
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
    Parallax 
 
    BOOK THREE OF THE STARFIRE WARS 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    JENETTA PENNER 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    PARALLAX 
 
    
      
 
    
    Copyright © 2019 Jenetta Penner 
 
    
    All rights reserved. 
 
    
    No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form, by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise without written permission of the publisher. 
 
    
    This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events and locales is entirely coincidental. 
 
    
      
 
    
    ISBN: 9781090794703  
 
    
      
 
    
    Printed in the USA 
 
    
    First printing 2019 
 
  
 
  
   
    CONTENTS 
 
      
 
    Parallax 
 
    CONTENTS 
 
    Chapter 1 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    Other Books by Jenetta Penner 
 
    
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 1 
 
   The blood pumping through my shredded heart isn’t fully human. 
 
    The night air grows thick, and my lungs struggle to breathe. I force a deep, settling breath, but instead, my head spins. My grandfather was an Alku who traveled to Earth. 
 
    He lived there. Worked there. Raised a family. Held secrets that could influence the lives of millions. And then he died there, never returning to the planet he originally called home—Arcadia. 
 
    His death occurred over a year before I was born, so I only ever knew him through old videos and photos. As I sit on the ground, overlooking the Starfire field in the Intersection, I conjure those images of him now, searching for a clue that he was anything more than human. The man was tall, with dark hair and eyes like Javen. Similar to endless other people. No tip-offs that he came from another planet. I must have visited their tiny house in the middle of nowhere a hundred times, and nothing I ever saw would have made me think that my grandparents were anything other than normal. 
 
    The field’s glow ahead of me dulls and brightens in a steady rhythm as if sensing my pain, loss, and confusion. 
 
    I lower my head to the knees curled up to my chest. Tangled hair spills over the arms clasped around my legs. 
 
    The words from Mom’s journal spin round and round in my mind . . . 
 
      
 
    . . . it became clear to me you were the person who needed to come to Arcadia. The planet was calling for you, but for some reason I would not be coming . . . 
 
      
 
    Mom knew she was going to die and did nothing to stop the accident. Why didn’t she warn me and Dad? Tell us that the worst was coming? That we would be living without her soon? 
 
    I clench my jaw against the thoughts. There’s no way she could have shared without some kind of fallout. We would have stopped her. If we believed her story, that is. Or thought she was a crazy person who needed protection from herself. 
 
    How was she going to bring up the conversation anyway? At dinner? Over ice cream? 
 
    Hey, do you want vanilla or rocky road? Oh yeah, and just so you’re aware—I’m half-alien, and Cassi is one-quarter. I hope my sudden confession doesn’t bother anyone. 
 
    Pretty sure the entire conversation wouldn’t have gone over well. 
 
    I pinch the bridge of my nose. The responsibility Mom held on her shoulders must have been crushing. So many secrets. I have no idea how she managed to keep her sanity together through the very last day. 
 
    With a sigh, I straighten and gaze out over the field again. The low hum of energy resonates in my chest and my breath eventually regulates with the steady, pulsing rhythm. 
 
    I’ve experienced the Starfire’s pull. And I’m confident—regardless if her visions were true or false—that Mom had believed each one. Even I’ve seen how the crystals show the past, predict the future, and direct events in the strangest of ways. The imparted knowledge is like an endless series of waves on a sea you can do little to change. 
 
    The Starfire’s power bonded me to Javen, and despite how my feelings for him make zero sense, despite my previous questions about our future together, the Starfire was right to pair us together. I love Javen. 
 
    I shudder against the words and close my eyelids. 
 
    I love Javen. 
 
    We don’t complete each other like all the stories told me would happen. Instead, we enhance the person who already exists. I’m sure his love is true, and his intent is on saving his people. My destiny was to be at his side. At least, I think it was. 
 
    My breath shakes with the admission. I love Javen—and I lost him. 
 
    But why didn’t the crystals foresee Javen turning against me, breaking the connection the gems set in motion? Maybe they did. So how can the power be good when so much evil has been created? Why would the Starfire allow us to be ripped apart? Is their prophecy the only possible outcome? Is our fate locked, or is it an illusion to move us along the path the crystals want us to travel? 
 
    The hate in Javen’s swirling, cyan eyes before Dad, Irene, Max, and I escaped the mine burns inside my chest like a raw wound. 
 
    “Javen tried to kill me,” I mumble under my breath. 
 
    The words punch me in the stomach, and I clutch at my aching center. 
 
    No, the Starfire was wrong. Wrong about Mom and wrong to let hate fill Javen’s heart. The crystals were supposed to bring life. Instead, nothing but death now lingers on Arcadia. 
 
    None of this makes sense. 
 
    I release a guttural scream until my voice grows hoarse. 
 
    Then I break into a sob as the agony pours from my body. I fall back on the soil, clutching the still-open journal. My heart pangs with the ghostly image of Javen’s enraged face in my spinning mind. Impossibly, I try to balance this horror with the memory of when he had declared his love for me, with how his strong, warm arms always made me feel safe, as if the world was finally going to be okay. 
 
    But the world isn’t okay. Nothing is okay. Everything is shattered. 
 
    Javen didn’t just break our bond. He obliterated it. 
 
    The tears dry while I rest my cheek on my knees and gaze over the cyan landscape. I never even wanted to come to Arcadia. But now that I’m here, I’m wrapped up in so much more than any seventeen-year-old girl should ever be. Why is it suddenly up to me to figure out how to rescue two obviously broken planets? There must be other people infinitely more qualified for the job. 
 
    What did Mom say? I flip through the journal’s pages and locate her letter to me on the last page again. I trace my finger under her handwriting. 
 
      
 
    The planet was calling for you. 
 
      
 
    Why? To rip more people I love from my life? To kill me? What? 
 
    I slam the journal shut with a smack. I don’t want to be Alku. I don’t want to be a savior or whatever Arcadia wants me to be. Why did Mom put me in this position? Was coming here even really Dad’s dream? Or was that just a thought she had planted in his head? 
 
    My gut tenses with guilt for even entertaining the idea. Mom was a kind person. She loved Dad and me more than anything. She showed us daily with her care and devotion. And of course this was Dad’s dream. Discovering a new planet and designing an interplanetary habitable place for humans to colonize was his life work before he even met Mom. 
 
    Voices sound from behind, and I quickly stand to find a more secluded spot. Perhaps one that is out of the Starfire field’s light. I’m in no state to become the appointed messenger to share how the battle went all wrong to any survivors at the camp. Or explain how they could now be stuck in limbo in the Intersection for the rest of their lives as a result. 
 
    I decide not to go too far and head for the forest surrounding the camp, trudging through the foliage and thick trees. I only stop once I’m certain that no one is following me. Sliding to the ground once more, I lean against the trunk of a large tree. The smooth bark and solidity at my back support the tattered edges of my emotions. I gaze up through the fingering shadowy trees over my head to the cyan sky above and study the two ever-present moons tucked between the millions of stars speckling the darkness. 
 
    My hands continue to tremble, and I let out a long sigh. The only way I’ll begin to feel better is to press forward. To push through the grief and confusion. To figure out a way to fix this disaster. Not that I really think I can accomplish the task on my own. But I have a team. Dad, Irene, and Max are here too. There’s no way I’ll leave them to fend for themselves. The survivors in the camp, who may not have been able to fight, might now have an opportunity to help in other ways. The odds of success may be small, but any chance is still a chance. 
 
    A spark builds inside of me. We can do this. 
 
    I make a mental list of the advantages on our side. Dad and his portal device—he and the others can cross the Intersection unaided by me. Irene can program or hack into most computers or programs. And Max will take any assignment we give him. 
 
    And on Arcadia? Despite my lack of trust, Luca and Alina may still be willing to help. If only we could figure out how to return to Earth. We need military support, or there’s little chance of defeating Hammond. I’m positive that not all appointees on the World Senate fully back Hammond. They only fear for their lives . . . and the lives of their families. And if Hammond has the Senate convinced that the only way to save billions of people on Earth is to take the ore from the Alku, who are few and supposedly aggressive anyway, they’re probably not going to oppose her. The members fail to understand how much more is at stake. I’ll need to open their eyes and help them see. 
 
    My mind shifts back to the journal. Something Mom wrote sticks with me. I stare at the cover. My grandfather traveled to Earth through a portal made by the Starfire. I gaze toward the Starfire field’s soft glow behind the hill. 
 
    Is opening a portal to Earth from within the Intersection possible? Why wouldn’t it be? This would circumvent Hammond’s control of the Turner Space Fold. Such a portal could bring allies directly into this dimension—an army to take Hammond by surprise. 
 
    On Earth, Max has influential contacts through his family, and Dad’s influence is a distinct advantage. 
 
    My lips curl into a smile, and my breathing picks up. 
 
    The Starfire is only a tool, and the variable is us. The energy’s influence might be significant, but we possess the ability to use the power for good or evil if we only harness the force. 
 
    My body tingles with excitement as warmth spreads past my sternum to fill my chest. 
 
    Hope. 
 
    The feeling is hope. Hope that I can reach Javen again. Hope that Earth can be healed. Hope that both races, Alku and human, who each possess the capacity for evil, can experience redemption by tapping into the good that is in each individual. 
 
    Gripping Mom’s journal, I return my attention to the glowing field. An instant connection to the Starfire grips me, drawing me from the woods. The concerto of energy dances around and through me. 
 
    The Starfire from the field is calling to me. The crystal’s power fused with me and now runs in my blood. I’m certain that’s what happened when I healed Dad. 
 
    My human and Alku blood. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 2 
 
   Journal in hand, my feet hit the packed dirt harder when the lab comes into view. Seeing this building triggers a horrible possibility to sink in. Is Dad even okay? I ran away so fast, I didn’t even bother to confirm whether he would be safe. 
 
    What if the people I heard a few moments ago were Max or Irene? 
 
    I near the lab just as the sun peeks over the horizon and the dark sky transitions into a lighter blue-green ombre. Morning is coming. 
 
    The door stands wide open, and I rush through. 
 
    “Daddy?” I rub my sweaty palms over my pants. 
 
    “We’re in the lab,” he calls from the back. 
 
    I exhale a deep, quavering breath and then charge down the hall toward the sound of his voice. But the electricity in my chest doesn’t settle. Rounding the corner, I spot Dad and Commander Tucker inside the room. At the holo-computer, Irene and Max examine a series of files, including an image labeled, “The Starfire Inhibitor.” I place Mom’s journal onto the nearest counter. 
 
    Dad sees me and comes directly to my side. “Are you okay?” 
 
    I wrap my arms around him, but the contact isn't quite enough to calm my nervous energy. “I’m in one piece, but how about you? Are you okay?” I ask, remembering how Javen’s blast hit Dad’s shoulder. Gritting my teeth together, I release him to glance at the spot. Dad is clearly walking around. He seems to have all his color back, but he could just be putting on a brave face. “Was I able to heal you completely?” 
 
    Dad nods and rotates his shoulder forward, then back. “I’m good. My body feels better than ever, actually.” His lips form a thin line and he places his hands on my shoulders. “I’m concerned about you after what happened at the mine, however.” 
 
    I gulp down the lump in my throat as the horrible memory of Javen’s angry face enters my mind again. 
 
    “I have to move on, Dad.” Should I tell them I’m Alku? That Mom was, too? Right now, we have enough trouble to deal with, and I’m not sure that launching into my alien heritage, the same alien race that just tried to kill us, is a great idea. 
 
    He furrows his brow slightly. “If you need time—” 
 
    “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Irene and Max remain uncharacteristically quiet while working. They must be struggling to hold it together too after nearly dying at the mine. Max glances my way with a tense smile. 
 
    Dad gives my arm a squeeze then returns to Tucker. 
 
    “We’re glad you're back, Cassi,” Irene says, her eyes glued to the screen. 
 
    I hold back a smile and turn to the ginger-haired man. “Commander Tucker, why are you still in the Intersection? And not with the general on Arcadia?” 
 
    Tucker places his hands behind his back and lowers his head. “General Atkins thought it wise for one of us to stay behind. She was convinced the entire mission could go south, and therefore, a leader may be needed in the Intersection for the refugees.” 
 
    “So you volunteered?” 
 
    “Not by my own choice.” Tucker lifts his head. “But, unfortunately, she was correct. Do you know if she survived?” 
 
    I sigh through my nose. “Honestly, everything is a blur. But I don’t remember seeing her.” 
 
    Tucker straightens. “Then, until further notice, I’m in charge of military strategy.” 
 
    Dad pats him on the shoulder. “And we’ll trust your judgment.” 
 
    “I appreciate the sentiment,” Tucker says, “but you have little choice.” 
 
    “What are we working on?” I ask, attempting to return attention to the task at hand. “And do we know yet if the Alku can cross into the Intersection on their own?” 
 
    If they can, all this may be over before we can even start. 
 
    Dad gnaws his bottom lip in thought. “Well, I do know the Alku army took a small amount of the Starfire from the field. But as of yesterday, they were unable to cross from the Intersection to Arcadia without using my portal device.” 
 
    My shoulders sag in relief. 
 
    “But it doesn’t mean they won’t be able to eventually,” he says. “Honestly, we don’t know much. We were just now discussing our next steps.” 
 
    “Which are?” I ask. 
 
    “Two things,” Dad says. “Max and Irene are examining the Starfire Inhibitor plans provided by General Atkins’s spy. Commander Tucker and I are discussing how to locate the missing Senate members.” 
 
    My brows knit together. “Luca and Alina . . .” I murmur to myself. 
 
    “We still need to locate Luca and Alina and then, hopefully, learn more about the organization they’re working for,” Dad says. “Can’t hurt to ask them to help us. Again.” 
 
    “We’ll need to return to Arcadia,” Tucker says. “Otherwise, all we can do is blindly prepare from inside this dimension.” 
 
    My heart grows heavy. Tucker is right. Insulating ourselves isn’t something we can do for long. But it also means I’ll have to admit to myself there’s a possibility I might never see Javen again. He could even be dead. Everyone could be dead. Inside the Intersection, I can avoid those answers. 
 
    My breath quickens and my head begins to spin. 
 
    “I need to grab a bite to eat.” I realize I haven’t eaten for a long time and it’s a good excuse to gather my thoughts. “I’ll be back in a few minutes, and then you can finish filling me in.” 
 
    “There’s quite a bit in the kitchen pantry,” Dad says. “Owens stocked the place. Apparently, he was preparing for the long haul.” 
 
    I force my lips into a smile. “I won’t be long.” Head held high, I make it into the hall. But my world keeps spinning, faster and faster. I press my hand to the closest wall to avoid tipping over. Blinking back the vertigo, my chin drops to my chest and I focus on my feet. Just one foot in front of the other, Cassi. 
 
    “Do you require assistance?” Mom’s voice echoes in front of me. 
 
    I whip up my head and gape at the holographic projection of my mother. 
 
    She tips her head a fraction and blinks—a design in her programming intended to make her appear more human and engaged. 
 
    I still don’t reply, and she tucks her hands into her lab coat pockets. “Cassiopeia Foster, do you require assistance?” 
 
    “Why’d you do it, Mom?” The words come out as a sob, and I quickly lower my voice. The last thing I want right now is for someone to see me in this stressed state. Everyone needs to stay strong. If we don’t, our plans will fall apart. 
 
    For a moment, I swear the AI’s eyes glimmer as if she were human—as if she were my real mom. 
 
    “Yes, I am programmed to appear like Isobel Foster, your biological mother. But I cannot answer your question unless you provide me with additional information, such as the topic of your inquiry.” 
 
    I straighten. “Come with me to the kitchen.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    I speed walk to the galley, half wanting to lose this phantom of my mother, even though I told the AI to follow me. The other half, however, needs her to be with me. 
 
    An automatic light flicks on overhead. Inside the kitchen are a large pantry, a stove and cooktop, and a single long countertop running along the right side. On the left is a booth-style table. 
 
    While the AI stands behind me, I rummage through the pantry and choose a package of beef stew with carrots and potatoes. Not exactly breakfast food, but whatever. 
 
    “You will find a slot to the stove’s left to insert the package into the heat,” AI Mom says. 
 
    But I ignore her, plop down on the booth’s seat and rip open the packaging with my teeth. I down the cold stew in about thirty seconds flat and toss the empty biodegradable container onto the table. The AI regards my every move. 
 
    “Sit,” I say, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand. Apparently, my manners have really gone downhill over the last month. 
 
    “I have no requirements to rest or sit,” the AI explains. 
 
    I glare in her direction. “I don’t care what you require. I asked you to sit.” 
 
    The AI tips her head again and raises her eyebrow as if to question me. But she obeys and lowers her projected body into the seat across from me. The AI folds her hands on the table and leans in. The projection flickers, just slightly. “What do you need, Cassi?” 
 
    My breath hitches at the question. Not the question itself, but the fact she used my nickname. And the use made her sound exactly like Mom. My real mom. Not a hologram. 
 
    Without much thought, the words pour from my mouth. “There are so many questions in my mind, Mom. And you’re the only person with answers.” 
 
    A slight grin stretches over her lips. “I will use whatever information is available in my database to answer any questions you have.” 
 
    I sigh. She’s a hologram. An AI. Not the real thing I want her to be. 
 
    “Cassi?” A male voice sounds. 
 
    I look up. Max’s head is poked around the corner. His gray eyes are glassy and bruised with exhaustion. 
 
    “AI deactivate,” I say. A tingle of embarrassment flutters in my stomach. I didn’t expect to get caught in a booth with an AI version of my mom. 
 
    The image of Mom vanishes. 
 
    Max raises an eyebrow. “You okay?” 
 
    “Su—” The lie starts to come out, but then I stop. Tears sting the back of my eyes, but I push out, “No, I’m not okay.” 
 
    Max steps into the kitchen and sits opposite of me, where AI Mom was a moment ago. “Me neither. No one out there is. We nearly died, and there’s no guarantee any of us will live the day out. I feel like a stupid, scared kid hiding in a closet while waiting for the storm to be over.” 
 
    I swallow the lump building in my throat and stand. I want to go to Max and comfort him, but he keeps his distance. The energy between us has changed. So instead, I grab a glass from the nearest cabinet. “You want a drink too?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Max looks away, toward the wall. 
 
    I reach for a second glass and fill them both with cold water from the tap. Just the simple act of fulfilling this basic need somehow settles the uncertainty in my gut. 
 
    “Here.” I pass a cup to Max and then guzzle from my own. 
 
    The water is fresh, pure. The lab must be equipped with a tank, maybe an atmospheric water generator to self-sustain. And the Starfire must be powering this basic tech. 
 
    Max chugs his water and plunks the glass to the table as I sit again. He eyes me as if he has a long conversation waiting on the tip of his tongue. Still, we wait in silence. 
 
