out
I was pregnant, we decided to tell my father. He was furious, said
Austin wasn’t good enough for me. Said he’d have nothing to do with
me if I pursued a life with him.”

“I’m so sorry, Mom,” I said.

“It’s okay,” she said. “It wasn’t like I had
a great relationship with my father anyway. His ultimatum only
pushed me further away.”

“I can’t believe you kept this to yourself
all these years,” I said.

“Please, let me finish,” she said. “A couple
of nights after we told my father, Austin and I went to the city
for dinner. We decided that nothing was going to come between us.
Together, we could do anything.” She nervously fidgeted with her
hands. “It was late when we finished, and we were walking to the
car when a man”—she paused and swallowed, tears filling her eyes
again—“a man jumped out of the alley and grabbed your father.”

My eyes widened and my hand flew to my mouth.
My mom knew he’d been abducted and had let me believe he’d
abandoned me anyway. Why?

“While your father struggled to free himself,
I froze.” Lifting her hand to her forehead, she rubbed her temple.
“They fought as the man dragged your father into the alley. After
only a few steps, the stranger threw Austin into this dark,
mirror-like substance.

“He was gone.”
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Horrified, I reached out to take her hand.
She was there when the professor traded my father. It wasn’t
some wild story or made up theory; the professor was telling the
truth. Had I not been through the chaos of the past few days, I
might not have known how to handle this news. Right now, though, I
was more upset than shocked. The professor never mentioned her as a
witness. My poor mother had buried an inexplicable secret and lived
her life as if nothing had happened.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

“I didn’t think anyone would believe what I
had seen,” she said. “How do you explain something like that? I
didn’t know what to do, so I returned to my father and told him
that Austin left. When he didn’t return to town, vicious rumors
started. Some said that he left because he knew I was pregnant,
others said my father had paid him off. One gung-ho local reporter
even ran a story speculating about the possibilities.”

She must have been referring to the article
the professor had pinned to his board. It was a wonder she survived
the pressure of small town gossip. What a mess that must have
been.

“Kira, can you ever forgive me?” She squeezed
my hands with a desperation that matched the plea in her eyes.

“Forgive you? Oh, Mom, there’s nothing to
forgive.” I threw my arms around her. “You were doing what you
thought was best.”

“That’s kind of you, but I should have told
you years ago,” she fussed.

“Maybe, but I might not have believed the
story had you told me any sooner.”

Her eyebrows rose. “But you do believe
me?”

“Of course I do.” Everything was starting to
piece together.

“I am so blessed to have such a wonderful
daughter.” She released my hands and the tension visibly melted
from her shoulders.

“I learned from my amazing mother,” I
said.

She patted my leg. “Tell you what, why don’t
we have a girl’s night in? We can make some homemade macaroni and
cheese, and then finish off the pie.”

“I could use a night at home. I’ll call Faye
and have her bring us a movie.”

“Perfect,” she said, standing. “I’ll just
tidy myself up a bit.”

“Okay. And Mom?”

She paused in the doorway and looked at
me.

“Maybe it’s not so bad keeping his memory
alive; you know, with the cards and stuff.”

Her eyebrows wrinkled as she smiled a
heartfelt thanks, the motion practically announcing a weight
lifting from her shoulders. “Thank you, sweetie.”

I gave Faye a quick call; she was more than
happy to come over. I didn’t go into details, but mentioned that my
mom had had a rough day. We brainstormed about movie ideas,
deciding to skip chick flicks and go for a comedy. I reminded her
to bring my car, promising to take her home when we finished.

Waiting for my mom to return, I heated a
large pot of water for the macaroni noodles. Reviewing the
recipe—written on a faded, food-splattered index card—brought back
memories from my childhood. Gathering ingredients, I remembered the
first time my mother let me make it by myself. The cheese had
burned to the bottom of the pot, but we ate what we could salvage.
She’d said it tasted better than ever.

Then it hit me. If I hadn’t come back, I
never would’ve had this moment with my mother. I never would have
known the truth—the whole story—about my dad. It was hard knowing
Evan was on his own now, but I knew I’d made the right choice in
coming home. It would always be the right choice.

“You know, this was his favorite,” Mom said
when she returned to the kitchen. She had pulled back her
shoulder-length brown hair and changed into her pajamas.

“Macaroni?” I said with a questioning
grin.

“Yes. It was the only thing I knew how to
cook when I met Austin,” she said. “I made it for him every
Saturday.”

“I would have to agree with him. It is pretty
amazing.”

There was knocking at the front door as Faye
let herself in. “Hello? It’s me.”

“In the kitchen!” I called.

Faye joined us, and the mood lifted
immediately, she was so animated and energetic. She relayed the
highlights of her day in such a manner that it was impossible not
to get carried away with her. Her antics, as always, were the
perfect medicine to cheer us up.

When the pasta was ready, we dished it into
bowls and carried them into the family room. We voted on which
movie to watch before snuggling on our sectional. Faye’s commentary
on the previews was tolerated, knowing she would quiet down once
the feature started. But only minutes into the movie, my mom had
fallen asleep on her armrest, the pasta dish precariously resting
in her lap. I moved her bowl to the coffee table before it could
slide to the floor.

Faye reached behind me to grab a bag of
chocolate-covered raisins that had slid into the couch cushions.
“Poor thing. She must have been exhausted.”

“These days, it’s a rare occasion if she
makes it through an entire movie,” I replied, placing a blanket
over my mother’s legs. “Not to mention piling on the emotional
weight of a day like today.”

“So, I didn’t ask earlier, but what’s
up?”

“We got into a fight yesterday. Today, we
both started apologizing, and then she spilled about my dad,” I
explained.

“Ooooh,” Faye said with a grimace.
“Didn’t turn out so well?”

“Actually, it was a huge relief,” I said.
“She has an amazing story. I can’t believe she’s kept it bottled up
all these years. And my dad? My dad sounds like a great guy.”

“Well, that’s good, for what it’s worth,” she
said. “Did you tell her about the professor and the article?”

“No way. I wasn’t going to go there,” I said.
“But, Faye, she already knew.”

“What?” Faye exclaimed, then recoiled from
her outburst before whispering. “She knew?”

I nodded. “She knew he was missing and had
been covering it up.” Her eyes grew wide, and I looked at her
squarely before continuing. “There is something I haven’t told you.
Now, we’ve known each other a long time, so I feel like I can
confide in you without you thinking I’m nuts. And your support
would mean the world to me.”

“Oh, I won’t tell a soul.” She ran her
fingers over her heart in a crossing motion.

“I’m serious, Faye. This is my family we’re
talking about here.”

“Kira, you’re like a sister to me. You know I
can keep a secret.” I lifted an accusing eyebrow, and she playfully
slapped my knee. “Well, when it really counts. I would never do
anything that would hurt you or your mom.”

This really counted. It was time to tell her
the truth; no reason to drag it out. “My father was abducted.”

She gasped and I shushed her, looking over at
my mom, hoping she hadn’t been disturbed by the outburst.

“That’s not even the outrageous part.” I took
a deep breath. “Professor Teller is involved. He . . . he’s from
another planet. You remember his theoretical space light, the
shadow of light, or whatever? Well, he managed to use it to travel
between his world and ours. And he switched places with my
father.”

“How do you know all this?” She bobbed an
accusing finger at me. “Wait, you’ve been sneaking around without
me, haven’t you?”

I shrugged a guilty plea. “The professor told
me, the morning Zane and I returned from the lake.”

“What?” Faye exclaimed, and then wrinkled her
nose in a sour expression. I knew she felt left out and moved
closer to her so my secret would seem more important.

“Then, just before you came over, my mom said
she saw a man grab my father and hurl him into a mirror-like
substance.”

Faye shook her head like it would help her
make sense of what I was saying. It was possible that she might
pass out from information overload, but I continued anyway.

“And I’ve been there. I’ve traveled between
Thaer and this world the professor calls Asulon.”

Faye gaped at me, speechless.

“I know that’s a lot to take in, but it’s
true. Every word. I just know my father is out there, and I’m going
to find him.”

She stood up and briefly paced in front of
the couch, the movie now long forgotten. “Kira, if what you
say is true—and it may take me a minute to tie all of the pieces
together—then I was right all along. I knew it!”

My mom stirred at her outburst, and I shushed
her again. “You were? Wait, what?”

“I’ve always believed in life on other
planets. You know that. And now, knowing what I know about the
professor, I’ll bet my favorite pumps that there are other
visitors here,” she said.

“Riiight.” I rolled my eyes. “I guess
I never thought you were seriously serious. I mean, lots of people
say they believe in stuff like that, but couldn’t really
handle what I just told you. This was all pretty shocking to
discover.”

“Shock-tastic, if you ask me,” she said,
settling back onto the couch next to me. “So, the professor. Does
he unzip his human suit and become an insect? Maybe a tiny elf-man?
Or an evil robot? That would be so cool.”

I grabbed her arm, forcing her to make eye
contact. “This is serious, Faye.”

“Okay, okay,” she said. Then, tilting her
head, she added, “Does Zane already know?”

“Um, yeah. Well, not my mom’s side of things,
but he was with me at the professor’s,” I said.

“I see how it is.” Her nose wrinkled as her
lips curled into a friendly smirk. “Well, at least we’re both in
the know now.”

“Trust me, I’ve been dying to tell you,” I
said. “So, what can I do to help?”

“I’m not entirely sure. It seems like I’m
randomly passing back and forth between worlds—well, I’ve figured
out how to get back when I cross into the black hole, just not how
to go the opposite way—but I think I need to go back..”

“How have you been sent back before?”

“By falling asleep, I guess. I get so tired,
I can’t keep my eyes open, and when I’m unconscious . . . poof! I’m
there.”

“Hmmm. You know what this calls for?” Her
lips curled up on one side, and her eyes slid into a mischievous
arch.

I knew what that look meant. One of her
astrological-reading-séance-hypnosis thingies. “Oh, no.
Nooooo way. You know I don’t believe in that stuff.”

Her smile was a full-on, teeth-baring grin
now. “Oh, yes. That’s exactly what you need.” She flipped off the
television and was already collecting her things. “You’re coming
with me, and we are going to reach into that subconscious of yours
and see where it takes us.”

I scrunched up my face in a facetious scowl,
but I knew she wouldn’t take no for an answer. With an exaggerated
huff, I followed her to the front door, grabbed my keys, and
scribbled a quick note to tell my mom where I’d gone. “Fine. I’ll
let you do whatever it is you do, just this once.”

She bounced on the balls of her feet and
clapped her hands together at a rate that would best the rapid
fluttering of hummingbird wings. “This is going to be so. Much.
Fun.”
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I followed Faye to her house, and though the
front porch lights lit the entire yard, it was completely dark
inside, confirming what the empty driveway already had: we were
alone. Once inside, we went straight to Faye’s room, and she wasted
no time in preparing the “session” space.

She pulled a small table from her walk-in
closet and positioned over-sized throw pillows on either side. The
bright pink scarf she wrapped around her forehead made her look
more like one of the glammed-up showgirls from the Academy’s
theater group than a card-reading psychic, or whatever she
considered herself.

“Welcome to the House of Faye.” She swept her
arms gracefully toward her display before motioning to a pillow.
“Come, sit.”

I stifled a chuckle. If only I had a picture
of the old gypsy woman and her tent, to show Faye how it was really
done. I took a seat on a faded teal pillow as she lit candles
around the room. Next, she walked over to the antique dresser
positioned beside her bed and opened a tiny drawer in her wooden
jewelry box. Having retrieved the object she was looking for, she
returned to where I waited.

I tipped my head at her hand. “What’s
that?”

She raised her eyebrows in a way that said,
“you’ll see,” and crossed her legs in a fluid motion that lowered
her onto the cushion. She placed a plum-sized object in the center
of the table and slowly unwrapped a gray silk cloth. When the
fabric fell, a smooth white stone appeared.

“A rock?” I reached to pick it up, but she
grabbed my wrist and stopped me.

“Moonstone. This gem holds a reflection of
light that can be used to enhance memories.” She relaxed her grip
and flexed her hand as she pulled it away. “We touch it
together.”

“And then what?” Did she really expect
guidance from a hunk of rock? For all I knew, she could have picked
it up at the gem store or found it at the lake.

My apparent doubt didn’t put her off. “And
then enlightenment.”