    I would love to share with him everything I read in Mom’s journal. Max is a person I can trust. He’s been there for me since the day we met. But I say nothing. Instead I try and guess what’s on his mind. It could be survival . . . or maybe the kiss we shared. This definitely isn’t time for kissing or even talk of kissing. So, I’m not going to ask. 
 
    I finish off my water. “We should get back.” 
 
    Max moves his hand to the top of my wrist and holds my gaze. “I’m sorry for what happened on Arcadia.” 
 
    I flit my attention to him but don’t really know if he’s talking about what happened between him and me or what happened at the mine. “Me too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Back in the lab, Dad, Tucker, and Irene are scanning the Starfire data again. Standing in the door, I blow out a shaky breath and let Max go in front of me. Mom’s journal is still resting on the counter within reach. I pick it up and tuck it into the back of my pants. Dad still doesn’t know I was able to open the lock. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Howard is still over at the refugee camp,” Irene says. “He was helpful back at the base on Arcadia. That guy is a better analyst and hacker than me. We need to pull him into this conversation.” 
 
    Howard is the balding guy I saw when I arrived at the base with Max. 
 
    “He’s still there,” Tucker says. “I performed a head count last night. Fifty-nine survivors. Howard was among them.” 
 
    “I’ll go get him,” Max says. 
 
    Dad stops scrolling through the data. “That would be helpful. But don’t fill him in on the situation. We’ll do that when he arrives.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, I won’t.” Max jogs out of the lab. 
 
    Irene points to the screen in front of us. “On Arcadia, General Atkins had me tap my Connect into her spy’s data feed,” she says. “She had a couple of people on it from different locations within the city since she wasn’t sure who would make it out. But before the Alku went nuts, some new data came in.” 
 
    “What did it report?” Tucker asks. 
 
    “That the Starfire Inhibitor doesn’t work against the crystals from the Intersection,” she says as an image of the Inhibitor rotates on the holographic screen. 
 
    “But you and Max and Beda took out the device before the attack even started,” I say. “How would you even know?” 
 
    “Apparently, Hammond sent in two more Inhibitors,” she says. “And there were no effects. The design was built with the separate Paxon and Arcadia crystals in mind, not the combination. So, unless Hammond gets her hands on a sample, she can’t block the power of the Intersection crystals.” 
 
    “It also means that innocent people in Primaro are practically defenseless if the Alku attack,” I say. 
 
    “All the more reason to get back to Arcadia and locate the missing Senate members,” Dad interjects. “Maybe we can bring the survivors here.” 
 
    I bite the inside of my lip, knowing what I’m about to say may be impossible. “And then after that, I need to find Javen and the rest of the Alku with him.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 3 
 
   Irene considers me, worry brewing in her dark eyes. “Find the Alku? It’s way too early for that.” She purses her lips. “You saw what they did at the mine—the power Javen was able to use.” 
 
    “I can use the Starfire in the same way they can. I can protect us,” I say. “I wasn’t ready then, but I am now.” Knowing I’m part Alku makes me want to help them even more. They’re no longer just Javen’s people, but mine too. 
 
    Dad places his hand on my shoulder. “Cassi, there’s only one of you and at least fifty Alku who have regenerated by the Intersection Starfire.” He hangs his head. “I’ve seen what you can do, but you’d be going in blind, untested. It’s a huge risk.” 
 
    Mom’s journal presses against my lower back. Should I tell them about her and my grandfather? What if I can influence Javen and the others enough to bring them back to normal? It happened before. 
 
    Tucker clears his throat. “If we can avoid contact with the Alku until we know more about the present situation on Arcadia, that would be best. When their current hostility levels are determined, then we can make choices about the best course of action to contain the situation.” 
 
    “Meeting with the missing Senate members is our number one priority,” Dad adds. “And I’m not willing to needlessly risk your safety.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. That plan will never work unless humans and Alku can present a united front. Having two enemies is just going to make winning the war that much more difficult. 
 
    “It’s just that when I transported the Alku into the Intersection, my mind connected to each of theirs. In the end, not one of them had true evil intent. I’m sure you noticed the change in Beda’s behavior. She didn’t hate me anymore.” 
 
    Dad nods. “Wirrin was very willing to work with us after that, true.” 
 
    “So, something went wrong with the Intersection Starfire,” I say. “I don’t know what yet, but it’s like the power overloaded their systems or something and set off a glitch.” 
 
    “Like a computer virus?” Irene asks, her eyebrow raising in interest. 
 
    “Honestly, I don’t know what it did,” I say. “But when I first found Dad here, he was affected—distracted, even a bit aggressive.” 
 
    Tucker glances to Dad. 
 
    “I was,” Dad confirms. 
 
    “But the feelings passed,” I say. “Maybe because Dad is human, maybe because he didn’t actually absorb the power like the Alku have.” 
 
    “You’re using the energy, too,” Irene says. “Why didn’t the crystals ever negatively affect you?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” My stomach twists at the partial lie. I don’t have all the answers, but my mom’s journal entries might at least partially explain my immunity. I’ll tell them later when we have more time. “But the energy did affect the Alku negatively. Maybe if I can make that mental connection to them again, I can heal the problem.” 
 
    “And maybe the connection would cause your mind to snap,” Tucker says. “I see your point, but the risk is too high. Right now, other than the portal device, your ability to use the Starfire to protect or defend us is one of our biggest advantages. We can’t lose you.” 
 
    My chest tenses at his words. I hadn't considered that somehow the affected Alku might be able to make me aggressive if I were to summon and connect with them. As much as I hate giving up on Javen for now, Tucker is right. We should test my theory before I try anything. 
 
    “The first thing we need to do after crossing to Arcadia is to contact Luca Powell,” Tucker says. “I still can’t believe he was Matthew Owens’s contact. But at this point, options are limited.” 
 
    “I can use the Earthscape program to locate a secluded exit point outside of the city,” Dad says. “Once we’re there, I’ll send an encrypted message, and we’ll wait. Hopefully, an ally will show up. I don’t want to go into Primaro yet. There are too many risks. It’s likely we’ll have better control of the situation outside of the city.” 
 
    “And if the meeting still goes south?” Tucker asks. “What are your plans?” 
 
    “Cassi can cloak us, and I’ll set the portal device to open immediately upon my call,” Dad says. “If there’s any suspicion of a problem, Cassi, Max, and I will come straight back here.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s a good idea to bring both Cassi and Max across?” Tucker asks. 
 
    Dad’s brows push together as he flicks a look my way. “I need Cassi to control the Starfire in case everything really does goes wrong, and Max knows some of the Senate members. He may be able to use his family influence to sway them.” 
 
    Tucker rubs his chin. “It’s a risk we’ll have to take.” 
 
    Max’s voice echoes from the corridor outside of the lab, and a moment later he brings in Howard, who appears forlorn and completely out of his element. He barely acknowledges us before he sees Irene working at the holo-computer and immediately heads her way. He pulls up a seat next to her and starts scanning through data. 
 
    Well, then. 
 
    Howard, apparently, is infinitely more comfortable with computer code than people. These days I can see the appeal. 
 
    Dad and Commander Tucker begin to discuss the plans again, and so I grab Max by the arm and lead him a few steps away from earshot. 
 
    “Dad told me we’ll be crossing over to Arcadia soon,” I say. “Plans are to locate the missing Senate members. You’re coming too.” 
 
    A look of worry sweeps over Max’s face, and I can only assume he must be reliving our last moments at the mine. 
 
    “I knew we couldn’t stay here forever.” Max grasps my hand, and I don’t pull away from him. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay.” I give his palm a squeeze and then release our hold. 
 
    A tiny line forms between his eyebrows. “You have no idea if that’s true, Cassi.” 
 
    I inhale deeply before I speak. “You’re right. But if I go in believing anything else, I might as well not even try.” 
 
    “Then I’ll show you something while we wait. Howard asked me to.” Max motions me to the door. 
 
    I make eye contact with Dad and gesture toward outside. 
 
    Dad raises his hand at me. “Check back in an hour. We’ll be ready then.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say. 
 
    Max ushers me into the hallway and toward the lab’s exit. “When I found Howard, he and the other refugees were already working on bigger plans for the portal device. They were in a meeting.” 
 
    “Do Dad and Tucker know?” 
 
    Max shrugs as I pause before my sleeping quarters. “Not sure yet. But we can get all the details and then fill them in.” 
 
    “Hold on for a sec.” 
 
    After I tuck Mom’s journal away, we exit the lab and race toward the refugee camp under the early morning sun. Twenty-five organic housing structures created by the Starfire come into view. 
 
    Max points to a larger building on our left. “In there.” 
 
    As we approach, the sound of a heated discussion, peppered with an occasional grumble, meets my ears. 
 
    “That will never work,” a woman says firmly. 
 
    “How do you know before we even try it?” a man asks. 
 
    The woman scoffs. “Forty years of experience in engineering. That’s why.” 
 
    Max and I reach the door and he opens it. Inside the room are multiple rough-cut wooden tables and chairs—very similar to the handmade furniture in Irilee. And a thought hits me. The Starfire doesn’t simply power everything for the Alku; it generates organic items they need—their housing, tools, furniture, maybe even some of their food. That’s why Dad was able to produce his items in the cave, including the apples. 
 
    The room is packed with the refugees who didn’t join the battle at the mine. A group of four stands near the front of the room, arguing. The rest hang back, watching. I can see why Howard had no problem leaving this place and coming to the lab. On the largest table in the room are multiple giant sheets of paper covered with drawings and scribbled formulas. A few crumpled pieces litter the floor. 
 
    The door smacks the wall as Max and I step completely inside. The arguers quiet and all eyes turn toward us. 
 
    “You come to help or are you taking away more of our think tank?” says the woman, whose voice I recognize from outside. Funny thing is that her tightly pulled back gray hair and chubby face make her look more like a doting grandma than a woman who speaks her mind. But I kind of like the contradiction. 
 
    “Max told me you were working on a plan out here. Since my dad and I are crossing to Arcadia soon, I thought we should consider all our options.” 
 
    The woman smiles. “Well, pull up a seat then.” She waves us over and straightens the mess of papers in front of her. “I’m Kate Morris. I basically voted myself the leader here in our little community.” 
 
    I look to the blond-haired man in his thirties next to her, who must be the man I heard arguing back. “She did, but Dr. Morris has the most experience, so we agreed.” 
 
    “As well you should have, Brett,” Morris says with a raise of her eyebrow. 
 
    On the table is an extensive map of the area within the Intersection, including the refugee camp, the Starfire field, Dad’s lab, and the mountains and forest surrounding us. The range goes out quite a bit farther than I have ventured. Apparently, the refugees sent out scouts. 
 
    “We know your plan is to contact the missing World Senate members and initiate help from Earth . . . if anyone from Earth is willing to help,” Morris says. 
 
    “But since the Turner Space Fold is controlled by Hammond, we must determine an alternative,” Brett says, and then points to a large open area to the south of the Starfire field. 
 
    “And we have a theory,” Morris adds with a twist of her lips. 
 
    Brett releases an exasperated sigh. “I think it’s a huge risk. One that could destroy this entire dimension—” 
 
    “You need to think on the positive side,” Morris scoffs. “The theory will work.” 
 
    “What will work?” Max asks. 
 
    “We’ve been studying Dr. Foster’s plans for the portal device since we got here,” she says. “And before the Alku left, a few of them explained how their people use the Starfire energy to transport. Apparently, there are set traveling points through the Intersection, but they can also open a portal by envisioning the location they want to go. Dr. Foster’s device uses the second option through tech and a small amount of Starfire energy.” Morris pauses a beat. “We believe that there’s a possibility of scaling the technology.” 
 
    “Scaling?” I ask. 
 
    “Building a larger device and tapping directly into the Starfire field as a massive power source,” Morris clarifies. 
 
    “To open a portal large enough to bring a fleet from Earth into the Intersection,” Brett adds, pointing to the open area on the map again. “They’d enter here.” 
 
    I share a glance with Max. I know it is possible to create a portal to Earth. My grandfather did so using the Starfire, and on his own. “What are the risks?” 
 
    “Probably about a million of them,” Brett says. “This is a completely untested theory. Who knows? The tech might completely collapse this dimension or even Earth’s.” 
 
    My eyes widen, and I swallow the lump forming in my throat. 
 
    “Stop scaring her, Sadler,” Morris says. “Of course, we’ll test the theory on a smaller scale first. But time is short. We know that.” 
 
    “All we need are the materials to build the device,” Brett Sadler says. 
 
    Excitement builds in my chest. The plan is risky, but if we have a way to bring in reinforcements from Earth, the missing Senate members might be more likely to back us. 
 
    “I can’t be sure, but my dad has quite a bit of computer equipment at the lab,” I say. “And Matt Owens was doing research. So, everything you need might be there. While Dad and I are trying to contact the missing World Senate, you can start working.” 
 
    Morris nods her thanks and a few murmurs come from the rest of the group. “Our goal is to do everything we can,” she says. “None of us was of any use at the mine. But maybe we can fight this battle differently. We have some of the best minds from Earth here in this room.” 
 
    “Good thing,” Sadler says. “Because we have about a one in a billion shot at success.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 4 
 
   Dad steps through the portal first. I grip Max’s hand and we follow, leaving behind the Intersection’s bright, blue-green morning for Arcadia’s shadowy night. The crescent-shaped moons float high in a sky streaked with cyan gas. I drop Max’s hand to tuck my laser pistol into my waistband, once we’ve confirmed there’s no need for weapons. We’re alone. 
 
    An open field stretches in front of us, and to our left is a cluster of boulders and small trees. I walk toward the trees since they’ll provide cover while we’re waiting. 
 
    “Where exactly are we?” I ask Dad. 
 
    “About a hundred miles northeast of Primaro,” he answers while activating his Connect. He brings up the encrypted line to Luca, or maybe even Alina. At this point, we still don’t really know who Dr. Owens’s specific contact was. We never found out the last time we met with them. 
 
    From my memory of the Earthscape data, the topography of this area wasn’t as compatible as the spot chosen for Primaro. The distance should be far enough away for us to escape detection but still close enough for a hover to arrive within thirty minutes. 
 
    Dad taps the face of his Connect to send the message. “I laid the situation all out. We want to be taken to the location of the Senate members in hiding. I told them that if they don’t agree, we’ll simply find another way to get help from Earth. But in the end, it’s going to be better if we work together.” 
 
    “Let’s see how they respond,” Max says as we arrive at the trees and rocks. 
 
    Then we wait. And wait. When the response takes longer than expected, each of us finds our own spot with enough personal space to be alone with our thoughts. 
 
    I stare past the open field where a scattering of grass with illuminated tops sways in the breeze. The sound of hooting comes from one side, but I don’t see anything. Must be an Arcadian night bird hiding in the trees. I want to keep my mind focused on our meeting with Luca and Alina, but instead, my thoughts continue to drift in two directions—Javen breaking our bond and the kiss I shared with Max in a moment of confusion . . . weakness. Maybe twenty feet away, Max leans against a rock while stretching his legs over the ground. The moonlight casts enough light on him that I can see his unsuccessful attempt at sleeping while sitting up. I like Max way too much to hurt him on purpose. I vow not to let that happen again. 
 
    My heart aches for Javen. And it’s a sensation that takes me entirely off guard. I kept questioning before whether my feelings for him were caused by the Starfire. But that connection is gone now, and all I want is to have him back. Every fiber of my being cries for his touch, support, and strength. My feelings for him are deeper than ever. Our being together is meant for harmony—in each other and everything around us. I just doubted my feelings until now. So stupid. 
 
    Dad’s Connect buzzes and I flinch. 
 
    He taps the face of his device and reads the message. “They’re coming.” 
 
    Max stands and shoots me a fleeting smile as he walks over. 
 
    “How long?” I ask Dad. 
 
    “Any minute.” He asks Max, “You have the list of government officials and patrons on Earth who might be willing to side with us?” 
 
    “It’s all in my Connect,” Max replies. “I added a few from memory while we were waiting.” 
 
    After about fifteen minutes, the light of a hovercraft glows in the distance. I grab Dad and Max’s arms and cloak us from sight. 
 
    The hover lands not too far from our secluded location, and then two figures exit. Alina and Madan, the man who was with Luca and Alina in the apartment in Primaro. Unless they’re hiding an army inside of the ship, it looks like no one else is with them. We wait a few seconds as they glance around for us. 
 
    “The portal is on standby,” Dad says. “Go ahead and let go of us.” 
 
    I release my grasp and the cyan haze around us vanishes. Immediately, Alina and Madan’s attention snaps to us. 
 
    Madan waves us in the ship’s direction. “We must go.” 
 
    I look to Dad, unsure I want to trust them so quickly. My heart pounds. This could be a trap. But we knew of this possibility coming into this meeting. 
 
    “The portal can open anywhere,” Dad whispers. 
 
    I gulp as we jog to Madan and Alina. 
 
    “Being out here in the open is risky,” Alina says as we stop in front of them. She looks around, her face tense. “We’re in the middle of nowhere. But I’d rather get you three to a securer location.” 
 
    “Fine,” Dad says. “We’re the ones who called you. We’re ready now.” 
 
    Madan taps his Connect and the hatch that closed behind them rises. The inside fits no more than seven, including the pilot, even though it’s just us. At least for now, we’re safe. 
 
    “Checking us for weapons this time?” I ask. “Because we’re all armed.” 
 
    “As well you should be,” Alina says. “Arcadia has gotten pretty dangerous.” She pulls back her light jacket and reveals a holstered laser gun. “We’re all armed.” 
 
    I don’t know if her words make me feel any better, but at least she’s not hiding anything. 
 
    “You’re taking us to the Senate members, right?” Max asks. 
 
    Madan bows his head slightly. “We wouldn’t be here otherwise.” 
 
    “Then let’s go,” Dad says and gently touches my shoulder to move forward. 
 
    Despite the swirling pit in my stomach, I follow his encouragement and board the ship, taking the last seat on the right. Madan follows me and heads for the pilot seat. He plops into the chair and runs his fingers across the front panel. The interior illuminates as the hover hums to life. 
 
    The other three follow and strap into seats as well. Across the way, Max’s face has paled, and his usual air of confidence is diminished. 
 
    “How long is the trip?” Dad asks Alina. Under the light, I see a trickle of nervous sweat trailing down the side of his face. 
 
    “We’re forced to travel some distance around Primaro to ensure we’re out of Hammond’s patrol range,” she answers. “So, the estimate is an hour. Your pickup point was nowhere near the secured location.” 
 
    “Where is it?” he asks. 
 
    Alina lifts a shoulder in a slight shrug. The hatch suctions closed in a hiss while the lock secures. “I can’t tell you. Not yet, at least. Honestly, the only one here who knows the exact location is Madan.” 
 
    Madan nods from the front and taps the control screen in front of him. He places a helmeted headset on that covers his eyes and ears. The ship’s front window darkens. Now we have no chance of seeing where we’re going. The hover lifts off and propels forward, jostling my stomach with the motion. 
 
    “Those we work for want to keep the location a secret from as many as possible, in case of capture. The fewer who know, the fewer who can give the coordinates away.” 
 
    “Sounds official,” Max says. 
 
    “It is.” Alina leans toward us. “This place was built with the knowledge of only a few in the World Senate, and no one on the Board.” 
 
    Dad’s forehead wrinkles in confusion. “But I designed Primaro and everything about living on Arcadia.” 
 
    “There were others with additional ideas,” Alina says. 
 
    Dad flares his nostrils, but instead of asking further questions, he settles in his seat. Up front, Madan speaks in a low tone into a comm. I can’t make out what he says or hear the reply feed into his earpiece. 
 
    “What’s the status on the aggressive Alku?” I ask. My stomach twists with the question, but I must know whether they’re alive or dead. 
 
    Whether Javen is alive or dead. 
 
    “After the massacre at the mine, Hammond retreated,” Alina says. “The Alku have yet to attack Primaro. But they stayed in the battle area to guard the mine.” 
 
    “Do you know if any of the humans escaped the mine?” Dad asks. “General Atkins was one of the people helping to lead the attack.” 
 
    “We know there were miner deaths, and the Alku destroyed several incoming ships, killing most of those on board. But not much else at this point. Any ships or drones that have been sent into the area have been destroyed. The satellite views haven’t shown that any humans are left. There are no signs of anyone but the Alku.” 
 
    My heart sinks at her words. Did Wirrin and Javen go so far as to kill everyone? 
 
    “But there was mining going on underground,” Max says. “Irene and I saw the operation. It’s still possible that some of the humans could be held hostage, right? Out of sight.” 
 
    Alina shrugs again. “Possible, but the Alku don’t appear to be negotiating, and I’m not sure what value Atkins’s group is to Hammond. They were the enemy to Hammond, remember. But after the initial survivors were accounted for, no other bodies have been sighted.” 
 
    My hands shake slightly on my lap. To calm them, I press my palms into the tops of my thighs. All I can hope is that there’s a shred of the Alku’s goodness left and that the Starfire hasn’t changed their personalities completely. 
 
    “And the second Starfire mine?” Dad asks. 
 
    “For now, Hammond has abandoned setting up full production at the second site,” Alina says. “Until she manages to drive off the Alku, she won’t risk permanently losing access to the Starfire. I think she feels that she has time and doesn't want to make another rash move.” 
 
    For the rest of the trip, no one speaks except for Madan’s occasional mumblings into the comm. Finally, he turns to us. “Seatbelts, everyone. We’re about to land.” 
 
    I tug at my seatbelt and give Dad a small, hopeful smile. He returns the expression, but something in his eyes tells me he’s worried. 
 
    My ears pop as the hover drops in altitude, and I force myself to yawn to ease the pressure. The vessel makes a whirring sound, and then metal scraping on metal screeches outside. Ahead of us, the pilot’s window goes from black to clear again. I can’t see much, but we appear to be inside a large, stone cavern. A floating, white AI with a green flashing light guides us into the hanger. 
 
    “Are we underground?” I whisper to Dad. 
 
    “Don’t ask too many questions,” Alina says. “Not knowing benefits you.” 
 
    The hover settles, and Madan removes his helmet and moves his attention to Alina. “Well, we made it this far.” 
 
    The hatch hisses and pops open, revealing more of the stone-walled docking bay. We’re either underground or inside of a mountain. I unlatch, as does everyone else, and we file from the cramped hover. Outside, no one greets us; only a few floating AIs and several workers are scattered around the large bay. 
 
    “Follow me,” Alina says and waves us forward. 
 
    Madan clears his throat and catches her attention. “I’m staying behind to evaluate the hover and ensure there are no issues getting back into Primaro.” 
 
    “Comm me if you need me.” Alina lifts her wrist and taps her Connect. “We’re on our way.” 
 
    Madan heads back inside the hover, and Alina directs us toward an exit. 
 
    The rough-walled corridor she leads us through is tunneled into earth and stone. From the ceiling, lighting casts a white glow onto the space. When was this all built? 
 
    “Is Luca here?” I ask. 
 
    “Luca has a difficult time getting out of Primaro,” she says. “Too many eyes are on him, and Hammond has tightened up security more since the mine. But I can still get out of the city with a little finagling. Especially in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “Is that why it took you so long to respond to Dr. Foster’s message?” Max asks. 
 
    “Exactly the reason,” she says as we pass a solid door set into stone. A few more doors come into view, and Alina stops at the third one. On the face is a thumb scanner. She presses her thumb to the pad, and with a hiss, the door slides away. Inside, a group of five nervous-looking men and women peer our way. 
 
    Alina gestures toward them. “Your missing World Senate members.” 
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    r. Foster?” asks an older man with a southern lilt to his voice. “We thought you were dead.” 
 
    Behind us, Alina’s Connect buzzes, pulling my attention from the Senate members. She taps the face. 
 
    “We could probably say the same thing for you, Senator Simmons,” Dad says as he walks to the conference table. 
 
    I leave Alina near the doorway, and Max and I follow behind Dad. The Senate members chuckle in agreement as Simmons reaches out and clasps Dad’s hand. He quickly pulls him into a brief embrace before Dad sits in an empty chair. 
 
    A bronze-skinned woman clears her throat. She has dark hair with a silver streak. The strands of light hair graze the side of her face. Honestly, being seventeen, I rarely paid attention to the World Senate members. But Nora Ward’s unique hair always caught my attention when I saw her on video feeds. Her platform was often advocating for the underprivileged and refugees on Earth, so it makes sense that she’s among the Senate members who do not support Hammond’s agenda. Her wrist is wrapped as if she had a recent injury. 
 
    “Are you here to join us in hiding?” she asks in a thick Spanish accent. Her jaw grows tense, and any humor she had in her eyes a second ago falls away. 
 
    “I apologize,” Alina interrupts before my dad can answer Senator Ward’s question. “But I’m unable to stay here any longer.” She looks to Dad and me. “Madan is calling me. Apparently, I need to return to Primaro immediately.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask. 
 
    “I can’t say.” Alina turns to the Senate. “Hopefully, I’ll return soon. But we’ll be in contact.” Simmons presses his lips together until they form a thin line but nods to Alina. Alina taps on her Connect again and swipes a few times. 
 
    Max’s, Dad’s, and my devices buzz on our wrists. A symbol I haven’t seen before appears—a tree surrounded by stars. It must represent the group Alina and Madan work for. 
 
    “Use this link to ask for anything you need or to contact me,” Alina stresses. “If you need us, I’ll do my best to come or send a representative in my place.” With those last words, she turns and exits the room. 
 
    “Is it always like this around here?” Max asks as the door slides shut. 
 
    Simmons rubs his temples and replies, “Unfortunately, yes,” and the four other Senate members nod in agreement. 
 
    “So far we’ve been safe here,” says a dark-skinned man, probably close to fifty. “But that is the extent of our comfort. We do receive daily updates on Hammond’s activities, but that’s about it. Otherwise we risk giving away our location. Therefore, no communication with our family or contacts on Earth, most of whom probably assume we’re dead.” He frowns and lines groove his forehead. “For all we know, our families are dead or in custody on Earth.” 
 
    Dad wrings his hands together, obviously pained by these words. “Senator Simmons, going into hiding must be very difficult for all of you.” 
 
    The blonde Senator with a straight, blunt-cut bob across from me tips her head and studies Max. “You’re Kole Harris’s son.” 
 
    Harris? Max’s last name is Norton. Kole Harris is the CEO of the largest publicly funded space travel organization, Galaxis Corp. He’s one of the wealthiest men in the world. And Galaxis played a huge part in not only maintaining the Turner Space Fold but also getting us to Arcadia in the first place. 
 
    Max throws me a sheepish look. “I try to keep a low profile, Senator Gray. I go by my mother’s maiden name, Norton. But I’m not what we’re here for.” Max grins and defers to my dad. 
 
    But I stare intently at Max for a moment. What else is he hiding from me? 
 
    Simmons clears his throat. “Yes. Now that we see you are alive, Richard, why are you here? Do you bring news, or are you here with your daughter and Mr. . . . Norton to join us in hiding?” 
 
    Dad fumbles with his Connect and glances up to a holo-computer screen at the front of the room. With a few taps, the two computers pair and a topographic map of the Intersection appears. The map displays the same area I saw on Dr. Morris’s hand-drawn maps at the refugee camp. Dad must have uploaded the specs to the Earthscape program before we left. 
 
    Dad proceeds to explain to the Senate members about the Intersection and how, by using the Mother Starfire, we may be able to create a portal to Earth and bypass the Turner Space Fold controlled by Hammond. 
 
    “So, you’re saying there’s a way for us to return to Earth?” Gray asks. “What will we be able to do there? Hammond controls the World Senate now. Anyone who goes up against the new Senate risks their lives. And for what? Earth is just as dangerous as Arcadia—maybe more so.” 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do here but wait,” Senator Ward argues. “And this cowardly behavior is not why I am a part of the World Senate.” 
 
    “We’re of no benefit dead, either.” Senator Gray folds her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Listen,” Dad says. “Hammond is manipulating Earth by withholding information. I’m sure all of you had close political contacts that would back our cause, if only they knew the truth.” 
 
    “But the truth has changed,” Gray says, reclining in her seat, arms still folded over her chest. “I was willing to support the Alku when I knew they were peaceful. I understand they may have been protecting the Starfire at the mine. But so many humans died. General Atkins was with the resistance, and no one has heard from her or her people.” 
 
    I grit my teeth at her words. She has a right to be scared. “The Alku are peaceful,” I interject. “Something changed when they used the crystals from the Intersection to regenerate. But the damage can be repaired.” 
 
    Gray scoffs. “And you want to use the same Starfire to power a portal to Earth? How do we know the crystals won’t have the same effect on humans or just kill us outright?” 
 
    Panic sets into my chest. So far, we've not seen any long-term negative consequences on humans. Dad was the only human the Starfire affected at all, and the effect seemed to pass with time. And now that the Starfire has become a part of me, I know there’s a balance. But I can’t tell them yet. Not before I even tell Dad. I close my eyelids for a second to center myself. How are we ever going to be able to defeat Hammond if our allies are becoming the enemy? 
 
    “Because,” I begin, “the Starfire is meant for good. The Alku at the mine simply experienced an overload—a glitch.” 
 
    Senator Simmons seems to consider my explanation. “And how can you be so sure?” 
 
    “Because the Starfire chose me,” I say without hesitation. Telling them is a risk, but I have no other idea how to convince them I know what I’m talking about. 
 
    Both Max and Dad shoot me a look of concern. 
 
    “Chose you?” Senator Ward asks. 
 
    “I can use the power of the Starfire in the same way the Alku do. Maybe more.” 
 
    Senator Ward furrows her brow. “I trust your father, but you’re just a kid, Cassi. Maybe you’re understanding this situation incorrectly.” 
 
    I walk over to her, pointing at her injured wrist. “What happened?” 
 
    She looks down at the wrapping. “When we were escaping, I fell. Bad sprain.” 
 
    I reach for lower arm, and before I touch her, ask, “May I?” 
 
    She shrugs. “Yes, if you are careful.” 
 
    I take her wrapped wrist in my hand and close my eyes. Warmth from the Starfire spreads from me to her, and behind my closed eyelids, a cyan hue lights my vision. The warmth dissipates, and I open my eyes. “How does your sprain feel?” 
 
    She studies at her wrist and rotates it. “Fine . . . it feels fine.” 
 
    As if a light goes on in each of the Senate member’s heads, their eyes brighten. 
 
    Ward peers up at me. “Thank you.” 
 
    I inhale sharply as I study each of them. I can’t go back now, but I also need to choose what I share carefully. I end up explaining how my abilities all started with being able to transport. And then by using the Mother Starfire, I had pulled the three refugee ships into the Intersection and temporarily froze the battle at the mine. 
 
    “Everything I’ve been able to do with the crystals has only been for good. I haven’t felt any negative reaction. I was even able to summon Wirrin’s group of Alku and transport them to the Intersection before the first battle attempt at the mine. Just doing so changed them . . . as if my connection brought their minds into a peaceful balance. I think I can summon them and do it again.” 
 
    “If that worked so well, why didn’t you summon them at the second battle when they turned on you?” Simmons asks. “We heard all the updates.” 
 
    My heart sinks. “Javen—the Alku blocked me from connecting with them again.” 
 
    “So, you could be blocked still?” Simmons asks. 
 
    I fold my hands on the table and consider everything that has happened in the last twenty-four hours. “I won’t know unless I try.” 
 
    No one says anything for much too long, and my feet shift under the table. 
 
    “And you are still sure that if you can get through to the Alku, their aggression will stop?” Senator Gray asks, breaking the silence. 
 
    “I’m positive,” I say without hesitation. “At the core, the Alku want peace. They want to help Earth.” 
 
    “I have contacts on Earth who could provide us with a military force,” Simmons says. 
 
    Dad claps his hands together. “Thank y—” 
 
    “But,” Senator Simmons interrupts, “you must prove that the Alku will not retaliate against us. I will not risk bringing troops here from Earth only to be killed by the individuals we are attempting to protect. I also require a formal agreement that the Alku are willing to work with Dr. Foster.” 
 
    Dad sweeps a glance over the other World Senate members. Ward and Simmons nod in agreement. But Senator Gray sits with her arms crossed again, a stern expression pinching her face. Eventually, she unfolds her arms. “I can provide contacts from Earth as well, provided the terms are met.” 
 
    I exhale a sigh of relief. But it’s a tall order since we currently have no idea what is happening with Javen and Wirren’s group. 
 
    “Once we open the portal to Earth,” Dad says, “we’ll make every provision we can to ensure your families are moved to a secure location, if possible.” Dad slides a glance to me. “I know how important that is.” 
 
    I give Dad a tiny smile, despite the gravity of the situation still weighing on me. 
 
    “Hammond isn’t aware of the Intersection yet,” Dad says. “And if we transport to Earth, the portal will be from inside the Intersection. I’d like to propose moving the four of you to that location for safety, until we’re ready. Otherwise, since I don’t know the coordinates of this location, the only way we can return is by contacting Alina again, which could cause a delay.” 
 
    “And how do you plan to transfer us?” Senator Simmons asks. 
 
    Dad produces the portal device from his pocket. “I’ve already programmed the Intersection’s coordinates. I only need a few minutes to configure the setting for more people to pass through. Just to be safe.” 
 
    The Senate members glance around at each other. 
 
    “Give us thirty minutes to prepare,” Simmons says. 
 
    Dad stands and extends his hand to Simmons. They shake hands and the four Senate members exit the room. 
 
    As the group leaves, I ask Dad, “You think this is all really going to work?” 
 
    Dad taps at the portal device and lets out a light, nervous chuckle. “Cassi, we don’t have any other viable options. It either works or it doesn’t.” He glances around the room. “I think opening the portal in the bay we flew into will work better than in here. Do you happen to remember the way back?” 
 
    “I do,” Max offers as he stands. 
 
    I follow both men through the door, but just as we exit, the floor shakes, throwing Dad to the ground and me into Max. 
 
    “Dad!” I stand and reach my hand out to him. He takes it and pulls to his feet. 
 
    “What was that?” I ask, eyes rounded as I examine the corridor’s stone walls. “Another earthquake?” 
 
    But before anyone has the chance to offer speculation, a siren pierces the air. 
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    re you okay, Dr. Foster?” Max yells over the blaring siren. 
 
    Dad brushes dirt from his pants. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    Another muffled boom sounds nearby, followed by more vibrations through the ground. 
 
    Two gray-uniformed guards appear at the end of the hall and jog toward us. The first continues past without even looking our way, but the other stops next to us, breathing hard. 
 
    “I’ve been assigned to escort you three to a more secure section,” he says. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I ask. “Are we under attack?” My heart races, pounding against my ribcage. I check my Connect to see if any new information is displayed. But the screen is blank. Maybe Hammond knows where we are? 
 
    “I’m only authorized to inform you to follow me to a safer location.” His voice is professional, though a throbbing blue vein pops up on his forehead. 
 
    I flit a look at Dad as he swipes at his portal device’s screen. 
 
    “If we leave now, we won’t be able to take the Senate members with us,” Max says. 
 
    The soldier furrows his eyebrows, unsure of what we’re talking about. “Please, just follow me.” 
 
    Dad leans in toward my ear. “The portal is still ready to go at any moment.” He tucks the device back into his pocket and eyes the guard. “Lead the way.” 
 
    The guard pilots us down several long corridors and past the occasional meeting room like the one we were just in. After about a five-minute run, the space opens into a larger room. About twenty people watch us enter, including the Senate members, who each has a bag slung over their shoulders. 
 
    Dad looks around. “Should we take them, too?” 
 
    I already regret taking people into the Intersection, but this place doesn’t seem safe. Bringing them along may be the best option. “Only if they want to come. But there’s not a lot of time for them to decide.” 
 
    We hustle across the room to ask the senators if they know more about the explosions. 
 
    But just as we reach them, my head goes light. I stop as the space seems to move into slow motion and blurs in and out. Warmth grows in my stomach, and the energy moves outward toward my limbs. 
 
    The Starfire. 
 
    Dad slowly twists my way, mouth open as if to say something to me. But I never hear the words. My consciousness shifts to a new place and my body detaches from the large meeting room. 
 
    Behind me, the Tahm mountains stretch into the night sky. But from my recollection of Arcadian topography, we’re on the opposite side from Primaro. I study the side of the mountain, lit by the moons and stars, and find small, dark cracks forming an opening—an opening large enough for a good-sized ship to enter through. Alina brought us to a facility built into the side of a mountain. 
 
    I rotate to get a better view of my surroundings. In the valley below are the aggressive Alku. Panic shudders over me and floods my thoughts. They must know we’re here . . . that I’m here. 
 
    Images flash in my memory of Javen severing our bond and then nearly killing Dad. Despite my urge to escape, I allow myself to drift lower to gain a better view of what’s going on in the dull light. I need to fix this! 
 
    As I do, a cyan ball of energy hurtles past me toward the mountainside. The blast crashes into the stone and sends a flurry of rocks and dirt into the air and down the mountainside. But a green haze shimmers over the opening, leaving the surface mostly undamaged—a sort of force field to protect the bunker’s entrance. 
 
    I relax and drop down farther in front of the Alku, drawn to Javen’s presence. I have no idea if he can sense me near him, but from his appearance, he can’t. His hair is ruffled, and his face pinches with anger. He barks orders to the Alku behind him. A group immediately forms into a circle, reaching their hands into the middle, but not touching. Blue electricity builds and crackles in the center, and after a moment, they work together to hurl their weapon at the mountainside once more. The blast hits and shudders through the air as rocks and debris tumble from above. 
 
    Yaletha, head held high, marches up to Javen’s side. He says something in her ear, and she nods. A wave of jealousy ripples through me while heat radiates from the marrow of my bones. 
 