“Enlightenment? Here’s hoping.” I followed
Faye’s lead, and we placed our hands one on top of the other,
cupped over the stone.

“Close your eyes,” she whispered, the sound
forced at first, but softening as if it was mist spraying into the
shadows.

Before my lashes pressed together, a small
glow escaped through the cracks in our hands. I squeezed my eyelids
shut and focused on the subtle heat emanating from beneath our
flesh. Warmth traveled slowly over my fingertips, wrapped around my
arm, and traveled over my body as if I was submerging myself into a
steaming bath. When it glazed over my face and head, my mind
relinquished its hold on the here and now and floated into a void
of forgotten memory.

In the darkness, an image painted itself with
the clarity of a chalk-rubbed sidewalk in the first drops of rain.
The edges pooled and ran, smearing colors together, but the center
remained untouched as it came into focus.

I watched my first visit to Asulon replay as
if I was an invisible onlooker. Evan and I paused in front of the
tent where the gypsy woman sat with the mysterious man. Just as
before, the man stopped talking, suddenly aware of our presence. As
I studied his face, the unkempt beard faded into smooth olive skin.
Longer strands of hair shortened to clean, combed lines. I looked
at the original version of myself, wondering if I’d imagined or
missed the transformation the first time, but no surprise lit my
face, only the essence of lightheadedness as I’d tried not to
faint.

Kira.

The same voice echoed through my mind, and I
glanced at the old woman in time to see her lips ghost over the
last tones of my name. I looked back at the man, his features now
young, unhidden, and completely recognizable.

My father.

As my original self fought between realities,
I noticed something I hadn’t before. My father moved his hand over
his chest and tapped two fingers over his heart. “Protect the
light.” As soon as the words left his lips, he turned back to the
gypsy as if they’d never seen me. Evan and I continued through the
carnival, but in my mind, the picture’s smearing edges swallowed
the center and blurred the scene from focus.

As I reversed through the halls of my
subconscious, the warmth melted down my neck and back along my
limbs, almost as if the moonstone drew its energy home. When the
last rays left my fingertips, I waited for movement, a signal to
withdraw my hands. My eyes fluttered opened as Faye lifted her
hands from mine.

The corner of her lips curled into a smile
that matched the all-knowing arch of her brows. “Do you believe in
me now?”

I nodded. “I believe my father is on
Asulon.”
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Faye didn’t even flinch at my words. “See, I
told you. The moonstone never fails.” She stood with the same
swoosh of dramatic flair she’d put into her earlier welcome and
circled the room, blowing out the candles.

“The moonstone, huh? Where did you get it,
anyway?”

“My mother gave it to me. It’s been handed
down through our family for generations. Heal and reveal, it’s the
Davenport legacy.” She turned her nose up and semi-bowed.

I knew both of her parents came from a long
line of healers, but this was the first time I’d heard of any
clairvoyant heritage. No wonder she was so convinced of the
influence of her readings. I may not have completely jumped aboard
her psychic ship, but I couldn’t deny what I’d seen tonight.

“Forgive me for ever doubting you,” I said
with a smile and an air of humble acknowledgment. As I rose from
the pillow, I suddenly realized how tired I was and couldn’t hold
back a lengthy yawn.

The motion didn’t go unnoticed. Faye picked
up the pillows and tossed them on her bed. “Want to crash here
tonight?”

“I would, but I think I’m going to head home.
I’d like to make breakfast for Mom. Sort of a peace offering, ya
know?”

“That’s such a sweet idea.” Faye’s expression
crushed into a squint of pleased endearment. “Want me to come with
you? Sometimes, the effects of my readings can linger . . . cause
nausea, hallucinations, sleepwalking . . .”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Mostly. I could at least drive you home,
though, if you want?” Faye looked at me, waiting, as she twisted
her hair up into a bun.

I fished my keys out of my pocket and waved
her off. “It’s okay. Really. Thanks . . . for everything. I just
need some time to think and sort through things. But join us for
breakfast?”

“You’ve got it.”

Faye walked me downstairs and lingered at the
front door, watching me get into my car. As I backed down the
driveway, I waved, and she blew an exaggerated kiss in return. I
circled around the cul-de-sac, still waving, and started home.
There were very few cars out at this time of night, making it easy
to notice the pair of headlights following at a consistent
distance. I told myself it was nothing. When it was dark, I had a
tendency to freak myself out over the littlest things.

The car stopped at an exaggerated distance
behind my vehicle every time we came to an intersection. In my
rearview mirror, I could just make out a figure hunkered down in
the driver’s seat. Though I wanted to rush home and lock myself in
the safety of my house, I tried to drive as normally as
possible.

The car slowed as we neared my house. There
was no way I was going to go inside with this creep stalking me
from the street. I slammed on my breaks and threw my car into park.
My tail had no choice but to screech to a stop, nearly smashing
into my bumper. Grabbing an umbrella—the only thing I could get my
hands on—I jumped from my seat and ran back to the now-familiar
sedan.

“Professor,” I said. “What are you doing
here?”

“I’m just out for a drive,” he said, cracking
his window.

“Don’t treat me like I’m stupid. I saw you at
the mall. Tell me why you’re following me, or I’m going to scream
loud enough to wake every neighbor on the street.”

“Now, hold on just a minute,” he said. “I’m
going to roll down my window, and you’re going to hear me out.”

“I know you took my father, but you didn’t
say anything about my mother being there. She saw you take him.
Maybe I should go get her right now, see if she recognizes you.
What do you say? Hmm? Maybe I should let you explain it all to
her.” I pointed in the direction of my house.

“Look, I said I was sorry, and I meant it,”
he said. “I never meant for things to happen that way. I haven’t
found a way to cross back, but I want to help you.” He sighed,
flustered. “That’s why I’m following you.”

I glared at him. “And why should I trust
you?”

“What can you say to make someone trust you
after unintentionally wronging their family?” he asked. “I have
information. I know things. Together, we’ll have a better chance of
finding your father.”

“Why do you care whether I find my father or
not?” Considering his proposition, I was the only one risking
anything.

“I want to make amends,” he said. “And I told
you, I want to unlock the secret to traveling between worlds,
before it’s too late.”

Our motives were similar. To find my father,
I needed to travel between worlds for as long as I could. If I
helped the professor figure out how to do that, I could maybe find
a way to save Evan, too. As much as I hated the idea, I didn’t
really have a choice My connection with Asulon would soon be
lost.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Are you still linked with your star?” he
asked.

“I . . . I think so?”

Rummaging through his pants pocket, he said,
“You’d know if you weren’t. When the star dies, your heart will
stop. The air in your lungs and the blood in your veins will
freeze. Momentarily, your life will be ripped from your body.”

My fingers tightened around the umbrella’s
handle.

“But only for a moment.”

He stretched his arm through the car window
and opened his hand to reveal a small stone. Beneath my shirt, my
necklace shot an icy chill through my chest, causing me to cringe
at its touch. Simultaneously, both of the stones glowed, lighting
up with the iridescence of the shadow of light.

“It was you,” he said.

I stepped back, and the stones dimmed. “What
do you mean?”

“I’ve been collecting and sorting stones from
the lake,” he explained. “When you stopped by with your boyfriend
the other morning, this one sparked. At first, I thought I was
mistaken, but now . . .” He eyed the nugget like it held the riches
of the galaxy.

“I don’t understand.”

“Don’t you see? I finally have a sample of
the shadow of light. It’s not much, but it’s something,” he said,
returning the stone to his pocket. “It’s more than I’ve had to work
with in years. Now, all I need are my artifacts.”

“Artifacts?” I repeated.

“In the far corner of the barn loft, there’s
a loose panel, under which you’ll find a small metal box,” he said.
“It contains my journal and valuable trinkets needed to progress in
our undertaking.”

“What barn loft?”

“The one on my mother’s farm, in Asulon,” he
said. “I need you to bring it to me.”

Of course. He needed me, my connection, to
retrieve items from the other world. “If your things are so
valuable, why didn’t you take them with you when you traded places
with my father?”

He sucked in a breath. “The trade was
theoretical until tested. I couldn’t risk losing my things to
unknown variables. That journal isn’t just any journal; it was a
gift from my father.” He hesitated, perhaps dwelling on traces of a
long-forgotten memory. “And I couldn’t have it falling into the
wrong hands.”

An interesting choice of words, seeming as
Maggie, his mother, was most likely the one he referred to. “Well,
I hate to break it to you, but the journal will be ruined. When I
cross, I end up in the lake.”

“I see,” he said. “I’m sure a resourceful
girl like yourself can come up with something. I need to compare
notes from both worlds—to help find your father, of course.”

For my father’s sake. Did he think I’d
be pulled in so easily? I wondered how he would react if I told him
my theory about my father’s whereabouts. It would certainly help
him confirm his speculation, but I needed leverage. Just in
case.

“What if I don’t make it back?” I asked. “The
star won’t last much longer. I’m not even sure if, or when, I’ll
return to Asulon.”

“I’m glad you brought that up,” he said. “You
must return immediately, and you must make it back with my things.
Your father’s fate—our fate—rests upon you.” Turning to the
passenger seat, he grabbed something and again stretched his hand
out the window. “Drink this.”

A small vial filled with milky green liquid
dangled from his fingers.

“What is it?” I said, as he dropped it into
my palm.

“Think of it as an herbal sleeping aid.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” I rolled it back
and forth in the palm of my hand before stuffing it into my pocket.
“What is it with the herbal potions?”

“When you have my things, you know where to
find me,” he said.

I stood in the street until his taillights
disappeared. What was I thinking, stopping an unknown pursuer at
night in the middle of street? It could have been anyone in that
car. But it wasn’t. And deep down, I’d known it was him.
Calculating, manipulative, he had sucked me right into his plan.
Little did he know, I had my own reasons for returning to
Asulon.

When I finally made it back to my house, my
mom was still on the couch. She had stretched out and snuggled up
on one of the throw pillows, looking extremely comfortable. I
decided not to wake her just to send her to her room. Taking a lap
around the main floor, I turned out all but one light before
heading up to my bed.

Looking in the bathroom mirror, I hadn’t
realized what a mess I was. It was kind of Faye not to say anything
tonight. She had surely noticed. My clothes had flecks of dried mud
and sand from the lake, which was only minimally offensive compared
to my sweat-stained t-shirt resulting from an all-day hike. The
rubber band in my hair was so tangled that I had to cut it out. And
to top it all off, I was missing one of my favorite dust diamond
earrings, my mom’s gift for me on my sixteenth birthday.

I removed the remaining stud and placed it in
my jewelry dish, hoping I could buy a replacement before my mom
noticed I wasn’t wearing them as much. Setting my pendant and the
vial on the counter, I hopped into the shower. I thought about the
professor’s request. Why did he need his journal so badly? And what
sort of trinkets was he hiding? There was no doubt in my mind that
their retrieval had been his objective from the beginning. But he
was right about one thing; we were on the verge of discovering
something big. I could feel it.

After towel-drying my hair, I replaced the
necklace and tucked the pendant under a soft, v-neck shirt Faye had
bought me to wear to our favorite band’s concert last year. The
more I thought about the professor’s plan, the less I liked it. He
was asking me to risk my life at home for a trip from which I might
never return. But I didn’t see any other way, not if I hoped to get
any closer to finding my father. I knew he was there, not only from
what I’d seen at Faye’s, but from what I felt in my soul.

Sitting on my bed with the vial in one hand,
I picked up a picture from my nightstand. Faye had snapped it on
one of our trips to the beach. My mother’s arms were wrapped around
me, and we smiled into the afternoon sun. With a twinge of
nostalgia, I imagined my father there with us. There was nothing I
wanted more.

As I returned the photo to the stand, I made
up my mind. If I still had a choice, I would do everything in my
power to find him and bring him back. I twisted the lid off the
bottle and choked down the grainy mixture. My pillows cushioned my
head as I fell into them and closed my eyes. The empty container
rolled from my fingertips and onto the blanket.

A suffocating darkness fell over me.
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My face rested on sand. Something pressed
against my palm, rubbing like warm, moist sandpaper. Opening my
eyes revealed Ruger licking water from my fingers. Moving as little
as possible, I inconspicuously peeked around for signs of Maggie.
Thankfully, the coast was clear.

“Hey, buddy,” I sputtered, spitting grit from
my mouth.

Ruger bounded to the water for a drink. I sat
up and leaned back on my hands. The border cradled around the
landscape where the starlight had once divided the old from the
transferred. The star’s presence was almost nonexistent, and it was
no longer confined to its original tunnel. Shimmery dust particles
floated aimlessly through the air. My pulse spiked as I realized
just how little time I had left. I needed to retrieve the
professor’s items before the star disappeared completely.

“Kira!”

Recognizing Evan’s voice, I stood and looked
for him. While I dusted off my pants, he shouted again, his voice
drifting down to me on the breeze Ruger barked. I turned and
finally spotted him. He stood at the top of the terrace, jumping
and waving at me. He disappeared from his perch, and before long,
he emerged from the cave, running. Ruger hurried through the field
to meet him. Climbing the bank, I waited in the clearing.

Slowing as he approached, Evan said, “Is it
really you?”

He paused, as if he didn’t know whether to
throw his arms around me or to keep a casual distance. Neither of
us had expected to see the other again, but here we were, this big,
awkward thing between us.

“It’s really me,” I said. “But there isn’t
much time. I came to find something for the professor.”

“Oh,” he said, shedding his smile. “You’re
working with Will now?”

“I guess you could say that,” I answered. “He
had a breakthrough and needs items hidden here to move
forward.”

“So, he’s getting closer to free travel
then?” Evan asked, his face lighting up with the anticipated
answer.

“Let’s hope so . . . for my father . . . for
you. We can’t give up.”

“What can I do to help?” he asked.

“I need to search the barn loft. You need to
make sure I don’t get caught.”

“I’ll do my best,” he said. “I’m not sure
where Mags is right now, since Ruger has been with me all day. If
we can make it to the trees and past the entrance to the core, we
should be able to conceal ourselves enough to travel to the
farmhouse.”

“Hopefully we don’t stumble upon her before
then.”

“Right. Ruger, home!” Evan commanded. Ruger
bolted into the cave. “He’ll be our signal. If Mags is home, she’ll
let him into the house. If not, he’ll be waiting on the porch.”

“Nice.”

“We’d better get moving,” he said, ushering
me through the swaying grass.

Upon entering the cave, we sneaked around the
back of the gypsy encampment. Deep voices argued in one of the
outlying tents. Evan stopped abruptly, causing me to run into him.
As we listened, I gave Evan a curious look. Putting a finger to his
lips, he shushed me and motioned me forward. We dashed through the
clearing and past the fairgrounds, pausing for cover in a shadowy
nook on the other side.

“Stay here. I’ll run ahead to check the
road,” he whispered. “When I return, be ready to run.”

Remembering how I’d run into him before, I
appreciated that he was checking ahead. Having a similar collision
with Maggie would be extremely unpleasant. For an older woman, she
was incredibly strong. Most women her age wouldn’t have been able
to overpower a teen and haul them into a closet. But Maggie wasn’t
most women.

Shortly, Evan came jogging down the tunnel.
He indicated that the road was clear, and we sprinted through the
passage, hurrying down the road that led to the farm. At the marked
tree, we cut between the trunks and pushed through the bushes.

“There. Now we can walk to the farm without
being seen.”

“Good,” I said. “And, with any luck, Ruger
will be waiting for us on the porch.”

“Right.” We walked in silence for a moment,
the muted shuffle of our footsteps the only sounds between us. Evan
let out a breath, as if mustering the courage to speak. “So, did
you miss me?”

I’d been more than preoccupied, and I hadn’t
missed him, not in the way he wanted me to, but I didn’t want to
hurt his feelings. “I really hoped you were okay.”

By the way his expression dimmed and his
voice softened, I could tell that wasn’t the answer he’d been
looking for. “I thought about you every minute you were gone.”

He wasn’t going to make this easy. “You’re
incorrigible.”

“Maybe,” he said, his jaw clenching with
barely concealed determination. “But I won’t give up.”

“Noted,” I said, carelessly rolling my eyes.
He didn’t just have the right words to say, he was persistent. I
had to change the subject. “By the way, what was going on back at
the camp?”

“It’s Scout. No one seems to know where he
is.” Evan’s shoulder brushed against mine as the path veered away
from the meadow and headed toward the farmhouse.

I overcorrected, trying to put space between
us, and almost stumbled into the grass. “So? Didn’t you tell me he
was basically the town drunk? He’s probably hiding in a secluded
corner somewhere with a bottle.”

“Used to be, but not for a long time, not
since before I arrived.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Mags found him, and he cleaned up. That was
almost twenty years ago.”

“Oh, interesting,” I said. “Must be one heck
of a deal.”

“I’d say,” Evan agreed. “Anyway, no one has
gone missing since—”

“The professor.”

“They’re all pretty worked up about it. They
thought Mags was to blame until she rode into their camp earlier
demanding his whereabouts.”

“After we were at the cabin, no doubt,” I
said.

“Probably. It’s just all so strange.”

“Is it?”

“The past nine years have gone by without a
single incident,” he said, snapping up a blade of long grass and
twisting it through his fingers. “Day in, day out, the same old
routine. Nothing to challenge the monotony of our planned
existence. Nothing that is, until you showed up.”

“Purely coincidence,” I dismissed.

“If you say so,” he said. “But I believe
you’re destined to change everything we think we know.”

“Oh, come on. You can’t really be
serious.”

He stopped walking and faced me, letting the
blade of grass fall, forgotten. “If only you could see how much
things have changed, just since you’ve been here. I’ve lived
here for almost ten years, and what have I accomplished?” He
swatted at the leaves hanging overhead, a motion of frustration.
“Nothing. I’m tired of wasting away; I want to do more. And
somehow, you’re a part of that.” He pursed his lips and nodded
ahead. “We’re here.”

The weather vane atop the barn was visible
through the trees. Crossing back through the shrubs, we crouched
behind the largest tree trunk within view of the porch. Evan
surveyed the front of the house before blowing a soft, short
whistle. Ruger’s head popped up from where he was resting. We both
let out a sigh of relief at the sight of him.

“Looks like we’re clear, but I’ll double
check the barn before you enter,” Evan said.

Walking through the yard, Evan whistled for
Ruger to follow. A gust of wind blew strands of hay from the open
loft window as they entered the barn. Their arrival summoned Orion
and Sky from the back of the corral. Maggie’s horse wasn’t there. I
looked around nervously, hoping she was still out looking for
Scout.

“All clear,” Evan called in a rough
whisper.

Still cautious, I looked in all directions
before leaving the cover of the trees. In my rush to hit cover, I
almost tripped to avoid stepping on a chicken. Hens scattered in
all directions, squawking and flapping their wings furiously.
Barely avoiding a nosedive into feathers and cornmeal, I hurled
myself through the barn door.

“If no one knew we were here before, they
surely do now,” Evan teased.

I breathed an exasperated smile. “Let’s just
get what we came for and get out of here.”

“You never said exactly what it was you were
looking for.”

“The professor said he hid a box under a
board in the loft.”

“Oh? What’s in it?”

“Who knows,” I said, wondering whether or not
I should reveal its contents. “I’m just supposed to bring it
back.”

“Intriguing,” he mused as he weaved around an
inner support beam. “The ladder is just over here.”

“You call that a ladder?” I exclaimed as we
reached the far wall. “How do you climb it if every other rung is
broken?”

“Quit being such a girl,” he said. “It’s not
that hard.”

“You never thought to fix it?” I asked. “That
climbing might be easier if it was repaired?”

“Probably, but I don’t go up there often
enough to care,” he said. “And I can climb it without any
trouble.”

“Right. Well, be a gentleman and give me a
boost.”

“Gladly.” He linked his fingers together,
creating a stepping place in lieu of the missing bottom rung.
Placing a hand on his shoulder, I stepped on his hands and he
lifted me up. “Oh, and watch out for bats.”

I frowned. “Bats?”

“Just kidding,” he said.

I glared at him before grabbing hold of the
side beams. With Evan’s help, I was able to step to the first
working rung. As I continued, my legs were just long enough to
reach across subsequent gaps in the ladder. Within seconds of
pulling myself over the top, Evan had already completed the climb.
Another gentle breeze filled my nose with the musty scent of
manure, mixed with the sweet aroma of hay. I sneezed.

“Bless you,” Evan said.

I covered my nose with the neck of my shirt.
“What for?”

He chuckled. “You sneezed. On Earth, we say
‘bless you,’ or ‘gesundheit.’”

“Well, thanks, but I don’t need a blessing or
gunzoonwhatever, unless it stops the hay from triggering my
allergies.” Pointing to the corner with my free hand, I said,
“Let’s start over there.”

Starting at the opposite wall, we carefully
clomped on each floorboard.

“So, have you had any thoughts about the
riddle from the cave?” Evan asked.

“Not really. But now that you mention it,
during my last encounter with the professor, he said something that
I didn’t connect until just now.”

“What was that?”

“He said that I must make it back.” I paused
and looked at him. “He said ‘our fate’ depends on it. What
do you suppose he meant by that?”

“It sounds like he really wants his stuff
back,” Evan said, stomping.

“He seemed sincerely urgent, though. Do you
think it could have something to do with the destruction referred
to in the rhyme?”

“If he was able to harness the shadow of
light, his actions could certainly affect the fate of many,” Evan
said. “But surely he wouldn’t cause such ruin.”

“I wonder what he would do with it.”
Just as I finished speaking, the board underfoot bounced loose.

“You found it?” Evan said.

“You didn’t think it would be here, did you?”
I accused with a grin.

“Let’s just say, I wouldn’t have been shocked
if it turned out to be a wild goose chase,” he replied.

“That makes two of us,” I said, as I removed
the wood plank.

The corner of an old tin box emerged from the
shadows of the subfloor. Upon retrieving our treasure, I blew a
thick layer of dust from its top. Decorative bronze symbols showed
through its darkly tarnished patina. I slid the metal latch from
the fastener and lifted the lid.

“It’s empty!” I cried, holding the container
so Evan could look inside. “I don’t understand. Why would he send
me to fetch an empty box?”

He looked at the box, then knelt down to
examine the hiding place in the floor. “Unless he didn’t know it
was empty.”

“You think someone took his things?” I asked.
“Then why leave this behind?”

“I don’t know,” he replied. “That is
puzzling.”

“You don’t think Maggie found it, do
you?”

“Maybe. Though, I don’t know why she would be
up here, or how she would make it up the ladder.” He stood up and
dusted off his jeans.

“It could have been years ago. Did you see
how much dust was caked on the outside? No one has touched it in a
long time.”

“True,” Evan agreed. “So, now what?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I risked one more
crossing to retrieve items that were critical to the professor’s
travel theories. It’s disappointing to leave empty-handed, but I
have to go back. Maybe the professor can figure something else
out.”

Evan crossed his arms. “You’d leave me
again?”

“Are you pouting? It was hard enough to come
to terms with leaving you here before. Don’t make me feel that
guilt again. Besides, you could always come with me.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Right now, I feel
like I need to stay.”

“I don’t see why.”

“Just as you’re working with the professor,
I’m counting on Mags.”

I deposited the box and covered it again.
“You can’t trust her.”

“I know,” he said. “But she knows a lot about
this and the outside worlds. She has a lot of secrets. Uncovering
any one of them could reveal significant insight into whatever is
going on around here.”

“A lot of good that does us when we’re
trapped in different worlds.”

“I have a feeling that’s about to change.” He
leaned against the frame of the loft opening and looked out over
the yard.

“Don’t hold your breath. If you’d rather take
your chances with her than come with me, that’s your choice.”

Evan laughed out loud. “Did you really just
say that?”

I looked at the ground, my cheeks hot. It was
a stupid thing to say.

He continued, “Look, it’s not about you or
her. I’d love nothing more than to go with you, but Thaer means as
little to me as this place. Did it ever occur to you that I might
want to go home?”

Of course it had. I would have gladly sent
him home to Earth if I could. But my connection was with Thaer,
with my home. Maybe he was right, though. Maybe what I thought
would be better for him had blinded me to what he truly wanted.
Still avoiding his gaze, I said, “And you think, after all this
time, she’s going to help you do that?”

Evan threw his hands in the air. “I don’t
know. Look, I know you’re trying to help, but you really have no
idea how this world works. Mags has been here longer than any of
us. If anyone can help me, she can.”