    I suck in a sharp breath. My eyes shoot open. A bright light overhead pierces my vision and I blink. 
 
    I’m back inside the facility, and Dad is kneeling next to me. 
 
    “Cassi,” he says. 
 
    But before he gets a chance to say anything else, I’m on my feet. “It’s the Alku. I don’t know how they found us, but they did.” I flit my gaze around to the other people in the room as I shove shaking hands into my pockets. “They must be looking for me or Dad’s portal device to get them back into the Intersection for more of the Starfire.” 
 
    “How would they know you were here?” Max asks. 
 
    “They must have sensed the Starfire energy I used,” I say, tossing out the only logical solution that comes to mind. 
 
    “We should just use the portal and get away,” Dad says. “Once you’re gone, they might leave this place alone. Otherwise, the attack is going to catch Hammond’s attention, if it hasn’t already.” 
 
    I wring my hands together. “But the Alku might not stop. I saw their faces, their rage. They aren’t exactly rational right now.” 
 
    The walls tremble again, and without another word, Dad has the portal device out, tapping at the screen. People around the room gasp as a blue-green rimmed portal bursts to life before us, seemingly from nowhere. 
 
    A guard races toward us. “What are you doing?” she asks. 
 
    “I’m getting the Senate out of here. They’ve already agreed.” Dad looks around. “Anyone else may come as well. You can return as soon as it’s safe to do so.” 
 
    The guard uses her Connect to comm someone. “Wait . . .” She holds her hand in the air. 
 
    A blast shakes the space again and dust falls from the ceiling as the room groans. People scream and crowd closer together, their darting gazes studying the roof. 
 
    “I want to be anywhere but here,” a man in his thirties says. 
 
    The people rumble in agreement and press in toward Dad, ignoring the guard. But I hang back as an idea worms its way around in my head. 
 
    Max turns my way and a tiny stress line forms between his brows, his gray eyes darkening. And before he can talk me out of my choice—one he has clearly guessed—I close my eyes, graze my fingertips across the gun still holstered at my waist, and focus on Javen’s position. 
 
    In a single beat of my thumping pulse, I envision my arms around Javen. But not in a loving embrace. As much as I want that right now, I need to protect myself—protect my family, and protect Javen from himself. 
 
    A jolt of energy rushes through me. I then collide with his body in the valley below the mountain. The force of my energy slams us both to the ground. Pain surges through my bones and muscles. 
 
    Before he figures out what’s happening, I shove the barrel of the gun to his head with one hand and wrap my arm around his neck with the other. 
 
    “If you don’t stop attacking my people, I will kill you,” I growl. No way I want to actually kill him. But he can’t know that. 
 
    Javen’s nostrils flare. He attempts to buck me off, but before he does I release my Starfire energy into him, freezing his body in time. And in that moment of shock, I summon the rest of the attacking Alku. 
 
    I grit against the defensive walls in their minds. There’s no way for me to get completely through to them or purge the Starfire’s effect right now. But I can send a message, if I hurry. 
 
    Attack my people . . . and your future Luminary will die. 
 
    The connection snaps away, but I’m certain they’ve all heard and understood. I grip Javen tighter and propel us into the Intersection. 
 
    My eyes open to a blue-green world of full light—the night is gone. I release Javen and jump to my feet, backing away from him. Laying on the ground where we fell, he remains in stasis. I allow my gaze to caress his body. My heart thumps as if it might rip from my chest at any moment. 
 
    Panting, I cover my face and burst into a sob. Terror for my own life, paired with my threat to kill Javen, shudders through my body. My legs tremble so violently I collapse to the ground in a heap, my hands shaking against my drenched cheeks. 
 
    I can only hope I convinced the Alku army to stand down. The Starfire’s hold on them is too strong. But maybe losing their leader will stop their attacks until we can figure something out. I glance around, wondering how I’m going to move Javen into hiding. Is it even safe to move him? 
 
    As I cry, a warmth from the Starfire lights within me and a blue-green glow surrounds my body. From the ground around Javen, glowing crystals begin to grow from the earth. The illumination travels toward Javen and envelops him. At first, the glow covers his body. Then the light begins to fade into a grainy, gray hue as if forming stone. It is stone! My eyes widen and I jump back just as a structure begins to materialize around Javen. Stone walls climb the air in a slow dance. Walls tall enough for a person to stand under, even with a roof. I swallow thickly, afraid Javen will be beyond my reach. But the Starfire forms a door in an opening before me. 
 
    I gape for a few seconds longer before remembering how the Starfire knows our wishes. The crystals heard my need to protect Javen and provided a solution. 
 
    With a sigh of relief, I brush my hand along the wall. The rough material rubs against my fingertips. Crystal flecks in the stony material wink at me in the light. Just beyond the door is Javen, his body still in stasis and his face still pinched in anger. Right now, he’s not the same person I love. That Javen is gone, replaced by a shell of hatred and vengeance. 
 
    On shaking legs, I kneel before him and whisper, “You promised me once that you would always come back for me. I need you to do that now.” 
 
    But he doesn’t move. With a defeated sigh, I sit and pull my knees to my chin. Then I wrap my arms around my legs and squeeze. 
 
    “Cassi!” Dad shouts nearby. I crane my neck to peer out of the opening and watch as he jogs my way. 
 
    When Dad arrives inside the stone hut, he doesn’t mention the structure. Instead, his eyes widen as he scans Javen. 
 
    “Why did you bring him here?” Dad gapes at me. “He could have killed you!” 
 
    A brick sinks in my stomach as I second-guess my decision. “Um, well . . . it was the only way for me to stop the attack.” I pluck a piece of grass and pretend to study the thin blade. I can’t handle Dad’s frown or Javen’s frozen spite. 
 
    But then Dad drops beside me and grabs me into an embrace. The blade of grass falls from my fingers as I melt into the strong, familiar arms wrapping around me. “Cassi, I can’t lose you. You’re all I have left.” 
 
    I bury my head into his chest as tears sting my eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t have time to think the plan through.” I pull away to take in Javen. “But my idea worked.” 
 
    Dad releases a long sigh. “After you vanished, I panicked and shut down the portal. Then we learned that the attack had stopped. Even though your idea worked, most of the people at the base decided against using the portal.” 
 
    “But the Senate still came right?” I ask. 
 
    Dad nods. “They’re back at the lab with a few armed guards who came along. Max is with them.” 
 
    “So, it worked?” I ask in a breathy voice. 
 
    “What worked?” 
 
    “Threatening to kill Javen made them stop.” 
 
    “That’s what you did?” 
 
    I examine Javen again. “I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to pull off the lie and they would see right through it. But maybe the Alku are so blinded with rage right now that my threat was believable.” 
 
    “Before we exited through the portal, the entire war party disappeared—transported away. So, apparently your threat convinced them.” Dad peers at Javen and softly asks, “Are you safe here with him?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” Javen could unfreeze at any moment, just like he did at the mine. 
 
    Dad taps on his Connect. “I’m sending for a guard to watch over him. Moving Javen might be risky.” 
 
    My Connect vibrates. 
 
    “I also sent you the updates the Senate have received on Hammond in the last day or so,” Dad says. “You’re not going to like the news, but you should see it.” He gives my hand a squeeze and then stands. “I need to head back. The Senate wants a meeting on testing the portal to Earth with Kate Morris, Tucker, and the other refugees. We can’t waste time.” 
 
    “You need to sleep, Dad.” 
 
    He grunts in agreement. Still, he says, “There's no time for sleep. I took some caffeine supplements. That should tide me over for a while.” 
 
    I should be exhausted, and emotionally I am. But my body and mind are not. The Starfire, I guess. 
 
    I slowly stand and we exit the hut. In the distance, a tall man with a massive laser gun jogs our way. He must be the guard Dad sent for. 
 
    “Are you coming?” Dad asks. 
 
    “In a few minutes. I want to go over the updates you sent. Then I’ll come to the lab.” The truth, though? I can’t bear to leave Javen. My heart grows heavier just thinking about it. 
 
    Dad hugs me. “You know where I’ll be.” He turns and walks toward the lab. 
 
    The guard reaches the hut, and I sit outside the opening and activate my Connect, scrolling to the news feed Dad sent. Before I tap the link, I glance at Javen and the guard now standing next to him, weapon ready. My breath shakes, and I select the first video feed. 
 
    Hammond’s image pops up on the small hologram playing above my wrist. I shudder at the sight but force myself to watch. 
 
    The video shows what I suspected she was doing with the footage of the Alku all along—clips of them appearing like rabid animals and attacking everything in sight. I even see a glimpse of Wirrin and Beda. This is most likely footage from the first failed attack at the mine. I’m not sure there was feed from the second. Everything happened too fast, and I don’t recall seeing camerabots. 
 
    I close the link and sigh, peering at Javen again. How are we going to convince the Senate members that we can save the Alku when this is what they’ve been seeing? And after Javen’s group just attacked us? 
 
    I bury my head in my hands again. This situation is hopeless. 
 
    And then a thought comes to me. Not all the Alku are aggressive right now. There are those who are staying out of the chaos. 
 
    I need to take the Senate members to Vihann on Paxon. We need to work together to bring peace back to this planet. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 7 
 
   The wind streams through my long hair as my eyes study the glowing Starfire field. Even in the daylight, the pulsing luminescence is visible. My chest thrums with the faint melodic vibrations. 
 
    Since this is the largest Starfire power source near Dad’s lab, I figure it can’t hurt trying to summon Vihann from here, as the crystals might amplify the energy. 
 
    I close my eyelids and attempt to settle my mind. But relaxing is no easy feat when so many lives are at stake. Since I have no idea how to find Vihann, he needs to connect with me and share where he is. I cast aside any negative thoughts that this won’t work and focus on what I do know about Javen’s father. 
 
    In my mind, I picture his face, much like Javen’s, with dark skin and hair. Vihann saved my father from the explosion on the Pathfinder, so I imagine his heart must be good. He’s willing to serve others as a leader, just like Javen. But he also make mistakes—just like Javen. Vihann didn’t tell me that he had lost Dad when they transported from the ship, but maybe he thought the pain would be too much. He didn’t know Dad was alive. I also thought he was wrong not to join with Wirrin in standing up to Hammond, but then his worst fears came true. Just as the Alku had been in the past, Wirrin’s followers were influenced by the Starfire’s power, and they became aggressive like their ancestors. 
 
    The weight of all this information presses on my chest. Even so, I extend my thoughts to Vihann. 
 
    We need your help. Please guide me to you. 
 
    Instead of Vihann, a vision of a woman I don’t know enters my mind. As I lock onto her gaze, something about her pale skin and long, dark, ringlet-tipped hair feels familiar. Despite my confusion, I reach my hand toward her, and she offers a soft, sad smile in reply. She touches the tips of my fingers and her eyes swirl with cyan, but I’m not afraid. She cups the sides of my head and pulls my forehead to hers. When we touch, a burst of energy races through my body. I gasp and my eyes open to the Starfire field in front of me. 
 
    I know what I must do. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “And you’re sure this will take us to Paxon,” Simmons asks. 
 
    Max, Dad, the other three Senate members, and I stand at the edge of the Starfire field. 
 
    I straighten. “I am.” 
 
    And I do know. I trust the strange woman and the instructions she gave. I’m sure I’ve met her before. I’m just not sure where. 
 
    “This Starfire field links to another near Vihann’s village,” I say. “The coordinates I gave my father should open next to their field, and the energy will mask our presence. Best not alarm the peaceful Alku to how so many humans are suddenly on Paxon.” 
 
    “It will also be wise to let Vihann know we’re planning to open a portal to Earth from the Intersection,” Max says. “I’ve been around many leaders in the last two years. If you don’t build trust, then you have nothing.” 
 
    Max keeps his distance from me but offers up a tiny smile. His words sink in my chest. Max is still here, loyal as always. But I broke his trust, and we both know it. 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” Gray says. “I’ve seen more than my share of just as unlikely events these past few days. Why should this be any different?” 
 
    “And Mr. Norton is right,” Simmons says. “There are situations where a measure of trust will get you farther than you expect.” 
 
    “The portal coordinates are set,” Dad says. 
 
    Guilt weighs on me, and I shift closer to Max. “I’m sorry,” I whisper. 
 
    “Sorry for what?” he asks. 
 
    I pinch my lips together for a second. “You know what.” 
 
    A muscle pulses in his jaw. “It was stupid of me to tell you how much I liked you.” 
 
    “I like you too.” I step closer to him, but he backs away from me. 
 
    “But not that way. I get it. You have feelings for Javen. I don’t know why after what he’s done. But whatever. It’s okay.” Max focuses on the shimmering portal as it materializes and ignores my pleading look. After a few agonizing heartbeats, he takes a step toward the group. 
 
    I open my mouth to tell him it’s not okay . . . because it’s not. I was wrong to kiss Max if I hadn't figured out my feelings for Javen. I was selfish and never should have treated a friend that way. And he’s right—Javen tried to kill my dad. But I know it’s not Javen’s fault. I close my mouth, knowing nothing I say will take my and Max’s kiss back. 
 
    Dad waves me toward the portal after the Senate and Max have already stepped through. “You ready?” 
 
    I grin at him, pushing down my regret for a later time. “Team Foster.” 
 
    Despite the gravity of our situation, Dad’s eyes light with hope. “Always.” 
 
    I hold my breath, clasp his hand, and then step through the portal with him. 
 
    The scene on the other side is much the same. A Starfire field stretches out before us, just as the Alku woman in my vision said it would. Paxon’s sky is more cyan than that of Arcadia, but everything else about the landscape is similar. The mirrored copy of the Tahm range sits to the west, and my instructions indicate that Vihann’s village is about a ten-minute walk east. 
 
    “This way.” I gesture with my head and lead everyone away from the field. “Vihann knows Dad and me. So, I think I should head into the village and the rest of you should wait outside of the town with Dad, in case something goes wrong.” 
 
    “Cassi,” Dad protests. “We should all stay together.” 
 
    “I’m confident he’ll accept me and listen,” I reply. “These Alku are not aggressive because they haven’t been exposed to the Mother Starfire. But I don’t want to spook them. I’ll explain who you all are and then you can come down. Everything will be okay.” 
 
    Dad reluctantly agrees, and we walk the rest of the way in silence. I would have expected the Senate members to protest more, but maybe the situation frightens them too much. 
 
    Over a small hill, Vihann’s village spreads into view. The town looks much like Irilee, and honestly, if I didn’t know it was a different place . . . Though something about this village is familiar. I gnaw the inside of my lip. No, I’ve never been here before, even if my gut believes I have. 
 
    “Good luck,” Senator Ward says as I make my way down the hill. 
 
    It will be okay, it will be okay, I repeat to myself, though my roiling stomach begs to differ. I tuck my arms across my chest and enter the town. The first person to see me is an Alku woman with a child in tow. Her eyes widen, and she pulls her son close to her side. 
 
    I clear my throat. “I need to speak with Vihann.” 
 
    The young woman points down the center road of the village, lined by Alku dwellings. 
 
    “Thank you.” I bow my head slightly to show that I’m no threat to her or her child. 
 
    As I walk down the road, I pass several other Alku, their faces void of expression save the slight flare of their eyes. I look around at the organic structures, and a heaviness in my gut tells me once again that I’ve been here before. But I haven't— 
 
    A pulsing headache coils around my temples. I grimace against the pain as the woman with the pale face and long, dark hair flashes into my vision. 
 
    “Not far now,” she says. 
 
    I suck in a sharp breath and then she’s gone. 
 
    The headache fades and I blink. Ahead of me is a small, single dwelling. One I’m positive is Vihann’s. But how would I know? 
 
    When I arrive at the door, it’s cracked open. “Vihann?” 
 
    “Hello, Cassiopeia. Welcome to Azmar,” a deep voice says from inside. 
 
    My breath trembles as I open the door wider. And then I see him. Javen’s father. Sitting on a rustic wooden chair next to a dining table. 
 
    He gestures to an empty chair across from him. “I've been waiting for you.” 
 
    My heart quivers. Our plan for the Alku to not be able to sense our presence must have failed. My thoughts immediately shift to Dad and the others waiting on the hill. 
 
    “You sensed me here?” I ask. 
 
    Vihann shakes his head. “Visions. They told me you would arrive soon.” 
 
    I study his soft eyes. So much about Vihann reminds me of Javen. An ache for the boy I care for pangs in my chest. 
 
    “We . . . we need to speak with you.” I choke out the words. 
 
    Vihann glances around the room and then to the still-open door, an eyebrow raised. “We?” 
 
    “My dad and a few others are waiting on the hill over the village.” 
 
    A gentle smile curls at the corner of Vihann’s lips. “I am relieved that your father is alive. I feared the worst for him. He and your mother were a light of hope to us. They’re the reason we even agreed to open ourselves up to humans.” He smile dips into a frown. “But the choice has not turned out to be positive for the Alku.” 
 
    At the mention of Mom, my hands shake, and I smooth my palms over my pants. Does Vihann know Mom was half-Alku? 
 
    “I think our alliance still could turn out positive,” I say. “Everything is terrible now, but neither of us has much to lose by helping each other at this point.” 
 
    I tell him what I had to do to contain Javen. The whole story makes my stomach roil. 
 
    “You did what you had to do to try to save my son.” Vihann places both of his hands on the tabletop and folds them together. “The Alku have everything to lose. You’ve seen for yourself what has happened to Javen and Wirrin. This is a tiny glimpse of what my people used to be. And now that we have been exposed to technologies that could take my kind all over the universe, the Alku would have the capability to destroy many civilizations with the help of the Starfire.” 
 
    I lean back in my seat. “More civilizations?” 
 
    “Of course, Cassiopeia. Even after meeting the Alku, you’ve never considered there could be more populated planets?” 
 
    When training on terraforming with Dad, I often thought about other potential planets to inhabit. But I never spent much time thinking about intelligent alien life on those planets. “It’s a lot to take in,” I finally answer. 
 
    “And now you know how I feel,” Vihann says, sighing. “I would rather let our people die than to allow our legacy to become one of violence and greed. We had our chance, and we failed.” 
 
    “Javen and Wirrin are already changed. And the Starfire from within the Intersection has been let loose. If you do nothing at this point, the outcome would be only violence.” 
 
    Sadness pulls at his face farther before he draws out two words: “I know.” Two words that match the despair swimming in his eyes. 
 
    I place my hand on top of his. 
 
    The moment we touch, Vihann’s gaze snaps to mine. “Your Starfire bond with Javen has been broken.” 
 
    “Yes,” I admit. 
 
    “But even without the connection, your attachment persists,” he whispers. 
 
    “Yes,” I repeat. “I once doubted that our connection was real. But now our bond is gone, my feelings for him have grown. Our bond has a purpose, and that purpose is bigger than us.” 
 
    Vihann furrows his brows. 
 