Before I could say how little I doubted that,
a low rumble echoed in the distance. Evan and I looked at each
other before ducking to the side of the loft window. As we peered
down from our hiding place, a large black horse charged up the
road. Hearing commotion in the farmyard, Ruger ran out barking.

Maggie had returned.

Dismounting quickly, she paused to greet
Ruger. Tail wagging, he licked her face as she rubbed his ears.
Maggie looked around the farmyard.

“Evan?” she called as she hurried into the
house.

I glared at him. Had he tricked me? Placing
his index finger over his lips, Evan shushed me, shaking his
head

Evan motioned for me to crouch behind a bale
of hay at the front of the loft. “Don’t move.”

Maggie emerged from the house and crossed the
yard, her steps so full of purpose that the chickens parted before
her like she was a snake slithering by. “E-van,” she said, with
song-like timbre.

She burst through the barn door and walked
right under us, looking in every direction. The only acknowledgment
she received was a short bleat from the calf in the rear stall.
With that, she left the barn and mounted her horse again.

“Come on, boy,” she said to Ruger. Digging
her heels into the horse’s flanks, they galloped away.

“How can someone so kind and loving to
animals have such a monstrous streak?” I said when she was out of
sight.

“You must bring out the worst in her,” Evan
joked. “Like I said before, things are different since you’ve
arrived.”

“Oh, that’s right. It’s all my fault,” I
said.

He cocked one eyebrow dramatically. “Don’t we
all have a dark side?” He twisted his face in an attempt to appear
villainous.

“I don’t believe you have an evil bone in
your body,” I said, laughing.

“What can I say?” he said. “I’m just a good
guy.”

“On the other hand, no facade can mask a dark
soul. Maggie has a darkness about her, and I worry about how far
she’d go to keep you here.”

“You don’t have to worry about me. I can
handle Mags,” he said, dismissing my subtle warning as he
practically jumped down the rickety ladder.

With less enthusiasm, I clung to the
handrails once again. Standing on the top rung, I blindly stretched
one leg, hoping to find the next.

“My legs must have shrunk,” I said,
struggling to make contact with a dowel.

“It’s always harder coming down.”

“Says the half man, half monkey,” I said.
“How did you get down so quickly?”

“It just takes practice. You can do it.”

Shifting my weight to the lower rung, I heard
a low creaking sound. SNAP. I shrieked as the rod gave way,
sending me flailing to the ground.

“Gotcha!” Evan caught me under my arms.

We lingered in the awkward embrace, looking
into each other’s eyes. The sound of nervous breathing spoke
volumes, and I knew I had to move.

I pulled away, pretending to straighten my
shirt. “Half man, half monkey, and cat-like reflexes. Just fix the
ladder, all right?”

He chuckled. “Okay, sure. Not that you’ll use
it again.”

“Since you brought it up, I’m afraid I have
to get going. I have to cross while I can, even without the
professor’s things.”

“I was hoping you’d forgotten about all
that,” he said, an empty longing in his voice.

“I’m sure you were,” I said. “Do you think we
could visit the core one last time?”

“If it buys more time with you, sure.”

We left the farm, traveling back the way we
had come. I hoped my star would hold out a little bit longer, as I
was still reluctant to leave Evan behind. He’d made his decision,
but it wasn’t too late for him to reconsider. I couldn’t dismiss
the feeling that bringing him to Thaer was better than leaving him
in Asulon, even if it wasn’t what he wanted.

Our second journey through the hidden stone
wall and down the staircase went quicker than the first. As we
entered the cavern, the stone on my chest vibrated from the
familiar hum of the core. It glowed with life, its precious energy
streaming through light-filled capillaries to the world above.

We made our way to the wall displaying the
mysterious sketches. While I glanced over the images, Evan leaned
over and picked something off the ground.

“Check this out,” he said as he opened a
folded piece of paper. Inside, a crude rendering of the diagram had
been sketched and notated.

“So what? Maggie must have dropped it.”

“Why would she need a copy of the picture?”
He shook his head. “No, this is Scout’s handwriting. He’s been
here.” Evan glanced over his shoulder, as if he expected someone to
be there. “I didn’t realize he knew about this place.”

An uneasy tingle crept over me. I looked
around the room, but nothing seemed out of place. Shadows from the
cavern crevices bore down on us like eyes of an unseen predator. My
imagination was playing tricks on me again. I pushed the thought
from my mind and returned my focus to the chalk-drawn
illustration.

As he studied the diagram, shuffling gravel
sounded behind us. Before I could turn around, Evan shoved me
aside, just as bolts of gray-violet light flew by. I hit the wall
hard, and my face grated against the stone as I slid to the ground.
Maggie emerged from behind the core and with a wave of her hand,
she imprisoned us in a semi-transparent force field made of the
same substance as the border and the core.

Using all of my strength, I tried to break
free, but struggling was useless. I was only allowed enough
movement to be able to turn my head just enough to see Evan out of
the corner of my eye. We hovered just above the ground, floating
effortlessly as Maggie pulled us closer to her.

“Well, well, well. I thought I might find
Scout sneaking around down here, but imagine my surprise to find
you instead. Did you really think you could decipher a prophecy as
old as time?” Maggie crept toward me like a snake ready to strike.
“Tsk, tsk. You should have stayed home while you had the
chance.”

“What are you going to do with me?” I asked.
“You can’t keep us here forever.”

“As I mentioned before, I have no intention
of keeping you at all,” she said. “Your star will die, and
then you will tell me where I can find my son. An exchange will
benefit us both; it’s a win-win arrangement.”

“No, Mags, what are you saying? Leave her
alone,” Evan said.

She raised a hand to quiet him. “I will deal
with you later.”

“There won’t be enough time to find him—your
son—before the border pulls me back,” I said. Warm liquid crawled
down my cheek from where I’d bumped my head, and my vision
momentarily blurred.

“Who said anything about you going?” she
responded, with a sinister smile.

I blinked the room back into focus and
narrowed my eyes. If I wasn’t crossing, who was? “How do you expect
him to know where to go?”

“You will tell me where to find him,” she
said. “I will retrieve him myself.”

“Like I said, you won’t have enough time.”
She obviously didn’t understand how crossing worked. “And even if
you got lucky, your son has no intention of returning.”

“Of course he doesn’t,” she said, unfazed.
“I’m sure he’s still obsessing over his theories, on the verge of
discovery, only to have it slip through his fingers once again.
It’s for his own good, really. As his mother, it is my
responsibility to protect him. The universe is such a big place.
Danger lurks around every horizon. Some things just aren’t meant to
be discovered.”

“Right. Well, good luck,” I scoffed.

“My dear girl, luck has nothing to do with
it,” she said, laughing haughtily. “Do you think, after searching
for him all this time, that I would let him waste away in that old,
degenerating world of yours?” She paused and spun triumphantly.
“No. He will be plucked from it before it’s snuffed out like the
others.”

“What others?” I asked, glaring. “What are
you saying?”

Maggie paced back and forth, her hands tucked
behind her back, a smug smile on her face. “Soon, all surface life
on the old planets will cease to exist,” she replied. “Only the
chosen will be saved, in new vessels like Asulon. While many will
pray for refuge, my son will return whether he is willing or
not.”

Her explanation left me speechless. My
connection, the professor’s theories, the chalked picture, and the
written warning were all finally piecing together. I finally
understood how they were related. Worlds that supported life—worlds
like Thaer and Earth—were being replicated and replaced.
Self-sustaining civilizations were taking their place, enclosed in
impenetrable black holes. It was survival of the fittest, on a
grand scale.

Burying the sickness that had filled my
stomach, I replied, “What makes you think that you can remove your
son so easily?”

“Now, that’s my secret,” she said.

Reaching up to her neck, she pulled a
necklace from under her blouse. A small round object hung from a
chain slightly longer than mine. Displaying it in her palm, she
revealed a pendant which housed a smooth, dark stone.

I gasped. Our gems were identical.

Leaning closer, she whispered, “I hold the
power of the shadow of light.”
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Shocked, I sputtered, “He was right? It is
possible to harness its power?” My chest burned under my pendant,
its glow unnoticeable in the encircling beams. Was it possible that
I had possessed the mysterious power all along?

“Of course he’s right. It is a rare gift; one
which is not meant to be in the hands of the common masses,” she
said, tucking her necklace back under her shirt. “However, my son
doesn’t agree. His commitment to his cause is admirable, but,
unfortunately, he cannot save everyone.”

“So, he knows about all this?” I circled the
room with my eyes.

“Bits and pieces,” she replied, with a slight
shrug. “Only what I allowed him to know. When we first arrived
here, he was only eighteen. He wasn’t ready for the full
responsibility with which we’d been entrusted. But, alas, it was no
surprise that a brilliant mind like his would explore the unknown
elements of the world.”

“His attempts to travel through the border,”
I recalled.

“One of many experiments resulting from his
curiosity,” she said. “I never thought he would actually succeed,
especially without the knowledge and powers I possess. Things work
much easier when you have the right tools.”

Tools? I thought of the trinkets missing from
the professor’s box. “So you took his things?”

“Things? He never had anything more than his
journal, curiosity, and an exceptional imagination,” she said. “A
brilliant mind like his is needed here.”

Straining to glance at Evan, I caught his
eye. If she didn’t know about the box in the loft, what had become
of the professor’s journal and trinkets?

After listening silently, Evan finally spoke.
“Why are you doing this?”

“I’ve done nothing but what I was entrusted
to do in protecting this new world,” she said.

“Protecting? More like imprisoning,” I
said.

“Protection of this new civilization’s
inhabitants is of the utmost importance, just as it is in any
civilization, old or young,” she said. “And you are a threat.”

“Me?” I laughed nervously. “How am I a threat
to you?”

“I’m not sure yet,” she said, studying me,
“but I can feel it. Like the instinct of prey, one can’t always see
the hunter, but you feel them. Watching.”

“I think it’s the other way around.”

“It appears that way,” she replied. “But even
a hunter can still be hunted. It never hurts to be cautious. There
are elements in play which you couldn’t begin to understand.”

“Try me,” I challenged.

“Oh, you are cunning,” she said. “But neither
you nor I can know what might become of the future. I cannot risk
the fate of this or other new worlds. I must ensure that this visit
will be your last.”

“No!” Evan yelled.

Glaring at him, she said, “Be careful. Your
opposition might be interpreted as misguided loyalty. You must be
completely committed to your purpose, to me.”

“To you?” he asked.

“I rule this world,” she explained as she
walked toward the core. At a marked point in the floor, she stepped
on a small stone, initiating movement from below. The sound of
grinding rock echoed through the room as hidden doors parted and a
square pedestal slowly rose from the ground. “But I cannot live
forever, not even with the shadow of light. It is necessary to
condition a successor.”

The platform stopped. Maggie reached into the
center and retrieved a purple velvet pouch. Upon emptying its
contents into her palm, she placed the bag back on the podium.
Lifting her hand, she dangled another pendant from a shorter,
thicker chain.

She had two stones possessing the
shadow of light.

“Evan, I’m giving you the opportunity to rule
by my side.” Her voice dripped with honeyed deceit, the same
poisonous tone I recognized from our first dinner conversation. “I
will share all of the secrets of this world and beyond. You will
learn, as I have, to protect our world at all costs, and in turn,
have a chance to save your own.”

Evan’s eyes lit with a hungry fuel as he
stared at Maggie, his look of confusion melting away into something
else. Was he actually considering her offer? How could he not see
through that fake, plastered smile and insulting baby-talk tone? If
I could reach him, I’d kick him in the shin and hope he’d snap out
of it.

Maggie draped the necklace over her
outstretched hand and lifted it toward Evan, a silent reminder of
what she was offering. The stone held his gaze as the possibilities
of its power reflected in his irises. He purposefully blinked and
lifted his eyes to meet hers, but he didn’t stop there. His focus
was behind her. “Don’t you have him for that?”

Confused by Evan’s meaning, Mags flinched,
and her eyes darted to me. I should have taken the opportunity to
protest her intended plan for Evan, to sidetrack her, or attempt to
escape, or anything that would have bought a few more
seconds. But as I shifted my gaze to the previously unnoticed
figure creeping up behind her, my mind went completely blank.

My father.

I knew it was him as easily as if he’d been
there my whole life. His facial features were a mixture of the
younger, clean-shaven version from my mother’s pictures and the
wild-bearded man from my visions, but in this moment, I realized
that his strong, fiery gaze, his eyes, had always been the
same.