    “We can set all of this right,” I say. “Or we’ll die trying.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 8 
 
    
     “B 
 
   
 
    ring your father and the rest of your people to me,” Vihann says. 
 
    My heart skips in my chest, and I lean over the table toward him. “Does this mean you’ll help?” 
 
    “It means I would like to see your father alive again, and I am willing to talk.” 
 
    My excitement flatlines. Still, his answer isn’t a no. That’s something. I push away from the table and the chair’s legs groan against the compacted dirt floor. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a few minutes,” I say and then race out the door, through the town, and up the hill. 
 
    Dad, Max, and the Senate members still wait where I left them. 
 
    “What did he say?” Dad asks. 
 
    “He’s willing to speak with you,” I say through panting breaths. 
 
    Simmons steps toward the path I took. “Then there’s no time to waste.” 
 
    Everyone agrees, and we make our way down to the village. More Alku appear than before and watch us travel toward Vihann’s. I point Dad toward the dwelling ahead and then trail behind the group slightly, watching each of the Alku faces. A small child steps forward, a long, single white braid draped over her left shoulder and eyes swirling with cyan. Warmth fills me when she approaches. A soft smile tugs at the corners of her lips until a man, who may be her father, pulls her away. I watch for a few seconds as they disappear inside a dwelling and then swing my attention back to my group, who are already nearing Vihann’s home. 
 
    Max looks back and waves me forward, and I jog toward him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asks. 
 
    “I got distracted,” I say. 
 
    Max gazes around. “This place is pretty amazing. I see your draw to the Alku.” 
 
    I start to speak, but Max clears his throat and rushes through Vihann’s door behind the others. 
 
    Inside, Vihann greets Dad with a handshake. Javen’s father still has an air of worry about him, but his warm smile is all for Dad. 
 
    I hang in the doorway as Dad initiates all the introductions. Vihann invites everyone to sit around the table. An Alku woman with white waist-length hair and pale skin slips around me from behind. She’s on the Alku Council. I remember her from the first time I met Vihann. She takes the final seat at the table. 
 
    “Thank you for your willingness to meet us, Vihann,” Dad says. “I know this is a difficult time for you and your people.” 
 
    The woman nods. “This is a difficult time for all.” 
 
    Shuffling near the door draws my attention. A pair of eyes, belonging to the girl I saw on the street, peek around the door’s edge. When she sees me, she zips out of sight. 
 
    I turn back to the others. But something tugs at my mind, telling me I need to talk to her. I catch Max’s attention and mouth that I’ll be right back. Max raises an eyebrow but nods and returns to the group’s conversation. 
 
    I slip out the door and spot the girl running around the corner of Vihann’s dwelling. 
 
    “Stop,” I call out in a breathy tone, trying to keep my voice like a whisper. But the child doesn’t stop. I round the corner as she ducks behind a cluster of bushes. 
 
    My heart sinks into my stomach. I don’t want to scare the kid. I glance around to check if anyone is searching for her, but there’s no one other than her and me. Most of the Alku who were on the road a few moments ago have either returned to their homes or left. 
 
    I walk to the bush and peer into the child’s now-brown eyes. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I whisper as I kneel to her level. She must be around eight. Being an only child, I didn’t hang out around a lot of younger kids, but occasionally I would do a little babysitting to earn extra funds. One of the kids I sat for was about her size, and he was eight. 
 
    “Laina.” She darts her eyes around and then grabs my hand. 
 
    The second her fingers interlace with mine, my vision fills with cyan. I gasp as the color clears. 
 
    “You know you are the one,” she says in a flat tone. 
 
    I gape at her. “The one?” 
 
    She tightens her grip on my hand. “Yes. Follow me.” 
 
    Before I have the chance to agree or disagree, she pulls me around the rear of Vihann’s dwelling to a forest situated a hundred feet away or so. 
 
    “I . . . I really need to get back, or people may come looking for me,” I say. “I can’t leave the meeting!” But Laina pays no attention to my protests and continues tugging me into the trees. “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “To see Zarah. It’s time for you to remember.” 
 
    As soon as the words leave Laina’s mouth, my mind flashes with a series of images. A young and devastated Vihann, a baby in the arms of a woman, and another woman, the same one who led me to Vihann’s home, with dark hair and swirling eyes who reached for my forehead. 
 
    My lungs heave in shock as my eyes shoot open. I didn’t even realize they had closed. The forest has changed. The trees and undergrowth are thicker, and only a few feet away from where I now stand is a small cottage. Laina pulls at my hand once again. 
 
    “Inside,” she says. 
 
    My mind races with what I’ve just seen. I remember this woman. Her name is Zarah, and she’s Javen’s mother. She died. No, I thought she might have died, but I have no proof. But she was sick after giving birth to Javen . . . 
 
    I gnaw the inside of my lip as the memory settles fresh in my mind. The Starfire had shown me the time following Javen’s birth, and then somehow Zarah—or the crystal—made me forget. 
 
    I wriggle my fingers free from Laina’s. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Last night Zarah told me to bring you here when you arrived in the village.” 
 
    I tilt my head. “But how could anyone know I was coming?” 
 
    “The Starfire told her.” Laina grabs my hand again and tugs. The hinges creaks as she pushes the door open. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you knock?” I ask. 
 
    “She won’t answer.” The girl steps in and I follow her. 
 
    “How do you kn—” But then I see why. Inside is a single room, and on the floor is Zarah. She’s laid out on a pillow-like bed, facing up. Her eyelids are closed and she looks peaceful, but I know something is wrong. 
 
    “Is she asleep?” I ask. 
 
    “Zarah is always asleep.” Laina releases me and closes the door behind us. “We mustn’t take long. Her nurse will be coming to check on her soon.” 
 
    My brows pull together. “Has Zarah been asleep for a long time?” 
 
    “Eighteen years.” She shrugs. “But I haven’t been alive that long.” 
 
    I kneel at Zarah’s side and touch her smooth, silky hair. If she’s been asleep for eighteen years, then someone takes excellent care of her. There’s not a snarl in sight among the strands. “How do you know she wanted to see me?” 
 
    “Zarah visits my dreams. My parents don’t believe me, so I stopped talking about it with them.” 
 
    Laina plops next to me and sits, legs crossed while leaning her elbows into her knees and cradling her head in her palms. 
 
    “How does she eat?” I mutter. 
 
    “The Starfire takes care of everything for her.” 
 
    I sit back on my heels. “But why doesn’t the power heal her?” 
 
    The girl shrugs. “Never told me. Maybe she doesn’t know either. The Starfire has its own mind.” 
 
    I glance at Zarah. Now that’s a fact I know is true. The Starfire does have a mind of its own. 
 
    “You’ll need to take her hand. It’ll be the easiest way for her to communicate with you.” 
 
    A shiver runs down my spine, and I don’t make a move. 
 
    Laina peers up at me as though her instruction is the most natural thing in the world to do. 
 
    “What if I don’t want to?” 
 
    “But you have to,” Laina pleads. 
 
    A tingling in my gut whispers that she’s right. But it still doesn’t mean I want to listen to her—or my gut. She’s eight . . . or whatever. What does she know? 
 
    “How old are you?” I ask. 
 
    Laina pinches her lips together. “Old enough—and you’re stalling.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re trying to trick me or something.” 
 
    She lets out an exasperated sigh and grabs my hand. Then she places it into Zarah’s. 
 
    My instinct is to pull away from this woman since the Starfire obviously did something to damage her. But once I touch her skin, every apprehension falls away. This is Javen’s mother, the woman who should have raised him but couldn’t. He never mentions her, and there must be so much pain in his heart to have not shared her with me. 
 
    My head lightens, and the room suddenly spins, my body lost in the carousel. I release a silent scream as I stop at the edge of a cliff. The world is cyan again, like in the Intersection, and I twist my head around to see where I am. I’ve been here—with Javen. No. My lips press into a line. This is the place from my dreams after the explosion on the Pathfinder, after Javen saved me. He was never really here. All I experienced was in my head. At least, I think it was. 
 
    Gingerly, I back away from the cliff’s edge. This time, I have a body, but I have no idea if what I’m experiencing is real or not. I don’t want to take any chances. 
 
    “Cassiopeia,” a raspy female voice says from behind. 
 
    I nearly jump out my skin but turn to see who the voice belongs to. A beautiful, willowy woman stands no more than ten feet away. A slight breeze lifts a few wisps of her dark hair into the wind. 
 
    Zarah. 
 
    “Did you bring me here?” I ask. 
 
    Zarah’s lips curl into a soft smile. “This is where my mind lives. So, I suppose I did.” 
 
    “What happened? Why are you this way?” 
 
    Zarah steps toward me and takes my hands. I suck in a soft breath as Starfire energy flows from her body to mine. Her eyes shift into a glowing swirl. “Cassiopeia, I am the Protector of the Intersection.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 9 
 
   Istare wide-eyed at Zarah, my lips parted. “The Protector of the Intersection?” I glance at the rocks and trees around us. I thought this was only the place of dreams. But with the heavy cyan color, the landscape does appear very much like the middle dimension. Are we in the Intersection now? Is that where I met Javen in my dreams after he saved me from the explosion? 
 
    “But your body is on Paxon,” I say. 
 
    Zarah chuckles, her delicate features becoming even more beautiful when tiny lines form around her eyes. “Yes, the entire situation is quite inconvenient.” 
 
    Shuffling my feet, I peer down to the ground. The muscles in my stomach tighten with apprehension, but I might as well be honest with as much as I know. 
 
    “My grandfather was the Protector,” I mumble. “He . . . he came to Earth and left the Intersection unguarded.” 
 
    Zarah lifts her hand and places her fingers over my heart. Starfire energy surges through my body. My knees nearly buckle, but I will myself to stand. 
 
    “And the Starfire is in you now,” Zarah says. Wisps of light encircle us, twisting and chasing each other. 
 
    My legs strengthen again, and I gaze into her swirling irises. Through a shaky breath, I force the word out. “Yes.” 
 
    Zarah lowers her hand to her side, and the lights vanish. “Walk with me.” 
 
    Silently, I obey. We move farther away from the cliff, down a rocky mountainside path. 
 
    “We’re not truly within the Intersection. This is only a version of it from my and now your mind. Because of that, we can go anywhere at any time. Shall we transport to a new location?” 
 
    I shrug, and then Zarah closes her eyelids. 
 
    When she does, the Starfire shifts in my body again like an electric pulse. I blink, and we’re in a new place. A massive lake ripples before us, sparkling in the sun. I gaze around in wonder. If back on Earth, this would be a place people would visit on the weekends with their families. I can nearly smell the aroma of barbecue and hear the sounds of children laughing and splashing in the shallow waters. Zarah grazes my upper arm with the tips of her fingers and steps out onto the narrow beach. 
 
    “I love this place. So peaceful,” she says under her breath. “Many times, I’ve come here to think about my family and life on Paxon—how it should have been.” 
 
    I step onto the soft, cool sand and watch as the waves lap against the shore. We just stand there, absorbing the landscape for . . . Well, I don’t know how long. But as we meditate, the war on Arcadia and the Alku’s change in behavior seems to disappear, leaving me lighter, if only for a short time. 
 
    “I know everything that happened with your grandfather, Kieran,” Zarah finally says. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She sighs. “When he died and the Starfire released from him, the energy had to search for a new host. Kieran lived in the Intersection for a very long time—longer than any of the others. He performed his duty well, but in the end, he became too lonely. He had been there too long. When the Starfire attempted to inhabit me, I received his memories and the memories from the previous Protectors.” 
 
    “How long was he here?” 
 
    “Hundreds of years, maybe more. But the memories are jumbled, and I don’t think your grandfather even knew how long.” 
 
    A wave of panic moves through me. How could he not go insane? Centuries by himself? 
 
    I face her. “Something went wrong when the transfer came to you.” 
 
    The corners of Zarah’s lips droop and she twists a few strands of her dark hair with her fingers. “Yes. It could have been from the distance between Earth and Paxon, or even because he abandoned his duty.” She releases her hair. “Honestly, I don’t have the answers. The transfer simply did not go smoothly.” 
 
    Vihann and infant Javen crystalizes in the front of my mind. “And the transfer happened as Javen was born?” 
 
    Zarah’s shoulders relax and her lips tilt up into a soft smile again. “Yes . . . Javen. His birth is another reason the transfer may not have completed properly.” 
 
    “Do you know what should have happened?” 
 
    “I’ve only been able to gather the information from the prior Protectors’ memories. From their knowledge, I’ve gathered this: when the Starfire took hold of my body, I believe I was to be transported into the Intersection physically. I would have lived my life out in that dimension. But with all the other complications I mentioned, plus giving birth, I must have fought the Starfire. I ended up in an in-between, with my mind and body in two separate places.” 
 
    “Stuck,” I say. “Never being able to fully participate in either life.” 
 
    “Yes,” Zarah says. 
 
    “Why didn’t the Starfire choose another when the transfer didn’t work?” 
 
    “Because the next candidate was not available.” She moves closer and pulls me into an embrace. I don’t resist. In fact, I crave the motherly connection. 
 
    Warmth fills me, and a flutter of memories of Javen fill my mind. Of my time with him. Of our connection. Feelings mostly, but also a few of his memories I’ve experienced through the Starfire. Like the time he first learned how to use the Starfire to transport. My chest tightens as I watch his nine-year-old self attempt to focus his mind and connect to the Starfire powers unsuccessfully. But when it finally worked, I see the pride in both Vihann and Javen’s eyes. I can’t contain the smile on my face. It’s as if I were really there. 
 
    I freely share everything I know with his mother. She’s missed so much. 
 
    Zarah gently pulls from me, and tears moisten her cheeks. “Your connection with my son is strong—from deep inside you.” 
 
    Tears sting the corners of my eyes and I look up to the cyan sky to force them away. “I’m sorry if experiencing that connection hurts you.” 
 
    She blots at the tears. “No, not at all. I’ve accepted my life here and what I was supposed to do as the Protector. I am willing to be a sacrifice for my people. But it’s good to know you care about him so much. Great love is one of the experiences a mother wishes for her child.” 
 
    My heart aches for her. To be so prepared to give up everything you love? I can’t imagine it. “Do you know much about Javen? About his life?” 
 
    “I have received visions, so I have seen him grow. But visions are not the same as actually being there with him.” 
 
    My stomach twists. “Then you are aware of his situation now?” 
 
    Sadness clouds Zarah’s eyes and she glances away. “Yes. I believe a weakness—a vulnerability in my people—is the Intersection’s cry for a Protector.” She looks back to me and holds my gaze. “But they’re your people, too.” 
 
    The lake’s waves kick up with the breeze right as a fish jumps from the water. The creature twists its body in the air and then returns to its watery home with a splash. This place is so much like Earth, and so entirely not. 
 
    I return my attention to Zarah. “I am Alku. At least part Alku.” 
 
    “And that is why you are here. The Starfire called for you.” 
 
    A heaviness settles on me. “My mother made sure of it. I have her journal that chronicles her work to travel to Arcadia. But she couldn’t join us.” 
 
    Zarah tips her head in confusion. 
 
    “Mom had visions too, and they showed her that she would die before our journey. She passed away in an accident a year before we came.” I hang my head as the words continue to burn in my throat. This time, I allow the tears to come. What does it matter if I show my emotions in front of Zarah? They’re part of who I am, and I’m proud of my mom for completing her own task in this journey, even though she knew we wouldn’t be here together as a family. 
 
    Zarah’s eyes are full of compassion. “Your mother was a brave woman.” 
 
    “Just like you. Your son is brave, too.” 
 
    “Javen is a good match for you,” she says. “He has a good heart like his father, and I have seen yours. Kieran made a mistake by leaving his post in the Intersection, but he was a good man, too. I have seen him in my memories. No one is perfect, and one person can’t be expected to bear such a burden for so long. We just need to repair the damage that has been done.” 
 
    “And how do we do that?” I ask. “Can I help your body to rejoin with your mind again? Then you can fulfill your duty.” 
 
    A sad smile softens Zarah’s lips. “That is not what the Starfire has shown me.” 
 
    My stomach drops. “Then what can we do? We need to set things right again. Javen and many of your people’s minds have been trapped—changed by the Mother Starfire.” 
 
    “And if they continue to be trapped, I believe it will be the end of both of our worlds.” 
 
    Zarah turns and begins walking down the beach along the edge of the lake’s shore, allowing the water to cover her bare feet. As if she’s trying to avoid telling me something. 
 
    I race to catch up to her. 
 
    “Then what do we do?” I ask when I reach her. 
 
    Her face is relaxed, her eyes glassy. “I have had a vision, but I have not seen how the story ends.” 
 
    My stomach roils with her cryptic words. “Tell me! Please!” 
 
    Her gaze clears and locks onto mine. “I must transfer the duty to you. The Starfire has shown me how.” 
 
    I drop my hand from Zarah’s arm. “What are you talking about?” My chest tightens. “I can’t be the One Pure Soul. I can’t do this—be alone in the Intersection forever! You must be wrong.” 
 
    “This is not my choice,” she whispers. “Despite wanting my life with my husband and son back, I told you I would do my duty if I could. But that is not the Starfire’s wish. The only way I know how to set the problem right is by transferring the responsibility to you. This is what the visions have told me.” 
 
    “Well, the visions are wrong!” I yell. 
 
    Lowering her voice, Zarah asks, “Were your mother’s visions wrong?” 
 
    My breath comes in short pants. “I wanted them to be wrong because she died in the end.” My knees weaken, and I fall onto the soft sand and cover my face with my hands as I sob, “Don’t make me do this. I want to have a normal life—I want Javen to be better and to go back to him.” Heavy tears flow down my face as I continue to sob. 
 
    Zarah lowers herself next to me and drapes an arm around my shoulder. I want to pull from her and run away, but where would I go? This entire place is in our minds, and she could follow me anywhere if she wanted to. So instead, I allow Javen’s mother to calm me as if she were my own. 
 
    Finally, I raise my head and focus on the lake. The sun casts a glare on the rippling water. As the rhythm soothes my soul, the image breaks apart and comes together again in a seemingly unending pattern. 
 
    “I will not make you, Cassi,” Zarah says. “The Starfire showed me that I cannot. If the crystals wanted to take you, they would, as they tried to take me. But they won’t. My visions have told me that you must choose this path of your own free will. This is very different than any of the Protectors, except the first. He chose to take and hide the Mother Starfire to save our people. The rest had little choice but to accept their duty.” 
 
    “Except my grandfather,” I say. 
 
    “Yes,” Zarah says. “I think by you choosing to become a Protector, the path will become straight.” 
 
    Overhead, a flock of white birds with long wings travel across the sky in formation. The leader pivots and the rest follow, nearly changing direction entirely. The rustling of their wings sounds in my ears and vibrates against my chest. I take in a slow breath through my mouth and then let it out through my nose. 
 
    Why am I so selfish to believe that my life is any more important than another individual or a group of people? I want to be with Javen. I want to see my dad and friends again. But maybe that isn’t what life is about. Perhaps life is about sacrifice. I dig my fingers into the sand underneath me and rake my fingers through the grains. 
 
    Leaning into my apprehension, I dust off my palms and take Zarah’s soft hand. “I want to know more.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 10 
 
   An electric jolt flows through every inch of my being. Flashes of both my life on Earth and here on Arcadia stream in my mind. My mom is there, Dad, Javen . . . everything I’ve ever experienced—happy and sad, wonderful and terrible—melding into one. 
 
    Then the strange memories of others come, too. The Protectors. But they're not truly memories . . . only feelings, concepts, ideas. The memories are like hundreds of galaxies’ worth of stars seeping into me and becoming a part of who I am. Five individuals hover in the corners of my mind, and strangely, I know nothing about them—and everything. Each of them, including my grandfather, passes on a rich legacy to me. One of power and strength but also the desire to use the Starfire for good and to protect the life-giving crystals from falling into the hands of evil. 
 
    But I don’t think I’ll be able to sort the experience out for a very long time, if ever. Now I understand Zarah wasn’t holding back the answers to my questions. She probably just couldn’t explain the process either. Words can’t explain this foggy yet clear state of selective omniscience. 
 
    Eventually, the intense electrical torrent slows to a thrumming rhythm in my body. I inhale deeply and open my eyes. The lake’s shimmering waters stretch before me. I’m sitting with my legs crossed, hands folded in my lap. I have no clue how I got in this position since I was standing when the experience began. Still, calm envelops me. 
 
    From the corner of my vision, I glimpse Zarah. The sun glistens off her dark hair as a tendril blows in the wind. She glances my way and smiles. 
 
    Wait. If the transfer worked, then . . . 
 
    “Why are we still here?” Sudden panic bleeds through the calm and flutters about in my stomach. What if I get separated from my body the way Zarah did—lost in two places forever? 
 
    Despite my obvious tension, Zarah’s demeanor is relaxed, almost fluid. “I’m not sure yet. But the transfer took . . . smoothly. I feel stronger already.” 
 
    I study Zarah, and something about her is different: her cheeks are full, and she stands taller. I focus on my own body, and the reality is I feel—lighter. Full of hope. My pulse slows once more, and I unclench my jaw. 
 
    “It may not be time for you to leave yet.” Zarah walks toward me across the fine sand. 
 
    “But you're coming too, right?” 
 
    “I don’t know the answer to that question either.” She offers me her hand. “The Starfire doesn’t reveal all information at once, if ever.” 
 
    Before now, I wouldn’t find Zarah’s words comforting, but I know what she means. Everything will turn out as it’s supposed to. 
 
    I take her hand and allow Zarah to pull me to my feet. A sudden feeling washes over me. “I won’t be staying in the Intersection. I have other duties to attend to on Arcadia,” I blurt out, relieved. 
 
    Zarah grins and places her palm over my heart again. She closes her eyelids and slowly reopens them. “See, you now have inside of you what will be needed.” 
 
    I feel her words are true, but I have zero clue how to control the power or stream of information. “Do you know the meaning behind what you just said?” 
 
    Zarah's lips stretch into a broad smile, and she lets out a chuckle. “No. I believe the Starfire is different for each Protector. You are mostly human, so everything about possessing the power will be different than it was for me or those before us. You say you will not be confined to the Intersection. That is new. The only thing we can do is listen to the truth inside us and see how this plays out.” Her face grows serious. “I do know this, though. Do not reveal you are the Protector to anyone.” 
 
    “Why?” I don’t want to keep the secret from Dad forever. I’m hiding enough from him—about who Mom was, who I am. He deserves to know something this important about his daughter. 
 
    She appears to think as I hold my breath in anticipation of her answer. 
 
    But instead of answering my question, she only says, “It’s time for you to go.” 
 
    My heart jumps into high gear again and my hands go clammy. “And you too, right? And why shouldn’t I tell anyone?” 
 
    Zarah reaches toward my forehead. “Hopefully, I’ll see you on the other side.” The tips of her fingers press to my skin, and I flinch. A bright cyan light envelops me, and then it's gone. 
 
    My eyes open to the meeting with Vihann, Dad, and the others. I absorb the fuller spectrum of color around me. Standing in the doorway, I quickly scan the room, searching for Laina. But she’s nowhere to be seen. The group is still heavily engaged in conversation and acting normally, as if I didn’t just appear out of nowhere. Or maybe they were so engrossed they just didn’t notice. I take a few steps farther into the rustic room and open my mouth to speak. 
 
    But instead of my words, a soft, familiar woman’s voice comes from outside. “Hello.” 
 
    I snap my mouth shut as Vihann glances up from the table, and his jaw drops open. Zarah stands in the doorway with the sun shining against her back. The illumination makes her look like an angel. It’s silly, but for a split second, that’s precisely what I think she might be. 
 
    Vihann is up and around me like a rocket and has Zarah wrapped tight in his arms before anyone can say anything or even ask who she is. Tears stream down both of their faces as Vihann eases from her and cradles her face while gazing deep into her eyes. Zarah gifts him a gentle smile and then whispers something in his ear. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Max asks, scratching his chin. 
 
    Mr. Simmons quietly mutters, “I have no idea.” 
 
    Vihann twists my way, his eyes wide. “You healed my wife?” 
 
    How he knows, I’m not sure. But according to Zarah, I can’t tell anyone that I’m the Protector. I choose my words carefully. “I . . . I think I did.” 
 
    “Her consciousness connected with mine, and then she set me free from my prison,” Zarah explains. 
 
    The words she says are right; she’s just leaving out the part of how she transferred the power as the Intersection’s Protector to me. 
 
    Wrinkles crease Dad’s forehead as his brows push together, a slight frown to the curve of his lips. “Maybe this would be a good time to take a recess.” 
 
    “Yes,” Ms. Gray says. “We’ve been at this for a few hours, and I’d love a break.” 
 
    A few hours? Dad would notice if I were gone for a few hours. What was I doing the entire time I was with Zarah? 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Vihann says, his eyes still wide and glossy with tears. “I need some time with my wife, to figure out what is going on.” He glances to the other Alku councilwoman. “Would you please ensure everyone is comfortable? And keep Zarah’s return private until I’m ready to make the announcement to the community.” 
 
    The other Alku bows her head slightly, and as soon as Vihann is satisfied, he drapes his arm around Zarah’s shoulders and pilots her out of sight. 
 
    Feeling less confident than I did before, I shuffle on my feet, gnawing the inside of my lip, catching Dad’s attention. 
 
    Gesturing to the Alku councilwoman, Dad says, “Go with her,” to the Senate members and Max. “Get something to eat and drink.” 
 
    The Senate members agree and make their way to the door. Max eyes me momentarily with a furrowed brow and then follows the group outside. 
 
    I peer out the door to make sure everyone is gone before facing Dad. “I know this might sound weird, but was I in here the entire meeting?” 
 
    Dad pinches his lips together before he speaks. “Um, you left for a moment at the beginning but then came back. You’ve been in here ever since.” 
 
    I run through the events in my mind. “After I came back, I didn’t transport at all?” 
 
    Dad shakes his head and gestures to an empty chair. “You sat right there and listened.” 
 
    My mind spins, and I clutch the chair next to me to catch myself from falling. Everything with Zarah was in a vision. 
 
    Dad grabs my arm. “Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “Like Zarah said, I had some sort of summoning with her—” I glance back to the door. “And I think it affected me.” 
 
    Actually, I know the connection affected me. It’s how that I can’t make sense of yet. If I’m the Protector, why don’t I understand better? The dizziness in my head is quickly accompanied by the weight of guilt in my stomach. I’m keeping so many secrets from Dad. 
 
    His frown deepens. “You need some rest. We all do. Right now, we’re running on fumes, and there’s no way we’ll be able to continue like this.” 
 
    I don’t need as much sleep anymore thanks to the Starfire, but I am tired. “Maybe I just need air.” 
 
    A little crease forms between Dad’s eyebrows. “You need more than that, but it’s a start.” The corners of his lips turn up into a sad smile. He’s trying to keep it together for me—for everyone. But from the purple blotches under his eyes, he needs rest too. 
 
    “Same for you, Dad.” 
 
    He nods. “Then let’s catch up to the others.” 
 
    “Give me a few minutes. I need to think through a few things.” 
 
    The crease between his brows deepens. “Now, as your father . . .” 
 
    A soft smile plays across my lips. “I promise. I’ll get food to eat and then rest. I’ll catch up to you.” 
 
    Dad pulls me into a loose embrace before we head outside. But when he goes to the right, I take a left, around the dwelling and toward the house Zarah was in before she woke up. I step up to the entrance, but voices—belonging to Zarah and Vihann—come from inside. 
 
    What could she be telling him? Is the secret she wants me to keep one she’ll keep from Vihann, too? 
 
    I one-eighty and spot a small garden next to the cottage. It looks to be mostly for food as the plants are positioned in rows. But there are also several trellised vines, the same variety of vines that were growing across the buildings in the city of Primaro. The same white-flowered type that lit up as I passed by the night I snuck into the Capitol building. 
 
    I walk to the garden and sit on a large stone next to the vines. Several of the white flowers are still buds. 
 
    The night those flowers lit up in Primaro feels like a million years ago. That was the second time I had met Javen. My stomach twists with the loss of him. To distract myself, I graze my finger along the edge of a bud’s outer petal, and the flower splits open, revealing delicate petals. The bloom’s cyan glow is faint in the daylight. Several other buds unfurl and a slightly sweet aroma fills my nose. 
 
    “May I join you?” Max asks. 
 
    I glance away from the flowers and at him. “Of course.” Grateful to see him, I pat the stone, which is more than large enough for us both. 
 
    Max takes a seat and then hands me a snack that looks like beef jerky. “There’s more food back there, but this was the easiest thing to bring out here to you.” 
 
    I take it, tear off a bite and chew on the surprisingly tender meat. “Wonder what it is?” 
 
    Max shrugs. “They said the name, but I wasn’t familiar with the word.” 
 
    We sit in silence for several minutes as I eat my jerky. I use this time to arrange in my head what I want to say to Max. Regardless, I’m sure the words will all come out wrong though. 
 
    “Are we okay?” 
 
    Max squints, as if thinking, when I don’t clarify. Then his eyes widen with recognition. 
 
    “Oh. Um . . . Right now, I think it’s best for us to just focus on staying alive.” Max’s voice comes out softly as he watches the toe of his boot make circles in the dirt. 
 
    “You know, you’re still my best friend.” 
 
    Max studies me, his lips pressed in a thin line, eyes still not willing to meet mine. “We should go get something else to eat and a few hours of sleep.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 11 
 
   Asliver of golden sunlight peaks over the horizon as I sit alone on the hillside overlooking Azmar. I hold my hand over my eyes to block the glare. Beside me, the rays hit several droplets of morning dew that are about to drip from a blue long-stemmed flower. 
 
    Despite the prior darkness, Azmar has been bustling for hours. Beda was right when she said the Alku don’t need as much sleep as humans. A brief smile takes over my lips as I think of her cranky nature. But the smile disappears as quickly as it formed. She’s now among the aggressive Alku. I was just getting to know her when our possible friendship was ripped away. 
 
    I inhale deeply the earthy dampness. Normally this scent comforts me. But not even nature can suppress the sadness welling inside of me this morning. Longing to return to Javen’s side in the Intersection flutters wildly in my belly, the wispy, persistent feeling growing more uncomfortable with every minute. But I also dread the moment I learn if there’s even anything I can do for him once I get there. What if there’s not and I lose him forever? 
 
    Restless, I stand, dust off my pants, and then start down the hill to see if Dad or Max is up yet. Unlike me, they’re completely human, so they need more sleep. After what we’ve been through, I wouldn’t be surprised if they were still completely out. 
 
    As I watch my step down the winding path, I think about how I could probably transport anywhere I want to go. The Starfire is inside me, so I have no need to recharge like the Alku do by using the Paxon crystals. But I want to be careful with that ability. There’s the risk I could end up in a dangerous place or collide with a person or animal. Maybe as I have the inner Starfire longer, I’ll get used to the power and take advantage of the energy’s abilities. But for now, I would like to hang onto a bit more of my humanity. Being the Protector, who knows how long I’ll have that luxury. 
 
    I hurry through the center of Azmar without speaking to any of the Alku. Along the way, I catch a few glancing at me, but no one approaches. I could be wrong, but I don’t think they want to talk, and I don’t want to force the issue, either. As I near Vihann’s home, Laina appears from around a corner and her lips quirk into a smile. I quietly suck in a breath at the sight of her. 
 
    Was my meeting with her yesterday real or all part of a vision? 
 
    “Laina,” a woman’s voice calls out before I can ask. The little girl twists toward the Alku woman now walking out of her dwelling. “Please come in,” the woman says, not even sparing me a glance. 
 
    Laina swings her attention to me for a brief second, bows her head, and then races off toward the woman—probably her mother. 
 
    An exasperated sigh escapes my lips. I guess I’ll have to ask another time. I return my attention to my destination, and without any other distractions, I arrive back at our borrowed dwelling and push open the wooden door. In the living area is the familiar pillow-like bed I slept on for a few hours last night. I gave Dad the room in the rear, figuring it would be easier for me to leave if I couldn't sleep long, and I was right. 
 
    After passing the kitchen, I make my way down the short hall to Dad’s room. I raise my fist to knock, but before I make contact, the door flies open and I nearly jump out of my skin. 
 
    “Cassi!” Dad says, his voice full of surprise. 
 
    I step back. “I thought you’d still be asleep.” 
 
    Dad runs a hand through his hair. “Simmons and I agreed on an early start. I’ll have plenty of time for rest when this is all over.” 
 
    Not exactly ready to take on the day, I shove my fingers into my pockets. “So, everyone should be up?” 
 
    Dad nods. “We’re going to eat breakfast and then have a quick meeting with Vihann. Then we must head back to the Intersection.” 
 
    “And Vihann is on board with our plans?” 
 
    “He wanted the night to make his decision, but everything looked positive yesterday.” Dad gestures to the living area. “We don’t have to stay here, you know.” 
 
    I chuckle and rub my forehead. 
 
    Dad eyes the bed on the floor. “You sure you were fine sleeping out here?” 
 
    “It wasn’t a problem.” I scan the rustic room. “It’s not like the accommodations here are like what we’re used to on Earth.” 
 
    We exit the dwelling to find all four Senate members and Max already waiting for us outside. 
 
    Senator Simmons holds his hand out to Dad and they shake. 
 
    I peer at Max under my lashes, wanting to ensure he’s okay. But he’s deep in conversation with Senator Gray. From the few words I pick up, it’s about his father and Galaxis. I know if we get the portal to Earth to work, Kole Harris is probably one of the first people we’ll see. There’s no way I’m going to interrupt Max, since I’m sure the conversation is important. 
 
    I follow Dad and Simmons to Vihann’s dwelling. As we arrive, the front door opens and Zarah welcomes us inside. When she sees me, she waves me forward with a smile. Gulping down the lump in my throat, I comply. 
 
    “Hello, Zarah,” I say as I begin to pass her by. 
 
    “I need to see you alone before you go,” she says in a hushed tone. 
 
    Like yesterday, the Alku Council and Vihann are already inside and ready to begin our meeting. But this time, the table is loaded with food—far more than what is needed for our group. Bowls of cooked vegetables, assorted raw fruits in almost every color, and plates of sliced meats. My stomach lets out a growl the moment I find a seat. A flush creeps up my face. But no one is looking at me, so apparently the sound wasn’t that loud. 
 
    As I survey the table, I grab a spoon from the nearest veggie bowl and load on a helping of this dish first. It looks almost like the meal Beda made for me at her home, and that was delicious. Without further thought, I grasp the handle and plunge it into the concoction. 
 
    “Before we begin,” Vihann says as Zarah comes to his side and wraps her arm around his waist, “I wanted us to share a meal together. Because that is what friends and allies do.” 
 
    Zarah turns her attention from Vihann to us. “This meal is in honor of Cassi.” 
 
    My heart jumps as she says the unexpected words, and I drop the spoon. The metal clatters against the side of the bowl. “Me?” 
 
    Zarah nods. “Cassi brought me back to life and is giving us all a second chance.” She grabs a cup from the table and raises it to me. Everyone else follows suit. Dad wears an expression that lies somewhere between pride and sadness as he lifts his cup. I can only imagine how he wishes that his wife could come back to him. My chest hurts, but I force a smile. I wish I could bring Mom back too. 
 
    “Thank you,” I manage to choke out. “This isn’t necessary, though.” 
 
    Zarah pulls out the seat beside me. “But my dear, it is.” She holds my gaze for a second and then returns her attention to the others. “Please. Find a chair and enjoy a meal prepared by our finest cooks.” Zarah eyes the food. “Believe me, I will.” 
 
    Everyone sits, and I wait for a cue that we can serve ourselves. I guess trying to dig in like I had was rude. 
 
    Zarah leans close to me. “Go ahead, if you are waiting.” 
 
    I waste no time, and into my bowl I spoon a large heap of vegetables—way more than I’ll probably eat—as well as a juicy slice of meat. We’ll start with that. I use a pounded metal fork and knife to slice with ease through the tender meat. This looks so good. I didn’t realize how hungry I was. 
 
    Inhaling the rich, spicy aroma, my mouth waters as I bring the bite to my lips. Once inside my mouth, the layered flavors explode on my tongue, and I chew the meat quickly, eager to enjoy the next bite. 
 
    I’m not sure if my love of Alku food has anything to do with my DNA or if they’re just amazing at preparing food. Could be both, I guess. 
 
    Despite all the previous stress and the stress to come, everyone seems to enjoy the feast and Azmar’s hospitality. I chew my second bite of meat and scoop up an overflowing spoonful of green vegetables. 
 
    “There’s more, so please do not hesitate,” Zarah says just before I place the bite in my mouth. 
 
    I pause but then decide to eat anyway. Ignoring my manners, I say with a mouthful, “Everything is delicious. And I’m so hungry!” 
 
    Zarah nods. “You will need strength for what is to come.” 
 
    A shiver moves down my spine and I stop chewing for a moment. 
 
    I finish my meal, trying a few other dishes on the table, each one at least as good if not better than the last. 
 
    Finally, Vihann stands and gestures to Zarah, who rises and walks to his side. “Thank you all for joining us,” he says. “We have made our final decision.” 
 
    Vihann takes Zarah’s hand before continuing. “My wife and I are greatly saddened with how the Mother Starfire has influenced our son and my brother to revert back to the ways of our ancestors.” 
 
    Tears well in his eyes, and he does nothing to stop them from falling. 
 
    “We cannot allow this to happen.” He straightens and meets the waiting gaze of each Alku at the table. “The Council and I have decided that, although we must proceed with caution, it is imperative that the damage be repaired. There is too much risk now that the Mother Starfire will be used for evil by either Alku or humans.” 
 