He’d disappeared before I was even born.
Would he know who I was? With the dirt-caked blood smeared over my
face, I doubted he would.

He moved in front of the core and held a
finger to his lips, a too-late signal indicating his intentions of
catching Maggie off guard. If Evan’s blatant comment hadn’t
betrayed my father’s position, my surprise and obvious recognition
surely had.

Sensing someone behind her, Maggie whirled
around. In that instant, the necklace slipped from her hand
and light sparked in its place as she summoned power from her
stone. Rays of energy lunged at my father, ready to strike and
encircle him in the same prison that held Evan and me.

But my father was ready.

In a swift and fluid motion, he raised one
arm above his head and emitted an electrical shield that bent
around him like an umbrella when Maggie’s light crashed against it.
His cover didn’t waver; it wasn’t forced to entrap him, nor did it
reflect Maggie’s energy back against her. I gaped at the scene
before me, speechless. As if his mere presence wasn’t enough to
make me wonder if I’d imagined him here, or whether I still lay
victim to a dream or the conjuring of my imagination.

Maggie grunted her disdain as she stepped
toward my father, clawing her hand in front of her in an effort to
overpower him. “I knew I’d find you here. Give me the stone.”

My father swayed against the pressure of her
attack; his feet slid backward, leaving drag marks in the dust.
“Let Evan and the girl go. They have nothing to do with this.”

“As if you have any idea,” she scoffed,
tossing her head.

“You’ve raised Evan as your son.” He pointed
to Evan as he leaned forward and regained his footing, forcing
small, calculated steps. “And the girl . . .” His eyes met mine,
and his expression remained unchanged.

Blank.

Distant.

He was a concerned citizen negotiating for a
hostage, not a father rescuing his daughter. Through the windows of
my soul, I pleaded for him to notice something more in me, the
similar shape of our eyes, the heart-shaped face I’d inherited from
my mother. But instead, he smiled and gave me a reassuring nod that
everything would be all right.

“What about the girl?” Maggie egged him on,
her tone testing him to see if he had any clue as to who I was or
where I’d come from.

My father snapped his focus back to my captor
and continued easing forward. “Like I said, she has nothing to do
with this.”

Wry satisfaction crept over the corners of
Maggie’s mouth. “Doesn’t she? You, of all people, might be
interested to know exactly how she is involved.”

Chestnut brows knitted my father’s forehead
as he considered her words and examined me again. He scanned my
face, and his eyes rested on the gash highlighting my cheek. “It’s
you.”

I sucked in air at the pointed tone of his
words. Somehow, he recognized me, but there was no way he could
have expected me—the daughter he’d never met—to be here. Who
did he think I was? It hadn’t occurred to me earlier, but I
wondered if he’d also seen me in those visions. Did he know I was
his daughter?

His shoulders relaxed, and I almost thought
he was going to surrender. Maggie took advantage of the momentary
drop in his guard to release another burst of energy against him.
The blow crackled like a downed power line, but my father deflected
her advance, sending offshoots of light in every direction. As the
last repelled strands faded away, Maggie flexed her arms, as if her
efforts to control the shadow of light weighed on them.

“You can’t keep this up forever,” my father
said, taunting Maggie. “I’m done playing your games, so I’ll make
this easy for you.” He slowly stepped sideways, toward the core.
“You’re right, she has everything to do with this. And if you truly
cared about the fate of this world, you’d let her go.”

Maggie erupted in hearty laughter, a thick,
maniacal sound that filled the cavern. “Listen to yourself, acting
like you know anything about what’s going on. She’s nothing but a
thorn in my side.”

She swung her head around to glare at me, and
in the still-framed seconds of that motion, my father pushed his
arms forward, breaking the connection between them. He stepped
within inches of the core, hesitating at its edge as if considering
his choices. He glanced back at me, calm confidence now present in
his eyes. “Protect the light.”

The core expanded and swallowed him as he
jumped into it.

“No!” I yelled, my body tensing as I pushed
against my restraints to reach for him.

Maggie whipped around just as my father
disappeared in a brilliant flash of light. Astonishment cased her
face as if the expression was sculpted in stone. “I don’t believe
it.”

A muffled grunt reminded me that Evan was
still beside me. His head hung low and his hair covered his eyes.
The noise grew. I couldn’t tell whether he was distressed or had
lost his mind, but as he lifted his head with a smug smile on his
face, it was apparent he was laughing. “Weren’t expecting that,
were you?”

Maggie momentarily lingered in a bewildered
stance before snapping back into her haughty and overbearing role.
“This doesn’t change anything. I never trusted that vagrant fool,”
she said with a recovered laugh. Her eyes pierced Evan’s with
invisible hatred. “And I’m beginning to have second thoughts about
you.”

“Funny,” he said, with an air of realization.
“I was just thinking the same thing about you.”

Maggie’s eyebrows raised only slightly, and
she glared at me before looking back at him. “Can’t say that I’m
surprised. Just as my son was years ago, you are too young and
hot-headed to understand the magnitude of what you are giving up.
And if that’s the case, I have no use for either of you.”

“Wait! It isn’t too late. Just let us go.”
Surely she couldn’t dismiss us that easily. If I played on her
affections for Evan, made her think things could go back to the way
there were, perhaps she would soften and change her mind. “I’ll
leave. For good. It will be like I never came.”

“Let you go?” Her face twisted into a sour
expression of disbelief before fading into a mask of solemnity.
“They never let him go.” Her body shifted, relaxed, as she
momentarily lost herself in thought.

Him? So she did have a soft spot for
somebody. I tried to catch her eye, to keep her talking.
“Never let who go? Maggie? Is this about Will?”

“Hardly.” Her eyes fluttered, blinking off
her moment of weakness. “My purpose is too important. Threats to
this world must be neutralized.”

“Are you really that cold-hearted?” I
asked.

“More like indifferent.” Looking critically
at Evan, she said, “I should have kept your brother instead. He
might have better appreciated the life, power, and purpose I am
offering.”

“What did you say?” Evan growled.

She laughed cruelly. “You can’t be serious.
You really didn’t know?”

Hate filled his eyes, which narrowed as he
forced a reply. “What did you do with him?”

“I remember it like it was yesterday. I’m
sure it must feel like a dream to you, now,” she said. “Our world
was smaller then. Your star filled the sky with light as it
showered the ground. Scout and I rode out to where the edges met,
not far from the cabin. Imagine our surprise when we found an
unconscious boy in the field.”

As Maggie paced around us, I could see anger
brimming inside of Evan. I wished I could make this all go away for
him, and I as watched, an unexpected, but familiar feeling grew
within my chest. Rage coupled with desperation, forcing itself into
my mind and flowing through my body in a way I had never
experienced before.

“Quite frankly, I wasn’t sure what to do with
you,” Maggie said, continuing her story, oblivious to the look Evan
was sending her way “We decided to bring you back to the farmhouse.
And as I watched you wake, I had the most ridiculous notion that I
should keep you. At first, I wasn’t sure why, but my answer came in
the hours that followed, as I fed and cared for a lost, starved
little boy. I realized that with continued care and affection, I
could mold you as I pleased.”

Another surge of anger flooded through me,
making it hard to breathe. Looking around, I saw Evan’s jaw
twitching as he gritted his teeth. My own jaw ached, as if it was
pressing together, too. Evan’s fists clenched so tightly that his
knuckles were white. As he squeezed them even tighter, my chest
squeezed my lungs. My pendant buzzed on my skin, causing the energy
around me to shudder. Were we connected somehow? Was I feeling what
he did?

Completely focused on Evan, Maggie continued,
“When you were well enough, I sent you off with Scout to feed the
farm animals, while I considered the ramifications of such an
action. To clear my head, I rode toward your star, but took a path
through the lower fields. I was shocked to hear a young man’s voice
calling for help. Following the cry, I stumbled upon another little
boy, your brother. Sean, was it?”

“Sam,” Evan seethed.

“Oh yes, Sam,” she said. “Lively boy,
that Sam. I knew from the start, he would have been a handful. You
were much more fragile, trusting and easily influenced. Yes, you
seemed like the best brother at the time. So I kept you and let
Sam’s natural connection with the star run its course.”

My body trembled from the overwhelming grip
of Evan’s anger and confusion. He had trusted her all these years.
Her confession was a betrayal of whatever bond he’d thought they
had. Everything she had ever done for him was motivated by
selfishness and greed. A single tear slid down my cheek. All the
loneliness and lost lifetime Evan had experienced was worse now.
His entire life had been a lie. He’d had nothing real for
years. It was all I could do not to completely break down.

As if to add insult to injury, she said,
“Looking back, I realize you never had enough fight in you to be a
born leader. Now, Sam, on the other hand . . . if I could have
broken that resistant spirit, his allegiance would have been
unyielding.”

“Liar!” Evan screamed.

I could no longer contain the energy flowing
through my veins and muscles. With all my strength, I threw my
hands up in the air. As fury released through my fingertips, an orb
of white light filled the room. Maggie was knocked into the wall
and fell to the ground as the fields around Evan and me fizzled to
dust, dropping us to the floor.

Though momentarily stunned, I pushed myself
up and hurried to Evan’s side.

“What was that?” he groaned.

“I’m not sure,” I said, “but we’d better not
wait around to find out.”

He didn’t respond. Instead, he looked over to
where Maggie’s crumpled body lay in the dust. Scrambling to his
feet, he went to her and checked for a pulse.

I joined him at her side. “Is she . . . I
didn’t mean to—”

“She’s alive.” He brushed hair away from her
face. “She really was like a mother to me. How could she do this?”
His eyes squeezed shut, and he bowed his head.

I placed my hand on his shoulder. “I am so
sorry, Evan.”

At my touch, he stood up and stepped away
from her. His face was pale, and his eyes darkened, extinguishing
the spark that had been present before. “Don’t be. She would have
killed you.”

Kill me? His accusation startled me. Drug me?
Yes. Kidnap me? Sure. Use me as leverage to get her son back?
Definitely. But I never considered her a murderer.

“You have to get out of here,” he said,
grabbing my hand and pulling me toward the door.

We ran up the staircase as fast as we could.
My muscles throbbed, but adrenaline pushed me forward. Only when we
had reached the top did we stop to catch our breath.

“Do you think she’ll follow?” I gasped.

“I don’t know, but we have a head start.” He
huffed. “There’s no way she could catch us.”

“I’m not chancing it. Are you ready to run
again?”

“Ready,” he said.

“Good, because I’m going home, and you have
to come with me. I won’t leave you here, so don’t try to
argue.”

He nodded. “Lead the way.”

We ran until we  reached the terrace,
where we stopped, gasping, and looked out over the landscape. To my
surprise, a new tunnel of light barreled to the ground in the
distance.

“Another link,” Evan said.

“I wonder what it will bring to Asulon.”

“We won’t have to worry about that.” He
pointed at the lake. “Look, your star.”

The last few particles of starlight floated
above the water. I rubbed a hand over my arm. Not even a goose bump
to remind me of the connection that had once been so strong. My
amazing journey was at an end.

Just breathe, I thought as I took
Evan’s hand, not wanting to reconsider the mess he might cause with
Zane back home. It didn’t matter. Before, I’d wanted him to come to
Thaer for a better life. Now, he had to come if he wanted to have
any life at all. I couldn’t leave him here. I wouldn’t. Not now.
“Are you ready?”

His eyebrow cocked as he half-smiled. “Are
you sure about this?”

“Am I sure? Are you sure?”

“I can’t stay here,” he said, glancing
aimlessly behind him. “Not anymore.”

I placed a hand on the side of his face,
bringing his eyes to meet mine. “Then, we’ll jump together.”

“Together,” he said.

We backed to the wall before taking a running
start. Together, we leapt over the ledge. Time stood still as we
fell through the sky. Starlight flickered around us, until one by
one the specks died out.

My heart stopped. Fear darkened my eyes as I
turned to Evan. Our hands jerked apart and my back arched violently
as ice shot through my veins. Breathing stopped. I reached for help
as the life was sucked out of me.

“Kirrrra!” The sound of Evan’s voice
whisked through the passing air.