    Mumbles of agreement come from the group. 
 
    Vihann clears his throat. “My wife also reminded me that, despite my good intentions for not acting before now, I should have been better as the Luminary at listening to every concern of my people, not only the ones who fell in line with what I believed to be correct. If I would have done this, we may not have brought the discovery of the Mother Starfire upon our people. We could have contained Hammond’s Starfire mining earlier and more successfully. What I was trying to keep from coming to fruition happened anyway . . . and in a way that is far worse than I imagined possible.” 
 
    Zarah grips his hand more tightly and he squares himself, as if she’s now his anchor. 
 
    “But we can repair this,” she says. “Vihann, several Council members, and I will be following you into the Intersection.” 
 
    My heart shudders at her unexpected words. 
 
    “Will traveling to the Intersection be safe for you?” Dad asks the very question on the tip of my tongue. 
 
    “We understand the dangers,” Vihann answers. “But I stayed up all night going round and round with the Council. We explored every option, and entering the Intersection to prepare for Earth is the best one we could find. We need to be able to speak with your allies directly. Face-to-face is the only way to truly know a person. And if your father,” Vihann looks to Max, “and the others spoken of are willing to support us, we need to be able to look them in the eye.” 
 
    “But the Mother Starfire is very powerful, Vihann,” I say. “Will you be able to resist the energy?” My thoughts move to Javen, whose motives were pure, and he was still seduced by the crystals. I push the image of his angry face from my mind and try to focus on the good I know still resides in him. 
 
    Vihann looses a shaky breath. “We believe that Wirrin and Javen fell under the influence because they regenerated with the Mother Starfire. We will not do this and will only use the Starfire from Paxon. This means that we will need to limit using our abilities and should only as a last resort transport ourselves or use the power for protection.” 
 
    “And how much time will you need before you are ready to depart Azmar?” Simmons asks. 
 
    Vihann lifts his head high. “None. We are ready to make the journey as soon as this meeting is adjourned.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 12 
 
   We step from the portal into a world of blue-green. The Alku silently scan the surroundings. I can almost feel their uncertainty. Part of me longs to connect by summoning to reassure each one, but to do so would be an invasion of privacy. They need to sort out their feelings about coming here, and I don’t want to intrude. 
 
    “The lab is only a short walk from here,” Dad says. “After that, we’ll meet with Morris and Sadler to discuss how the portal to Earth is coming along.” 
 
    “I want to see my son,” Zarah says in a clipped tone. 
 
    My attention shoots to her. I can understand her desire, but Javen is in a terrible state right now. “Are you sure that’s the best idea right away?” 
 
    Vihann steps forward. “Zarah and I both agree that it’s not. But we must go for our sakes. My wife needs to see him alive.” 
 
    I stand, locked in place. My vision hazes with images of Javen frozen in time on the battlefield, ready to kill me and anyone who got in his way. I don’t want his mother to see him like this. But I suppose this is how Javen saw Zarah all these years—a mother that was right there and yet out of reach a world away. 
 
    I glance to Dad and nod. 
 
    “I’ll take the rest of you to the lab while Cassi escorts Vihann and Zarah to Javen’s location.” He looks to Javen’s parents and warmly says, “When you’re done visiting your son, please join us. You can see some of the work we’ve been doing and let us know if you have any additional ideas on how the Starfire can be utilized safely.” 
 
    Max gives me a small smile. Good luck, he mouths. 
 
    I return his expression. “Thanks.” 
 
    “He’s this way,” I say to Zarah and Vihann. “And I hate to say this, but I think you should avoid touching him, just in case your Starfire wakes him.” 
 
    A small line forms between Zarah’s eyebrows. “Thank you,” she says, her voice breathy. 
 
    We silently make our way out of the field. It’s not too long before I spot the guard standing at attention in front of Javen’s hut. A lump rises in my throat. I try to swallow the emotion back, but it’s as if each time I try, the knot returns. 
 
    Zarah breaks into a sprint and passes me. 
 
    She passes the guard, who eyes me but allows her to pass. She then throws open the door and disappears inside. 
 
    As I enter, I find her kneeling before Javen with her hands to her eyes. A sob escapes her mouth, and the whole scene is the end of me. 
 
    Tears burst from my eyes, and I lower myself to her side. I place an arm around her shoulders, and the second I do, our minds connect. Her grief flows through my body and melts into mine. I clench my teeth and allow the emotions to consume me so I can take the pain from her. But instead of weakening and drowning me, the connection brings our minds to a place of balance. My body strangely calms. 
 
    Slowly I open my eyes to her. Vihann is at Zarah’s other side, taking in the state of his son. 
 
    “You are the key, Cassi,” Zarah whispers. “But you will need to discover the full power of the Starfire to heal us all.” 
 
    “How am I supposed to do that?” I ask. “I feel the Starfire inside of me, but it’s not telling me what to do.” 
 
    Vihann pulls his focus from his son to me. “It will.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” I ask. 
 
    Javen’s father stands. “You simply have to allow the crystals to do what they are supposed to do. Follow your heart, and the Starfire will lead you to what’s right.” 
 
    “Thank you for allowing us to see Javen.” Zarah releases a long breath. Her lips stretch into a weak smile. Then she takes Vihann’s hand and rises. “We will see you at the lab.” 
 
    “That’s it?” I ask. 
 
    “There’s nothing more I can do that will repair this,” she says, “other than getting to work. This is the best way I can help Javen and the others.” 
 
    I wish more than anything that I could fix the situation right now—for them. For me. Zarah steals one more glance at Javen, and then she and Vihann walk toward the lab and out of sight. 
 
    The Starfire stirs inside of me when I return my focus to Javen. He is still so beautiful. The way his dark hair curls on his forehead, the way the light touches his caramel skin. Even in stasis, the toned muscles of his chest press against his shirt. But it is the lyrical cadence of his voice and the wondrous love and kindness of his heart I miss most. 
 
    A few feet away from the door, the guard stands watch. That won’t do. “I need some time alone with Javen.” 
 
    “My orders are to stay here,” he says. 
 
    “I understand. But I’m the one who put Javen in this state. I’ll re-sedate him if something goes wrong.” 
 
    The guard doesn’t move. 
 
    I throw my hand to my hip and march through the doorway. “Look, I can pair my Connect with yours.” I tap the surface and bring up the pairing function. “If something goes wrong, I’ll alert you immediately.” 
 
    The guard tightens his jaw. 
 
    I feel a scowl line appear between my brows in reply. “Listen. My father and I are the ones who are going to get you home. If you want that to happen, I need you to do what I’m telling you.” 
 
    His eyes widen, and immediately, my stomach sinks with guilt. “Please?” I whisper as a last-ditch plea. 
 
    He relaxes slightly and then taps his Connect. He touches his device to mine, and the two vibrate for a second. 
 
    “You don’t have to go far. I just need some privacy,” I say. 
 
    The guard nods as he trudges off. I watch as he moves out of sight. Then, I step back inside the hut and shut the door. Crystals speckling the walls illuminate slightly, brightening the space. I sit next to Javen and cross my legs while studying his face. 
 
    I move from his closed eyes to his lips. Maybe I’m imagining it, but the anger has softened. There’s still tension in his mouth and jaw, but he appears much more peaceful than when I had last seen him. 
 
    A longing to caress each beautiful feature on his face moves through me. But I have no idea whether doing so is safe. Skin-on-skin contact could release him before it’s safe to do so. 
 
    Despite the still-present ache for him, the Starfire keeps my emotions in check, my mind clear. I let the thoughts and questions just be instead of focusing too strongly on any one of them. 
 
    As I do this, the cyan world fades and takes me to somewhere new. Gone are the grass and sky, and I find myself in stark grayish surroundings, save for a wispy cyan presence, almost like bits of smoke. I glance around, searching for whoever is with me, but there’s no one. At least, not anyone I can see. 
 
    “Hello?” My voice echoes slightly into the nothing, and the smoky wisps vibrate and dance with the sound. 
 
    No one answers. But an intensifying presence draws in closer to me. Fear grinds in my stomach. I know that someone or something is here. 
 
    “Please show yourself,” I plead. 
 
    The glowing wisps begin to vibrate and move around the space more quickly. I stand in awe as they zip around my body. The rush of air created by their motion blows at my hair like a gentle breeze. They continue to circle me as my nerves begin to calm. I close my eyes and focus on just breathing. Still, slight nervousness shudders in my chest as the air enters my lungs. My head grows light, and electricity fills my body. The force collapses me to the ground. 
 
    Everything goes dark. 
 
    My eyelids flick open. Across from me is a woman with cyan skin and long hair blowing in a breeze I can’t feel. No, not a woman . . . more like a ghost, since I can see right through her. 
 
    “Am I dead?” I ask. Being dead is the only thing that makes sense to me right now, if I’m seeing ghosts. 
 
    The woman’s lips curve into a sweet smile, and her form suddenly goes from transparent to solid. “No, you are not dead.” 
 
    I scoot away from the being a few inches. “Then what is this? And where did Javen go?” My stomach flutters wildly as the being fades to partial transparency again. 
 
    She tips her head to the side and squints for a moment as if in thought. “I’m frightening you. Why? You should be feeling calm right now.” 
 
    Calm? No, I don’t feel calm. I run shaking fingers through my hair. “Because I have no idea what you are. I’m just getting used to the idea of aliens being a real thing, and now this? People who are transparent?” My eyes round wider with growing fear. “Is that what you are? Another kind of alien?” 
 
    Several wisps of light come from nowhere and zip around her body. “In a way . . . but not exactly.” She pinches her lips together. “Maybe it is my form that is causing you so much difficulty.” 
 
    The light reverses from her and twists around my body. I gasp, but as soon as I do, the lights return to the woman. She raises her hand in the air, and her body transforms. 
 
    Instead of a woman, a tall, dark-haired man now stands before me. I step back, my eyes widening even further. But then I halt and tilt my head. I know who this is—my grandfather. The version I see in front of me is younger than the images I’ve seen. I would guess this man here is in his late forties to early fifties. Closer to Dad’s age. But it’s my grandfather . . . I know it. His face is kind and gentle, but all of that could be a trick. Something to make me feel safe and trusting. 
 
    “Are you reading my mind? Pulling my memories?” The questions come out in a screech. I whip my head right and left, looking for a way to leave. But there’s nothing because we are nowhere. 
 
    “Please, calm down,” the man who looks like my grandfather says. 
 
    “Calm down?” I return my attention to him. “Do you know all the crazy things that have happened to me over the past few days?” 
 
    He doesn’t offer a reply. 
 
    “Well, we won’t even talk about how I thought that my dad was dead for the last month . . . because apparently he was just stuck in a third dimension on the planet. But how about finding out that I’m part alien? That’s pretty big. And then, on top of all that, the boy I love is frenzied with rage and may have killed people. And if that weren’t enough, I’ve now become some kind of ‘Protector’ of a super powerful crystal, one that could destroy whole races of people.” The last words puff out due to my lack of breath. I suck in quick pants like I’m suffocating. Maybe I am. 
 
    The being’s face droops with sadness. “I can see this is extremely difficult for you, and that is understandable.” 
 
    “You think?” I wrap my arms across my chest and squeeze smaller into myself. Maybe if I squeeze tightly enough, I can disappear. 
 
    My legs shake, and I decide to sit on the ground. Then I gather my legs up to my chin and wrap my arms around my knees. But the tears stinging the back of my eyes don’t fall. So, I hide my face between my knees and my body and try to slow my breathing. 
 
    I stay there for a long time, and the man doesn’t speak or encourage me in any way to move. But even without glancing up, I sense him lowering himself to the ground and sitting only a few feet from me. 
 
    Eventually, I look up. “What are you?” 
 
    He smiles in a kind, grandfatherly sort of way. “I am the Starfire.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 13 
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    hat do you mean that you are the Starfire? The Starfire is a crystal.” I look my grandfather up and down—or the being who has taken on the shape of him. He’s dressed in a casual pair of tan slacks and a button-up shirt. “And you are not a crystal.” 
 
    He sighs, then regards me silently. 
 
    “Answer me!” 
 
    He twists his lips the slightest amount. Anticipation and anger bubble in my chest. 
 
    “The process is quite complicated, and I’ve not explained it in a very long time,” he says. 
 
    I stomp my foot. “I don’t care if it has been a very long time. Hundreds of thousands of lives—no, millions—are at stake here. An all-out war between two planets is about to begin, if it hasn’t already. If we’re going about this Starfire thing all wrong, I need to know, and now! I’m the Protector, and I need to do something about it.” 
 
    The Starfire being who looks like my grandfather lets out another long sigh. “You are so young . . .” 
 
    “You chose me!” I throw my hands into the air with a groan. 
 
    “You are right. I did choose you. But your age and inexperience? I would not choose unless it was absolutely necessary.” 
 
    At the being’s words, heat rakes up my neck. I am acting childish, but how is one supposed to act in this type of situation? 
 
    “You are obviously very agitated. This is not my intent.” 
 
    Several light wisps appear, racing through the air and circling my body. I want to yell at the being again, but as the smoky illuminations surround me, my tension dissolves. 
 
    I drop my hands to my side and breathe in deeply, allowing the calm to settle my pulse. My mind slows. 
 
    My grandfather waves his hand in the air, and two fluffy blue chairs appear. A whirlwind of memories enters my mind at the sight. As a child, I remember throwing myself into these very chairs at my grandmother’s house. I would munch on cookies she made and read stories for hours. 
 
    “Those are from my memory,” I whisper, the cookie’s flavor on my tongue. 
 
    “Not only yours but Kieran’s, your grandfather’s. He enjoyed many a day in those chairs talking with your grandmother about many wonderful topics.” 
 
    “What should I call you?” I ask. 
 
    The being smiles. “How about Kieran . . . since you would have never called your grandfather that.” 
 
    I nod and a thought comes to the forefront of my mind. “Did Grandma know who he was, that he was Alku?” 
 
    “No,” he says. “As far as Kieran knew, she never even suspected that he was anything other than human. The only person he ever revealed himself to was your mother. And as you know, that was only on his deathbed. He knew your grandmother was not ready for the information. She never was. So, he kept the secret until his last moments.” 
 
    Sadness seeps into my too-tight chest. Grandma died a few years back, and she had no idea her husband and daughter . . . and granddaughter were so different. But then I’m not sure she wanted to know. Emotions from grandfather's memories of her flood my mind. She was always happy just the way she was. At least, that’s how I saw her. 
 
    Grandma’s crinkly, round face and cherry-red hair, which she dyed until the end, vanish from my mind like one of those random light wisps still floating in the space around us. 
 
    Compelled by the memories, I walk to the chair and lower myself into the cushy seat. The give is exactly as I remember, and I lean back and close my eyes, grazing over the velvety fabric with my fingers. “Please tell me what you are. I think everyone I love depends on me knowing.” 
 
    I open my lids, and Kieran sits in the chair across from me, crossing one leg over the other. I’ve seen my real grandfather in a few video feeds, not that he was ever in many. The mannerisms and body language of this being are exactly like the real man’s. 
 
    “The Starfire was created thousands of years ago,” he says. 
 
    “Created?” 
 
    He steeples his two pointer fingers together in his lap. “The process was simple, involving minimal, specific functions, and the powers . . . so to speak . . . could be safely operated for those functions. The abilities were useful. But as time went on, new processes were experimented with. When the creators passed on, most Alku eventually forgot about us and we lay dormant.” 
 
    He thinks for a moment. “You humans have something similar that I’ve pulled from your memories and experiences.” 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest. I want to understand, but this thing already seems to know so much about me and can even pull memories from my mind. What if everything the Starfire says is a manipulation? 
 
    “My dear.” He leans forward, and his face softens with compassion. “You will need to trust me. You have very few options other than to do so. I am not manipulating you.” 
 
    “Are you reading my mind now?” I level a challenging gaze his way and don’t let go. 
 
    “We are connected, just as when you summon the Alku. It is the same principle. I will not harm you, and I will not take anything from you.” 
 
    My chest tightens as the nothing space around us suddenly becomes a copy of my grandparents’ house. A red brick fireplace appears to the chair’s left, and even a plate of grandma’s cookies rests to my side on a table. Something about the new environment and how I have connected to the Alku’s minds with no ill intent sets me at ease. I still know in my head the room is fake, and that this being could be tricking me. But this being could also be telling the truth. I don’t have a lot of viable choices here. And it’s better for me to find out some information that could be true than nothing at all. 
 
    Kieran gestures to the plate piled high with chocolate chip cookies. These were always my favorite. Mom liked her oatmeal raisin, but I never cared much for those. I pick up the oversized cookie and take a nibble. The flavors of butter, chocolate, and sugar tingle across taste buds, and I close my eyes as if the tastes were bites of heaven. There always was something about grandma’s cookies I could never quite replicate, even though we had the recipe. 
 
    The being chuckles. “The taste of foods you love is always better in your memory. And since these cookies were pulled directly from there, you are not going to get any better.” 
 
    “Grandma made a good cookie.” I scarf the first one down and eat a second nearly as fast. The treat tastes as good as the first, and I have a feeling that if I were to down the entire plate, they would each be just as good. I guess there really is an advantage to basically consuming a memory. 
 
    “Are you feeling more comfortable?” he asks. 
 
    “Probably as comfortable as I’m going to get.” I dust the crumbs from my hand and lick off a smear of chocolate on my pinky. But in doing so, I spot my mom’s ring on my finger, and the sight of it returns me to reality . . . whatever that is. Because I’m not so sure anymore. 
 
    “You were telling me that the Starfire is similar to something familiar to me.” 
 
    “Yes. You have something called artificial intelligence—” 
 
    I lean forward in surprise. “Like a bot? The Starfire is a bot?” 
 
    Kieran stops speaking and furrows his eyebrows a fraction in frustration. “As I said, you are so young . . .” 
 
    I pop my mouth closed and allow him to speak. But my mind is swirling with visions of Agrobots and the AI of my mom in Dad’s lab. 
 
    “For lack of a better explanation, the Starfire is actually a type of organic nanocomputer colony developed by the Alku’s far-distant ancestors. The crystals have similarities to the AI technology on your planet. Except, in addition to the computer aspect, those who created the Starfire also gave the tech an organic component. It works in symbiosis with certain beings.” 
 
    “Like the Alku . . . or maybe even humans.” 
 
    “Precisely. The technology was designed for the host’s protection. To be able to make them more effective in their community and improve the functions of their minds and bodies. The Starfire provided everything the hosts need. The energy in the crystals could make shelter, provide the host with nourishment. Improve everything about themselves and the lives around them.” 
 
    “But why did something go wrong with the Starfire? Like what happened to Javen and the others. They’re aggressive. And it’s making things worse. They’ve turned against their own and may be killing innocent people.” 
 