Hitting the water, I felt nothing. Frozen,
yet weightless, like floating through space, among the stars,
without gravity to guide me. Limbs paralyzed, my body sank into the
unknown depths of the lake. Alone in encompassing darkness, I
waited for the impact of the sandy floor. As my body settled into a
bed of moss, I was surrounded by a void so thick, I wondered if I’d
ever see daylight again.

My pendant settled on my chest, melting into
my skin. Energy jolted through me, and a burst of blinding white
light exploded from the stone, wrapping me in a glowing cocoon. Air
poured into my lungs, restoring breath to my lifeless body.

As I floated to the surface, vivid images,
scenes, and faces flashed through my mind, and I understood—the
visions were memories. Events the star had shined over since
before time started, ancient and strong, but always from afar. My
star had passed knowledge from its existence to me.

This celestial formation, one of millions,
was born for a single purpose: to protect the light. When it was
threatened with extinction, that light was collected from a group
of mysterious beings, beings possessing power and energy like that
of the core. Barely escaping a virulent vapor of darkness, this
star fled in search of a vessel on which to bestow the last of
their precious powers.

That vessel was me.
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“Kira. Kira, can you hear me?”

Warm hands held my face. Pulsing heartbeats
echoed through my ears. I blinked repeatedly, clearing my vision as
the throbbing in my head faded. “Where am I?”

“In Asulon,” Evan answered, kneeling beside
me.

I groaned and rolled to my side. “I was
afraid you were going to say that.”

“Thanks a lot,” he said.

“You know what I mean.” I tried to push
myself to sit, but I didn’t have enough strength.

“Are you okay?”

“Yeah, sure.” I rolled back onto my back and
crossed my arms over my eyes. “I just need a minute.”

The starlight was gone. My world—gone. This
wasn’t supposed to happen. I couldn’t stay here. Not with Maggie;
not with the gypsies. This was no kind of life—if Maggie let us
live at all. Tears filled my eyes, and I squeezed my fists
shut.

My voice pierced the air as I yelled until I
couldn’t breathe anymore. Deep, gut-wrenching screams, taken over
by gasping sobs. I forced my pain, my sadness and frustration, into
the sky.

“I’m so sorry, Kira,” Evan whispered.

My chest heaved, slowing as I tried to calm
myself through steady breathing. I wiped the tears from my face.
“Why did this happen to me?”

Evan sat down next to me, resting his arms on
his knees. “I’ve asked myself that very same thing, and I don’t
have an answer. But what I do know is that in the ten years I’ve
been here, I’ve never had as much hope as I do now.”

“Hope? We’re stuck in this stupid place, with
a crazy person that wants us dead. I’m not sure life could get any
worse.”

“Sure it could.”

I glared at him. “How?”

“You could be dead.” He patted my leg. “But,
hey, you’re alive. And we’re together. That has to count for
something.”

“I guess.” I forced myself to sit up, and
Evan put his arm around me. Burying my head in his chest, it took
everything inside me not to burst into tears again. I wasn’t just
sad, I was confused. Secretly, deep down, I had wished I could
stay. What had I been thinking? Did the stars do this to me?

My thoughts drifted to my family and friends
left behind, to Zane. He was my rock, the constant voice in my head
bringing me courage and strength. I could never leave them, leave
him, not by choice.

“You must make a choice.”

A chill came over me as the words of the
gypsy woman echoed in my mind. I didn’t understand; I’d made my
choice. I wanted to go home.

“Stay and live, leave and die.”

I pulled away from Evan quickly, almost
bumping his chin with my head. That was it. I tried to leave and
died. The star saved me, gave me life. It had pulled me,
guided me. My star needed to die in order for me to live.

This was far from over.

Evan stood up and clapped his hands together,
dusting off sand. “Seriously, you’re lucky you didn’t drown. When
my link broke, I thought I was dying. I couldn’t imagine going
through that falling from the sky—which was quite a rush, by the
way.”

He was right. I didn’t drown. I’d been saved.
And I wasn’t alone, my father was alive. My mom might have to live
without me now, but my dad had lived without me for years. A spark
of excitement lit inside me as I thought about starting a life with
him. He deserved a life, a family. I had to find him, even if it
meant following him into the core. Then, together, maybe we could
find a way back.

Looking over the lake, I watched calm ripples
roll across the glassy surface. “What happened to the light?”

“What light? Your star died, Kira,” he said.
“It’s gone.”

“I know, but there was a flash of light.”
Didn’t he see it? “Did you pull me from the water?”

“No, I found you here. I swam up over there,”
he said, pointing to the bank near the field.

“And you didn’t see anything else?”

“Um, no,” he said. “Are you sure you’re
feeling okay?”

Remembering the pendant, my hand flew to
where it rested on my chest.

“Oh!” I gasped. The flesh around it was
tender to the touch. I looked under my shirt. The stone and housing
had grafted to my skin.

“What is it?”

“Nothing.” I let my shirt fall back over the
gem. “I must have landed funny on the water; my chest is a little
bruised.”

“Nothing? Yeah, okay. That’s what you said
last time, too. I get it. You don’t have to tell me
everything.”

“Really, it’s nothing,” I said. “Just a
necklace.”

“I know. I’ve seen the chain,” he said. “Must
mean a lot. Who gave it to you? Your father? A boyfriend?” He
playfully kicked at my shoes.

“Lay off it,” I snapped.

“Easy. I was just joking around.”

“Sorry. It was from . . .” I trailed off,
thinking about my last moments with Zane. Moments that’d I’d only
ever have again in my memory.

Evan frowned, reading into my silence. “Look,
I know how hard it is to lose everything you’ve ever known. And I
know we haven’t known each other very long, but I’m all you have
now.”

“Thanks for bringing that up.”

“I’m serious,” he said. “And you’re all I
have.”

I smiled, a half-hearted motion meant as an
apology. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

However dire the situation, his words did
reassure me. A little.I needed answers to new questions. And, in
this world, he was the only person in whom I could confide. I
needed him, and somehow, the stars knew it, long before I did.

“What if I told you something happened when I
was in the water?”

He helped me to my feet and brushed sand off
my back. “Something? Like what? Aside from almost dying.”

“You’re not going to believe this,” I said.
“I hardly believe it myself.”

“You’d be surprised what I would believe
after living in a place like this.”

Taking a deep breath, I said, “When I was
under the water, my star saved me and passed its knowledge to me.”
I took another breath before quickly finishing, “And the pendant
was a gift from my boyfriend. The stone contains the shadow of
light, like Maggie’s necklace, and is now somehow attached to my
chest. There, now you know everything.”

Evan looked me in the eyes, blinking only
once. “Well, this definitely sounds like a first to me.”

“But what does it mean? What am I supposed to
do?”

“Let me see the stone.”

Carefully pulling down my neckline—to avoid
brushing the throbbing wound, as much as to protect my modesty—I
revealed the new fixture on my chest. Burnt skin already scabbed
around the metal pendant. At its center, the smooth stone
glistened.

He gently touched it. “Amazing.”

I winced from the pressure.

“Sorry,” he said, lifting his hand. “We’re
going to need help from someone who knows about this kind of
thing.”

“If you think I would ever face Maggie again,
you’re out of your mind. Especially now that my link has broken. If
she gets a chance, she’ll trade me in a heartbeat.”

“I’m not talking about Maggie,” he said.

My brow wrinkled. “Who else is there?”

“You’ll see.”

“You’re not going to tell me?” I playfully
punched him in the arm.

“Nope. You’ll just have to trust me. Come on,
we don’t have far to go.”

As we walked toward the cave, Evan began to
whistle.

“Cheerful tune,” I said.

“When life gets me down, it helps me remember
home.”

“What’s it about?”

“Just an old cowboy song about Montana. My
dad used to sing it to us.”

For as much as being stuck here was a
double-edged sword, it was comforting to know that I’d learn more
about him, that I’d be the someone he could share things with. “I’m
glad you haven’t lost that part of you.”

“I’ll never forget. Someday, I’m going to
make it back there.”

“All part of this amazing hope you were
talking about?”

“You could say that.” He cast a sideways
glance at me, and the glimmer in his eyes made me wish I knew what
he was thinking. “You make things different here. You’re bending
the rules, testing the boundaries of this world. If there’s anyone
that can figure out how to get us out of here, it’s you.”

“I appreciate your vote of confidence. I just
hope you’re right.” If there was one thing I’d learned from my
experience and the professor, it was that traveling between worlds
was possible. Now that my link was broken, I just needed to
find another way.

“So, did I hear you say something about a
boyfriend?”

My cheeks burned. I forgot I’d confessed
Zane’s existence. It wasn’t something I should be embarrassed
about, and what did having a boyfriend even mean, if I wasn’t going
to see him again? Before I could fill the awkward silence, Evan
stopped walking and turned to face me.

“I’m not going to pretend that you didn’t
have a life back home,” he said. “No doubt a girl like you had a
lot of friends, and especially a boyfriend.”

I started to speak, but he hushed me. Running
his finger over my cheek, he continued, “You mean the world to me,
and I only hope you can find a place for me in here.” As he spoke,
he laced his fingers in mine and pointed to my heart.

The soft blue light of his eyes, the mournful
twilight of his heart, soothed my soul. I gazed into Evan’s eyes
and saw myself in their reflection, no longer a ghost passing
between two versions of me. In one fleeting thought, marked by a
prick of guilt, I pictured Zane, who—through no fault of his
own—would fail to keep his promise to me. “I will never leave
you.” But there was nothing he could do, now. Our souls were
separated by a distance only the stars could fathom. My mom had
been right: not everyone has a choice in their fate.

Evan moved his hand to the small of my back
and pulled me closer. His intentions were clear, and I thought
about pushing him away, but none of my reasons for doing so seemed
to matter anymore. A thirst filled my soul and my body started to
tremble, the energy reminiscent of when I’d felt Evan’s anger and
desperation at the core. Only now, his desires ached within me.

A small beam of white light bolted from my
chest and zapped Evan square in the chest.

“Ouch!” He jumped back.

My hand flew to the stone. “I’m so
sorry!”

“It was you . . .”

“I didn’t mean to,” I said. “It just
happened.”

“No, I mean back at the cave,” he clarified.
“It was you who saved us.”

“I . . . I guess?” The cave scene was a bit
of a blur—it had happened so fast—but feeling his rage then and his
desires now had triggered something in me,an energy, an
overwhelming power that I couldn’t restrain.

“I’m impressed,” he said, as he rubbed his
chest. “How did you do it?”

“I really don’t know,” I said. “I think the
light relays emotions as if they were my own. I’m not sure how to
control them yet, though.”

“You think it could have been triggered by
Maggie’s light?”

I sucked in a deep breath and slowly let it
out. “That’s definitely a possibility.”

“So, at the core, you felt—”

“Rage, anger, pain.”

“And just now . . . ?”

“Um, I think you know,” I said, looking away,
embarrassed.

A satisfied smile grew on his face. “You need
more help than I thought.”

“Yeah, I’ll say.”

“Not to worry, help is just ahead.”

He grabbed my hand and pulled me into the
cave. The gypsy encampment was deserted except for a few children
chasing a small dog around the tents. They paid no attention to us.
The aroma of burning hickory filled the air as men and women
gathered around campfires at the far end of the path.

“I’m afraid to ask, but what are we doing
here?”

“Trust me,” Evan said.

We passed through the center of the camp,
which hosted tables covered with rugs, blankets, and clothing.
Baskets of fruits, vegetables, and nuts sat in front. A covered
stand displayed trinkets and tools.

“It’s a little marketplace.”

“It is. They’re very resourceful,” he
replied, before stopping in front of our destination.

Recognizing the tent, I gasped. “The gypsy
woman, she’s real?”

“Oh, she’s real,” he said, looking at me
sternly, “and our only hope for figuring out how your stone came to
be . . . there.” He nodded at my chest.

I sucked in a breath, eager to meet her face
to face, but anxious about what she’d reveal.

“Hello?” Evan called as we stepped through
the door.

The interior was exactly as I remembered it.
My first visit was so dream-like, it felt strange knowing that this
was my reality now.

“Come in, boy,” the old woman said.

“I brought a friend.” He led me to where she
sat on her rug.

Jewelry jingled as she waved, a motion to
join her. “Yes, the girl. She is one of us now—” The woman stopped
short and cocked her head to the side, the fire’s light dancing on
her face. Closing her eyes, she paused before continuing, “And yet,
she is not.”

Her words were perplexing. As we sat down, I
cast a sideways glance at Evan.

“You are one of Them,” she whispered.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“I cannot help you,” she murmured.

“Please,” Evan pleaded.

After studying us for a moment, she reached
into a small pouch hanging from her rope belt. She withdrew a pinch
of dust and threw it on the fire. Thick red smoke billowed from its
flames. It dissipated quickly, but a red sphere hovered near the
top of the lively blaze.

Extending both arms, palms up, she said:

“Embers burn from ancient war,

As Darkness threatens Light once more.

A chosen vessel born to fight,

Power bound through star’s last light.”

As she spoke, the sphere came alive. Red bled
into spheres of green before blacking out into spiraling shadows of
darkness. Suddenly, the fire dimmed as a bright white star
illuminated the room. Waves of its light swirled around before
disappearing into the air.

I gazed into the flames. It was just as I had
seen it through the memories of my star. Silhouettes of light were
fighting against shadows of darkness, battling for control of the
universe. Hope for survival rested on a single vessel charged with
protecting the light.

“Kira?” Evan whispered, putting a hand on my
knee. “Are you okay? Does any of this make sense to you?”

Placing my hand on top of his, I nodded.
“I’ve seen it before.”

“What was it like? Receiving light from the
star?” the old woman asked, eyes widening.

“I’m not sure words could describe it,” I
replied.

“No, they would not,” she said.

Somehow, she understood my connection with
the star. Worried by the heavy burden I faced, I asked, “What do I
do?”

“Only you can know,” she said. “But remember,
your choice affects us all.”

“What choice?” I choked. “My star is
dead.”

“There is always a choice!” hissed the old
woman. “Now go!”

At that moment, visions from the star flashed
through my mind. On some unknown planet, a silhouette emerged from
within a haze of deep green light—the source of darkness, the one
who started it all. My purpose was suddenly clear. I was given a
gift, one which held incredible power and responsibility. I was
meant to stop him.

I still had questions, but, fortunately, I
knew just where to find the answers.
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“What?” Evan exclaimed, grabbing me by the
shoulders and nearly shaking me in incredulity. “You can’t be
serious! You think the professor is the key?”

I put my finger to my lips, motioning him to
be quiet. We stood outside the old woman’s tent, but she could
likely still hear us if we weren’t careful. “Is that so hard to
believe? He’s the only other person, besides Maggie and this crazy
old woman, who knows the ins and outs of this world and what the
shadow of light is capable of.”

“I don’t even know what our questions are
anymore,” he said. “Did anything that old woman said make sense to
you?”

“It did.” I popped my eyebrows, hinting that
I knew exactly what was going on, but was holding out on him.

“Well, enlighten me, because to speak with
the professor, we’re going to have to—”

“Cross through the border,” I finished.

Evan groaned. “I was afraid you were going to
say that.”

“I know it isn’t our first choice, but right
now, it’s the only choice.” I placed a hand on his shoulder and
held his gaze. “There’s always a choice.”

He searched my eyes. “Are you sure there’s no
other way?”

“We’ll try as many times as it takes to cross
successfully.” I paused. The thought that we’d be ruining
lives—just like my father’s was ruined—squeezed at my chest until I
could barely breathe. “We’re going to have to face the fact that we
will trap people here.”

He held his arms up as if the idea disgusted
him. As he slowly backed away, he shook his head. “I don’t know if
I can do it.”

I grabbed his hand and pulled him to a stop.
“Evan, we have to. We are the only people from our planets, perhaps
in the universe, who know what we know.”

“Which is what exactly?” he asked, looking
everywhere except my face.

“Destruction is coming,” I said, my heart
pounding. “But the source isn’t just the light or darkness, as we
originally thought. When my star died, I saw two forces on opposite
ends of the universe—one light, one dark—but they aren’t just vague
clouds of nothingness; they’re beings controlling the shadow of
light.”

“That’s a huge amount of power.”

I nodded. “And somehow, that energy is
affecting the universe’s dark matter in a way that destroys
anything in its path. Remember what Maggie said? Surface light will
cease to exist, and worlds like this one will replace them.”

“The diagram,” he said. “The light sphere
represents the old worlds, like Earth and Thaer, and the dark
sphere symbolizes new worlds, like Asulon.”

“Exactly.” I started walking again, and Evan
followed.

“So, this dark matter consumes the surface
worlds, and only those transferred by starlight are saved?”

“Maggie’s view was a little twisted, but, in
a way, she was right,” I said. “The worlds within black holes were
created as a sanctuary for those fleeing the surface worlds. But
they aren’t just for the chosen, as she would have us believe.
They’re for the protection of everyone.”

“But how? We float back and forth when linked
with our stars. How are we supposed to know that we’re being
offered a chance at survival? Who is trying to save us? And what
can we do to save our families and friends?” He halted in the
clearing by the lake. “Are you the vessel born to fight?”

I didn’t stop, calling back over my shoulder
as I passed him, “It appears so. But to answer your other
questions, we need the professor.”

“I knew it!” He caught up quickly. “So, you
will help me save my family? My friends? Earth?”

“I’ll try.”

“You’ll try?” he asked, his tone
harsh, as if I’d offended him.

“Look, if I am this vessel, or whatever, then
technically I’m only two hours old. I have no idea what to do or
how to do it. So the best I can do right now is try,” I said
as I slid down the gravel bank and headed to the right. Evan
followed.

“Fair enough,” he said, his voice softening.
“And you really think the professor can help?”

“Yes, I do.”

We finally arrived at the border nearest the
lake. Strands of silver swam through iridescent waves of gray,
stretching into the sky. It was hard to believe that something so
beautiful and simple could hold so much power and protection.

“Now what?” Evan asked.

“Now, we find a good place to cross.” I
followed the wall from where it left the field. “I’m guessing that
any point where the border meets landscaping from my world will
return us. But we’ll want to find a spot that will conceal us upon
entering the other side.”

“Guessing? Your confidence is comforting,” he
joked. “Talk me through how this is supposed to work.”

“Theoretically, we should be able to just
walk through.” I examined an area set back from the bank, partially
concealed by a large boulder. “It may take a couple of tries to
find people for a swap, though. Sometimes, the lake is crawling
with hikers; other times, they’re scarce. Either way, we both have
to force bodies back through the wall, or we’ll be dragged back
ourselves. Are you ready for that?”

“Not really, but I’ll do it.”

“We have to,” I reasoned, putting a hand on
his shoulder. “For my father, for your brother, for all life on our
planets. A trade is the only way.”

“I know.” He frowned.

I bit my lip as I examined our entry point
again, then motioned to the border at a spot that seemed as good as
any. “We’ll cross here.”

The shadow of light looked eerie under the
shade of the towering rock. Nothing was visible beyond my
reflection, nothing that proved Thaer existed on the other side. I
could only hope that this feature of the landscape was duplicated,
and that crossing behind it would hide our place of entry in both
worlds. Running my finger along the wall’s surface sent ripples
through the curious material, though it was dry to the touch.

“Kira . . .”

“Yeah?”

He stared at the ground, avoiding eye
contact. “Have you ever thought about what happens if your world is
gone?”

“Gone?” I scoffed. “Where would it be?”

“Well, you know . . . the darkness.” He
lifted his eyes to meet mine. “What if we’re trapped here? What if
our links broke because our worlds are gone?”

My face melted into a frown as I thought of
the professor’s diagram and his explanation of X. “What? No, I
can’t believe that. Our being stuck here has to do with the life of
our stars, burning up, dying. Not the darkness.”

He spoke carefully. “But you don’t know that
for sure.”

“Well, I—I was just there. My friends, my mom
. . .”

“You can’t know for sure. No
one has ever returned to their home world after their star
died.”

It pained me to admit he might be right. I
hadn’t even considered that as a possibility. The star’s light, its
energy, so strong at first, had been fading from the first time I
saw it. Wasn’t that nature’s course? It wasn’t the darkness. It
couldn’t be. I would have noticed a massive stain of blackness in
Thaer’s otherwise cerulean skies.

My chest swelled with pressure, pounding with
fear. “I have to believe it’s there. I have to try to go
back.” I rubbed my fingers under my eyes, willing tears not to
fall. “I understand if you don’t want to, but I have to . . .”

“Hey, hey, no. I’m not backing out now.” He
stepped up next to me, puffing his chest out with forced
confidence. “I’m sure you’re right. We’ll try as many times as we
have to. Let’s just get you home.”

I took a deep breath. “This is crazy, you
know.”

“Good thing I like crazy.” He smiled.

I shook my head and slipped my hand in his.
Somehow, holding it steadied the hammer pounding on my nerves.
“Here goes nothing.”

“On three.”

We counted together. On three, we each
extended a leg and stepped into the wall, the molecules parting
around our forms. Sound warped and echoed, as if wavelengths fought
to exist in two places at once. Opacity yielded to transparency,
and our destination materialized before us.  Another step
moved us through the mysterious substance until we exited on
Thaer.

“We did it,” Evan breathed as he took in our
new surroundings. “And we didn’t suffocate or spontaneously
combust.”

I could hardly contain the joy screaming
inside. Everything I loved was still alive. If only crossing was
the easy part. I turned an ear to the sky. “We’re not finished.
Listen.”

Gravel crunched and tree branches rustled on
a nearby trail. I peered around the boulder. On the bank across the
lake, I could see a fishing pole and net propped against a log not
far from the ashes of our favorite campsite.

“We’re in luck,” I whispered, pointing at the
gear. “Hikers.”

“How much time do we have?” Evan whispered
back.

“I don’t know. The professor never said.”

“What if they don’t come this far?”

“We’re not going to wait. We have to find
them.” I stepped out from where we crouched. “This may be our only
shot. Come on!”

No sooner had I started jogging across the
bank than a deep rumble shook the ground, followed by a muffled
vibration behind me. As I turned around, Evan slowly stepped away
from where we had crossed through the border. Snake-like arms, like
ropes of liquid mercury, shot out of the shimmering wall, striking
their target. Before I realized what was happening, he was
completely wrapped in shadowy coils.

“Evan!” I shrieked, slipping on gravel and
sand as I scrambled toward him.

His panic pierced my soul, conducted through
the invisible aura of my light. The shock splintered through my
entire body. For an instant, I froze. Arms outstretched, he grasped
frantically for anything that might slow the mass pulling him
backward. His fingertips caught the edge of the once sheltering
boulder, stalling only long enough for our eyes to meet one last
time.

His fear surrendered to disappointment, as if
he’d known this was all too good to be true. “Don’t forget me.” He
released the rock and disappeared into a mountainside of silver
quicksand.

Our link shattered.

The energy holding me captive—gone.

I ran to the boulder and frantically searched
the now-solid stone for remains of our portal. It had never
occurred to me that we would be unable to return through the wall,
or that I would be left behind. Falling to my knees, I pounded my
fists against the rock. Over and over, I pounded, racked with the
guilt of being so close to freeing Evan from that world, only to
fail.

“Kira?”

I blinked tears from my eyes and wiped my
cheeks. “Professor? What are you doing here?”

“I was waiting for your return, but I
expected you in the lake,” he said, eyeing my dry clothes. “You
didn’t travel through your star, did you? You had to cross through
the border.” He looked around, as if he expected to be able to see
it.

Nodding, I confirmed that I’d crossed the way
he’d guessed.

He eyes narrowed. “You weren’t alone.”

“No.” Tears strangled my voice as I pressed
my palm against the rock, wistfully wishing all of this had been a
bad dream. That somehow, the stone would soften, allowing me to
reach through it and retrieve Evan. Nothing answered that wish.
“But I am now.”

“And my things?” he asked eagerly.

“Things?” I asked, dazed.

He ran his hand through his hair and down his
neck. “My journal. The artifacts—trinkets from each world I
traveled through the border to.”

“Oh, right. Your things. The reason I went
back to that godforsaken hole in the first place,” I said, wishing
I’d never returned at all. “They’re gone.”

“Gone?” He studied my face.

I nodded. “Professor, why did you send me
back for them?”

“They’re critical to my space travel
theories. For years, I thought that if I crossed into another
world, my only choice was to return to the black hole.”

“Isn’t it? You get sucked back if you don’t
trade places with someone.” That rule was painfully real, now.

He shook his head. “It’s more like a spider
web—with the shadow of light and a single object, one can travel to
the world of its origin from any planet connected to
Asulon.”

“Hence your theory.”

“Right.” He crossed his arms, wearing an
expression of satisfaction. A triumphant moment that held little
meaning without his things.

“Did you know Maggie has a stone, a necklace,
like mine?” I asked grimly.

He nodded. “Three of them actually. A gift
bestowed and taken away. Anyone with knowledge of its power can use
it.”

Three necklaces? Maggie wore one and
had showed us another. The third necklace must have been the object
my father stole from her.

He looked at the ground, his eyes moving back
and forth, as if he were evaluating variables for one of his
theories. “And your stone? You still have it?” he asked.

I nodded.

“May I see it?”

“It’s not that simple anymore.”

“What do you mean?”

“It . . . it’s different.” Uncertain of my
ability to call on its power at will, I hesitated to show it to
him.

“Different?” Again, he stared at the ground
in a thoughtful trance. “You crossed, and then you stayed. Not
through your star, but through the border, the shadow of light
itself,” he said, analyzing my situation aloud. “You had no other
choice. You were desperate enough to take the life of another, to
trap them in Asulon. Which means your star died—”

“While I was passing through it,” I blurted.
He was bound to figure everything out soon enough. And whether I
liked it or not, I needed his help.

His demeanor softened. “Then, you’ve done it.
The prophecies are true,” he said reverently. “You are the one she
spoke of.”

I looked at him quizzically, the old woman’s
words echoing through my mind. It hadn’t occurred to me that he
would be aware of the gypsy’s foretelling. For a moment, I feared
his reaction if I confirmed its truth.

As if reading my mind, he said, “I understand
our past encounters have been awkward, to say the least, but I am
nothing like my mother.” Untying the bandana around his neck, he
said, “Here, let me help you.”

“I don’t know how you can.” I frowned at the
dirty sweatband.

He presented the handkerchief. “Use this for
your hand.”

Blood trickled from where I had pounded my
hands against the rock. The sting was dismissible compared to the
pain I had experienced on Asulon when my link broke. Still, I
gratefully accepted the cloth, wrapping it around my wound.

“Please, let me offer you a ride home.”

Home. I should be happy, thrilled, to
be back. But the word felt so final, like a tombstone on a fresh
grave. Returning to everyday life would be so mundane compared to
the frenzied adventure of the last week. And not just that, but I
was trapped in one world, when I knew the possibilities for travel
beyond our own borders were endless. When I knew my father was
still out there.

“Look, don’t take this the wrong way”—I
pushed myself to my feet, brushing the dirt from my knees—“but I’m
still not sure I can trust you.”

“Given our track record, I don’t blame you,”
he agreed promptly. “Quite frankly, I was using you to do things I
couldn’t do myself, but you already knew that. Until five minutes
ago, you were just some girl more concerned with her father’s
disappearance than with the fate of other civilizations. Perhaps
now, you better understand my motives.”

His candor was refreshing. Putting myself in
his shoes, I understood why he’d been so curt and demanding. I had
been selfish, and rudely invasive at times. While I wasn’t ready to
completely let my guard down, I was more comfortable discussing the
serious matters at hand. “A ride sounds great, thanks.”

As we walked the hiking trail which led to
the other side of the lake, I asked, “How did you know about the
old woman’s foretelling?”

“There are many prophecies concerning what’s
to come.”

“Like the one at Asulon’s core.”

Surprise lit his face. “Yes, like that one.
My mother showed it to me when we first arrived, but she wouldn’t
share its meaning. She said I wasn’t ready. When the gypsies came,
I happened on the old woman one day, while visiting their
market.”

“And she just told you?”

“No. I sought clarification of the words
written on the underground walls,” he explained. “You see, though
my mother and I came to Asulon like you and the others, it was our
choice. We volunteered; well, my mother did anyway. I resisted the
idea at first, but she convinced me to go with her. Lured by the
promise of power and knowledge, it seemed like an exciting
adventure at the time.” He shook his head and sighed. “But as the
years passed, my eyes were opened in spite of her efforts to
conceal the truth.”

“With help from the old woman,” I said.

“Yes. And the more I learned, the farther
apart I grew from my mother. Try as she did, her lies and bribes
didn’t taint my desire to help others. My life, my work, is driven
by the desire to protect those who are unaware of the danger with
which we are threatened.” He stopped mid-trail, grabbing my
shoulder. “Kira, many have died, and many more will follow if we
cannot find a way to protect them.”

Urgency and concern weighed heavy on his
brow. He really did care about helping others. I had severely
misjudged him.

“Professor, ” I said, “the prophecies are
true.” I carefully uncovered the pendant adorning my flesh. “The
shadow of light flows through me.”

“The mark of the first Sun.” He reached out
to touch it, but didn’t, like an invisible force held him back.
“You are the vessel. The Keeper of the Light.”

“I was in the right place at the right time.”
Easing away, I covered the stone and continued walking. After all
that had happened, did I truly believe that? Was it all just some
coincidence, or did the stars truly guide my fate?

The trail descended to where the professor’s
car waited, not far from where we had camped the night the star
first fell upon the lake. As the professor walked beside me, he
beamed with the same hopeful expression Evan had worn.

In the distance, a motor hummed, followed by
the crunch of tires grinding on gravel. Fischer’s Jeep crawled over
the narrow opening to the lake and pulled up next to the
professor’s car. As soon as the Jeep stopped, Faye jumped out and
ran toward me.

“Kira!” She threw her arms around me with
such force that I would have been knocked over had I not seen it
coming. “We were so worried about you. When you weren’t in your
room this morning, I thought for sure I’d never see you again.” She
squeezed me harder before relaxing her embrace.

“Wait, you went to my house? My mom—” I
clapped my hand over my mouth. She’d freak if she thought I snuck
out.

“Don’t worry, I handled it. I told your mom
we were packing for our beach retreat. She was rushing off anyway,
an appointment with a client or something.” She rolled her eyes at
the hysterical scene she’d narrowly avoided. “And then I called the
guys”—she hitchhiked her thumb over her shoulder, pointing to where
Fischer and Zane sat in the Jeep—“because I knew we had to try to
find you.”

I sighed and awarded her with a relieved
smile. “You’re the best, you know that?”

“Yeah, I know,” she said, as she glanced over
my shoulder and waved a short hello to the professor. She followed
the motion with a puzzled glance in my direction, no doubt
wondering what he was doing here. Grabbing my hand, she pulled me
toward the Jeep. “Well, we’d better get packing, before your mom
figures out we weren’t and changes her mind about our weekend
getaway.”

I nodded, letting her drag me behind her.

“Kira,” the professor called. Faye released
my hand, and I turned around. “You know where to find me, when
you’re ready.”

I nodded and climbed into the car. Fischer
circled the Jeep around, and we started back to town. I watched the
professor until he disappeared in a cloud of dust.

There was no doubt I would need his help, but
for now, I would revel in once again being with the people I
loved.
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I closed the card and slid it into a pale
blue envelope. As I pressed the seal, I hoped that my father’s
voice would echo through the words I’d scripted inside. It had been
too long since my mother had received a confirmation of the love
she treasured so dearly. I wanted desperately to tell her I’d found
him.

But not yet. I couldn’t tell her until I knew
exactly where he was.

I propped the note on the fireplace mantel,
knowing she’d find it easily. My gaze drifted to the picture next
to it. Hints of green lined the once lustrous patina of the metal
frame. Inside, an early picture of my parents, from before I was
born, bore witness to their love.

Zane entered through the front door and
headed up the stairs, not even noticing I was in the room.

“Hey,” I said.

Surprised, he flipped around and descended
back down the steps. When he reached the bottom, he dipped his head
to peek out the window; Faye and Fischer waited in the back seat of
his truck. “Did we get everything?”

“I think so.” I scooted the picture frame
over the corner of the card to keep it from falling, and turned to
face him. “I’m sure Faye packed more than enough to hold us over
for the weekend.”

“What’s that?” He jerked his chin in the
direction of the fireplace as he wrapped his arms around my
waist.

I let him pull me close—as if he’d mastered
some complex scheme to be near me—and relaxed in the warmth of his
embrace. “Do you really want to know, or were you just trying to
sneak closer?”

“Both. Though more of the sneaking closer
part.” He lowered his forehead against mine and inhaled. “So, what
is it?”

A soft laugh escaped my lips. “A fake
card.”

He leaned back and hiked an eyebrow. “Like
fake card as in the fake cards your mom makes for you?”

“Kind of.”

“But I thought you hated that?”

I glanced over my shoulder at their picture.
The way they looked at each other, the natural ease in their
smiles, made love look so easy. “It doesn’t bother me anymore. Mom
and I decided to keep his memory alive. And he’s out there, you
know.”

Zane’s eyes grew wide, and he tilted his head
slightly, as if he hadn’t heard me right. “What do you mean?”

This was our first moment alone since we’d
returned from the lake. I hadn’t had a chance to tell anyone about
the truth I’d discovered, but I wanted to tell Zane first. “He’s
alive. My father is really out there. I saw him on Asulon.” Just
saying the words out loud filled my chest with such a good feeling.
My eyes watered.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?” He loosened his
embrace and moved his hands to steady my shoulders.

I nodded and tried to swallow the lump of
emotion growing in my throat. Only now did I realize how lucky I’d
been to have seen him. He was there, on Asulon. I’d been so
close, and now he was gone again.

“That’s incredible. What—? How? Are you
sure?” Zane’s expression grew serious.

I covered my mouth with one hand, lifting my
fingers just enough to speak. “I was trapped at the black hole’s
core, and he appeared out of nowhere. Mags wanted to capture him,
too . . .”

“But then, where is he?”

I shook my head, the vision of my father
hurling himself into the core burning in my mind. His action was
purposeful. There was nothing I could have done to stop him. “He’s
gone.”

“Gone? You mean like—” Zane grimaced.

“No, not dead. He jumped into the core. I
can’t even imagine why he’d do that.” I bit my lip in
frustration.

He lifted my chin. “I’m sure he had a reason.
And look at you, you’re here, aren’t you?” He smiled with an
earnestness meant to encourage me, and it did. “How did you escape,
by the way?”

I tensed. How did I explain the burst of
energy that released me, or my new capabilities? I wanted to share
everything with my closest friends, but I wasn’t sure if they were
quite ready to hear it. “Oh, I . . . um . . . I received some sort
of help, or energy, from my star, the one that hit the lake.”

“Energy? Like electricity? Wouldn’t that fry
you?”

“Yes and no. It feels like what I imagine
electricity would feel like, but it’s a light source with something
more. It’s fluid and encompassing; it’s part of me.”

“Well, whatever it is, I’m glad it brought
you back to me. You had me worried there for a second. When Faye
said you were gone . . .” His voice wavered, and he held me
tighter. “Don’t you ever disappear on me like that again.”

“Never.” I rested my head against his chest,
noticing the quick pace of his heartbeat slowed as he took a deep
breath. I inhaled and thanked the stars I’d been allowed to see him
again. A peacefulness spread through my chest, and for a minute, my
connection to Zane overpowered every other feeling I’d ever
experienced.

Chills tiptoed over my skin, leaving a
burning sensation in their wake. My mind clouded and faltered,
sending a wave of lightheadedness swirling through my head. The air
in my lungs whirled against the fragile cage containing it and
blood pounded with each heartbeat. My chest swelled, a familiar
energy drawing to the pendant on my chest.

Energy I couldn’t stop.

Zane’s emotions drifted into my own. I
remembered how I’d launched a current at Evan. I’d confided in Zane
about the starlight, but I wasn’t ready for this. I buckled in
Zane’s arms, pushing out of his embrace.

He took an unsteady step back, almost knocked
off balance. “What is it?”

“Oh, sorry, I realized I almost forgot
something.” I rolled my eyes with great exaggeration and clumsily
slid around him. “I’m just going to grab it real quick.”

Zane’s forehead wrinkled into a bewildered
knot before he raised a hand in a dismissive wave. “Girls and their
stuff. I’ll be in the truck.”

A horn blared outside. As I started up the
stairs, I looked out the window, just in time to see Fischer pull
Faye back over the driver’s seat. I couldn’t wait to have a weekend
away, and it would be the perfect time to explain everything. About
my light. About my dad. About everything I still needed their help
with. But I would be strong for them. I would fight for them.

For I had been chosen.

I was a Keeper of the Light.
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