    Sadness blankets Kieran's face. “I am fully aware of this problem, and it must be repaired. In the time period when the Starfire lay dormant, the crystals were discovered and tinkered with by the Alku’s ancestors. The crystals morphed and began to grow and reproduce just like organic beings. The aggressive behavior is part of the Starfire’s function. The hostility was a predictable outcome of how the Alku used the crystals at the mine—predictable if one understands how the technology works.” 
 
    “What?” I shake my head in disbelief. And this thing is inside me? What if I do the wrong thing and go crazy? My stomach roils. “Then get this tech out of me. I don’t want anything to do with it!” 
 
    He steps toward me and extends his hand. 
 
    I yank away. “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    He recoils. “Please. Let me explain. The Starfire’s only intent is to see into its host and pull out their deepest desires. It has a streak of independent decision-making, one not governed by any kind of human conscience. This includes when entering a person’s body and altering their chemistry—sometimes for healing, sometimes for other things. And in this instance, the desire was to protect . . . to preserve the Alku. But your Javen and the others in his group had not been exposed to the crystal’s full power before they became overloaded. There was not the time for their bodies to adjust.” 
 
    “And what do you think is going to happen to me? I’ve never been exposed to any Starfire until a few weeks ago?” I grip the arms of the chair. “If you knew all of this before now, why didn’t you fix the problem a long time ago?” 
 
    He folds his hands and leans out over his knees. “The situation was under control with the Mother Starfire within the Intersection and out of reach from the Alku. Versions of the crystals on Paxon and Arcadia did not exhibit the same effect.” 
 
    “But you knew there was the possibility of Alku entering the Intersection somehow? So why not fix the issue instead of giving it a bandage?” 
 
    The being’s lips turn up into a small smile. “When you are calm, you are not as young as you appear. The reality is that we could not fix the problem until now.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Apparently we needed someone who was both human and Alku to repair the damage.” 
 
    I press into the back of my seat. “You needed me?” 
 
    “We needed you.” 
 
    “Then did you cause my Mom to have visions of bringing me to Arcadia?” 
 
    He smiles and stretches up from leaning on his knees. “We did. Once your grandfather died and his memories were returned to us to pass on, we became aware of her existence. Over time, we were able to summon with her and call your mother home.” 
 
    “Then why me and not her? Why couldn’t she come? She would still be alive.” 
 
    Kieran pauses and seems to think for a moment more. “Not all information we have is clear. We only knew your mother would not be the Protector and not ultimately come to Arcadia. But you would.” 
 
    Frustration brews in my core with his answers. Especially as his explanations only create more questions in me. 
 
    I sit quietly for a long time, trying to process all the information. And eventually my shoulders, scrunched up to my neck, relax a little. I don’t really know what I thought the powers were. I didn’t have that much time to think about it. Dad was able to replicate some of the crystals’ features to make the portal, but that was actually using the Starfire as a power source. But even Irene never mentioned anything like the Starfire acting like a computer program. 
 
    A glass of milk appears at my side. The action drags me from my thoughts, and I smile at the being. 
 
    “Sometimes delicious food can help physical beings think more clearly.” 
 
    I study the clear glass and the cold, white liquid inside. Condensation collects on the outside of the cup and I don’t hesitate, grabbing another cookie from the plate and gulping a hefty sip of milk. The creaminess coats my tongue and I let out a groan. I haven’t tasted something so good in a long time. And I may not again. 
 
    “So, the Starfire was never magic?” I ask. 
 
    “The Starfire is a version of an ancient computer system,” he says, “but still much like the ones you use today. The Alku’s ancestors were extremely advanced.” 
 
    I dunk my third cookie into the milk and allow the liquid to soak into the treat’s chewy goodness. 
 
    “Then why did you need a Protector?” I bite off the cookie’s softest part and then enjoy a quick swig of milk before speaking again. “Is what Wirrin told me true? That the original One Pure Soul gathered all the Starfire and brought the crystals into the Intersection to protect the Alku?” 
 
    “The lore is partially true. The original Protector did not want the Alku to forget the past, but he did not entirely want them to remember the truth either. He felt that if the Alku knew the whole truth, they might work harder to seek out the Mother Starfire.” The being leans forward and grabs a cookie from the plate. Then he sits back, munching on it. 
 
    I comb my mind for the memories from the original Protector. I know they’re there, but I can’t quite reach them. 
 
    “Why do I have memories from the Protectors, but I can’t access them when I want them?” 
 
    “These are delicious,” he says instead of answering my question, eyeing the cookie while turning it slightly. “I’ve experienced your memory of this dessert, but eating it now gives a much fuller experience.” 
 
    I lower my hand with the cookie still in it. My stomach tightens with his lack of straight answers. Especially as his words sound like he’s taunting me. 
 
    “You want to understand the memories,” he begins again. “I’m getting there. The memories are passed on so that each Protector would learn from the last. But giving you all those memories at one time would be overwhelming. If you truly need a full memory of a past Protector, then it will surface. After it’s not needed, then it may fade into the background again. The experience has been different for each Protector. Since I am not a physical being, I can access the memories at will.” 
 
    I nod, not really understanding, but there’s so much to learn. And I have no idea how long I will be in this place. “Tell me how all this began.” 
 
    “As in the Alku stories, there was a civil war a very long time ago over the Starfire’s power. This is when the Intersection began. The first Protector, the One Pure Soul, was a very special Alku whose bond with the Starfire was particularly strong. His first thought was to destroy all the crystals to stop the possible destruction of his people. But of course, we did not want to be destroyed. We worked with him to devise a plan that would serve everyone in the end.” 
 
    I take another bite of my cookie, listening. 
 
    “The Alku needed the Starfire to survive. They had used it for everyday life for too long. It’s possible that eradicating the crystals would have meant the destruction of the entire race. We couldn’t have this. We had been part of the Alku for so long and had grown to care about them very deeply.” 
 
    “But you also wanted to save yourself,” I say. 
 
    He tips his head slightly. “Wouldn’t you want to save yourself? Especially if you knew so many people depended on your existence?” 
 
    I lean back and finish my cookie. Of course, he’s right. If I could find a solution to not only live but continue to improve the lives of an entire race of people, I would. But the Starfire isn’t a person . . . they’re AI. So, are they capable of the same type of reasoning as a human? The being already confessed how, in a way, they are not. And that’s why a select group of Alku are now aggressive. 
 
    “So,” he continues, “by allowing the Protector access to the Intersection, we were able to bridge the two other dimensions and allow a part of the Mother crystals to grow on each side. This way the Alku could continue with a weaker version of the Starfire but still protect and provide for themselves. We were able to almost . . . reprogram the two halves to silence any aggressive tendencies that can affect the nanites’ hosts.” 
 
    “Nanites? Because I’m Alku, do I have these nanites inside of me, too?” 
 
    “Yes, you always have. The nanites would camouflage within your human DNA, and no one would ever be the wiser that you were part Alku. This is how your grandfather disguised his DNA on Earth. The same for you and your mother. Ultimately, this function was designed to protect the Alku from human discovery until it was time to know of their existence.” 
 
    The being pauses for a beat and considers me before continuing. “When you bonded with Javen and first used the Starfire power, your nanites were activated once again. It was then we became extremely interested in you and your pairing with the Starfire. As time went along, we allowed more and more of the power to be accessed by you, testing whether a human-Alku hybrid was the answer we had been seeking for thousands of years.” 
 
    “So that’s why my ability to use the Starfire came on slowly.” 
 
    Kieran nods. “But we were not prepared for when Javen and the other Alku became aggressive, and so quickly. That is why you were not able to stop the overload of power.” 
 
    My heart sinks into my stomach. “Will I be able to stop Wirrin’s group now?” 
 
    “Since the initial reactivation of their aggressive genes, we have been able to slow the process. Dampen it, so to speak. After the mine incident, we have kept them from killing more humans unless in self-defense. But we have not been able to stop the aggression entirely.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    The being taps on the arm of his chair. “Each individual Starfire crystal carries its own consciousness that is loosely linked to the colony at large. The crystals carried by the now-aggressive Alku became linked and coordinated their actions. We do have some influence over the Alku, however, which is how we were able to dampen but not remove their current tendencies. Each AI has its own mind and free will, except when it comes to its host. The AI’s inborn programming gives its host’s commands irresistible weight.” 
 
    A heaviness presses on my chest. “Then we’ve lost. There’s nothing we can do to repair the damage.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “Each of our Protectors has added a new dimension, so to speak, to our capabilities. We believe your unique abilities are why you were chosen.” 
 
    “But you don’t know why?” 
 
    He chuckles. “I know the Alku have regarded the Starfire as nearly god-like and never wrong. But we do not know everything. We use an evolving algorithm to make choices. But we have been wrong before.” 
 
    “Like my grandfather?” 
 
    “Yes. We did not predict your grandfather's loneliness in the Intersection. With the past Protectors, we have been able to fulfill their lives, but your grandfather was different.” 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe it was fate that made him lonely and brought me here.” I examine the cookie in my hand and angle my head to the side. 
 
    “Due to my nature, I do not believe in fate. But we are doing all we can to course-correct. And to do this, we will need a Protector to help once more.” He gestures to me. “You.” 
 
    “But what if I make a mistake?” 
 
    “Of course you will make mistakes, my dear. That is part of the learning process. You will need to proceed carefully. The process will take much time, and you will need to commune cautiously with the Starfire—the very crystals that are inhabiting the affected Alku—if we want the AI to reverse those physiological changes. You will need to teach each of the Alku what proper state of mind to use and how to communicate their wishes more carefully to the nanocomputers so a situation like this doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “But that kind of knowledge could be a weapon, as well. What if one of them decides that they don’t want to return to their normal state?” 
 
    “This is why we only shared this knowledge with the One Pure Soul up until now, because this information is dangerous. But since exposure to the Mother Starfire has already happened, revealing the Starfire’s truth to the Alku is our current best solution. This will restore the Alku and, with your help, reintegrate them with their technological heritage.” 
 
    I let out a long sigh. Before now, I had thought the Starfire was magic and unknowable. But understanding it’s actually a computer changes the dynamics. 
 
    As a computer, it can be figured out, and I know people who can help. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 14 
 
    
     “I 
 
   
 
    t’s time for you to leave.” The being stands and wipes the wrinkles from his pants as he does so. 
 
    Tension pulls at my middle. “Wait. I have more questions.” 
 
    His lips tip up into a faint smile. “Experience is how you will learn to control the Starfire further. As the Protector, it is the only way you will find success.” 
 
    “But—” I say. 
 
    “You have learned as much from me as I can tell you at this time. Eventually, everything will be revealed.” 
 
    “I need to know if we’re doing the right thing going to Earth through the portal.” I stand and grab for his arm, but my hand passes right through as he becomes transparent once again. 
 
    “And you will find out when you try.” 
 
    Frustration builds in my chest and I pump my hands. The scene of my grandmother’s home vanishes and returns us to the grayish nothing. 
 
    I blow out a hissing breath between clenched teeth. 
 
    “You have the team you need already assembled. Use their gifts.” He smiles fully now and then, within a blink, is replaced by a few wisps of smoky lights. 
 
    The wisps race around my body at a dizzying speed, and my head grows light. With a burst of cyan light, my eyes snap open. I blink a few times as I take in my surroundings. I’m back in the Intersection, and before me is Javen. 
 
    The instant I see him, still frozen and lying on the ground, tears pool and then spill down my cheeks. I don’t exactly know why. Fear? Overwhelmed? Probably both. 
 
    “Cassi.” I know this voice, a welcome sound, and I twist my head toward the source. 
 
    Irene, dressed in a short-sleeved T-shirt and a pair of cargo pants, stands beside me. Honestly, with the pervasive cyan cast in here, I’m not entirely sure what color her clothes really are. It’s like being color-blind, I guess. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt, but we need you back at the lab,” she says. 
 
    I let out a slow breath, not entirely sure I’m ready to go. The weight of my responsibility grows even heavier on my mind. 
 
    “Stay with me for a minute, and then I’ll go,” I say. 
 
    Her brows furrow with concern, but she nods and lowers herself next to me on the ground. “I checked on Javen while you were gone,” she says, looking at Javen and then around at the new hut. 
 
    “And did he seem . . . okay?” 
 
    “He did,” she says. “I also just met Vihann. So far, it seems like his support will go a long way in convincing Earth that we need to protect the Alku.” 
 
    Everything I learned from the Starfire rolls around in my head. He told me I have the team necessary to do what I need, and Irene knows computers. 
 
    I lean into her and whisper, “Can you keep a secret?” 
 
    Offense scrunches her face up. “You’re asking me this now?” But then she smiles, her rascally kind of smile that always ends with an eye-roll, making me return the expression. For a brief second, I forget everything except that I love being with Irene. 
 
    “You have to know by now that I’m pretty good at keeping secrets,” Irene mutters humorously. 
 
    “You’re right. It was a pretty stupid question.” I bring up my knees and wrap my hands around them. 
 
    “So, what do you want to tell me?” 
 
    I inhale deeply and consider my words. But there isn’t a good way to say them, so blurting the truth out and letting the words fall where they may is what I’ll do. I guess. I don’t know. Irene and I have been through enough craziness. Why not add some more? 
 
    “I’m Alku.” The words come out in a weird low tone, as if they don’t really want to. My breath shudders. I know I shouldn’t tell, but I need to let someone know. Zarah knows, but I’ve only just met her. I need for a friend to know. Someone I trust. 
 
    Irene’s eyes widen and her lips part a fraction. Then she opens her mouth more as if she wants to say something, but no words come. After a loud exhale, she presses her lips together in a tight line and then asks, “What?!” 
 
    “You heard me right.” 
 
    “No, I’m not sure I did. Can you say that again?” Irene glances at Javen and then back at me. 
 
    “No, I’m pretty sure you heard me the first time. I’m Alku.” 
 
    “There’s no way you can be Alku.” 
 
    “Yeah, there is.” And then I tell her everything I know about my mom and grandfather. How he was Alku and also the Protector of the Intersection. But instead of continuing his duties, he made a portal to Earth. 
 
    “And that is how you knew your Dad’s portal might work. Because it’s been done before.” 
 
    “Just with the Starfire on its own.” 
 
    “That is crazy, Cassi!” 
 
    I let out a nervous laugh. I know I shouldn’t tell her any of this. But I can’t shoulder it myself. Irene is the only one who will know. “Oh, I’m just getting started.” 
 
    “There’s more?” 
 
    “I’ve also been chosen to be the new Protector.” 
 
    Irene goes silent for few seconds and purses her lips again. “When you told me you had a secret . . . I thought it might be big. But not this kind of big. So, if you’re a protector, what does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m a key to solving all this mess. But it didn’t tell me exactly how.” 
 
    “It didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “When I came out here to visit Javen, I had a vision. I don’t think I’ve mentioned them to you before. But since I’ve used the crystals, visions have been pretty common for me. I think it’s similar to when I’m about to summon the Alku . . . only it’s the Starfire’s way of communicating with me.” 
 
    “Is the Starfire alive?” 
 
    I squeeze my knees and just say it. “The Starfire is a computer.” 
 
    “What?!” She tips her head in question. “How do you know?” 
 
    “It told me.” 
 
    “The Starfire told you? You mean it spoke to you?” Irene stares at me. “This is too much. I want to believe you, but this is completely crazy. Maybe you’re just stressed. We’ve been through a lot. I know I’m having a ton of trouble sleeping, not that I’ve got much time to rest. And then I’m worried about my aunt and cousins. I haven’t spoken to them in too long. They must be concerned about me.” 
 
    I close my eyes and think of how Irene is the primary provider for her family. With the war going on, there’s no guarantee the CosmicCoin for them is even being deposited into their account. 
 
    Irene starts to push up. 
 
    I place a hand on her shoulder to keep her from rising. “You have to stay with me. I know this sounds like I’m imagining things. But I’m not, and I need your help. If you help me fix this, we can make everything better for your family. And if we can get to Earth, maybe you can contact them.” 
 
    She plops back down and releases a long breath while studying the ground. “Maybe. But I’m afraid they’re going to know something is wrong, and I don’t want to freak them out.” 
 
    I reach over and wrap my arms around her neck. None of this is going to be able to stay a secret for long. There’s a good chance that if we’re successful in contacting leaders on Earth who are willing to support us, then war may break out there, too. 
 
    Irene loosens from me and turns away to wipe her eyes. She’s a tough girl. “So, what are these visions like?” she asks. 
 
    I nibble the inside of my lip. “Ever since I’ve had contact with the Starfire, I’ve seen a lot of things. It all started when Javen rescued me from the explosion. I thought they were dreams at first, but the visions were so much more.” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    I draw my attention to Javen, and a series of memories flickers through my brain. “I’ve seen Javen’s past mostly, like when he was a kid. But I shared a vision with Javen’s mother on Paxon. It’s how I was able to release her from her coma.” 
 
    “And this time?” 
 
    “I actually spoke with the Starfire. It explained that the computer functions much like our AI. It learns and adapts.” 
 
    “How old is it?” she asks. 
 
    “Really old . . . I’m not sure how old. But maybe thousands of years.” 
 
    Irene furrows her brows. “If this is tech and it’s been around for thousands of years, why aren’t the Alku more advanced than they appear to be?” 
 
    “As far as I know, it’s because that’s the way the Starfire wanted it to be. The tech was a means of protection. If the Starfire functioned as mere magic, then it simply was what it was. The Alku remained safe and happy. But that has changed, and the Starfire must transition.” 
 
    I explain everything I know about how the program’s intention is to protect the host, but since the tech isn’t a living being with morals, it can go wrong in the way the program plays out. 
 
    “The program created a sort of hive mentality among the Alku when they were exposed to the Mother Starfire. Now that I think of it, the purpose almost seems like a military function to get soldiers in the mindset for battle, which makes sense . . .” My eyes widen. “That is the exact scenario where the power took hold of them.” 
 
    Irene’s eyes brighten too. “When can I start to play around with it? Now that I know this, I can play with many more possibilities.” 
 
    “I think you need to start now . . . like as soon as we get back. But we need to keep this a secret for the time being.” 
 
    “Even from your dad?” 
 
    “Even from him. He has enough to think about, and I want to keep his mind where it needs to be. The portal to Earth.” 
 
    Irene nods. 
 
    “Have Howard continue working on your current project and start a new one to figure out how we can release Javen and the other Alku from the Starfire’s aggressive influence.” I peer at Javen and whisper, “Once you figure out a solution, we’ll test on him.” 
 
    Irene stands and offers her hand to pull me up. The corners of my friend's lips turn up into a smile. “Don’t you worry. This is what I was born for.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 15 
 
   Howard is in the middle of packing up computer gear, a frown pulling on his unshaven face. His button-up striped shirt is half-tucked, rumpled at the middle and flapping in the back. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Irene asks, perching on the edge of the lab’s workstation beside him. 
 
    “Out to the test site near the Starfire field,” he answers. “First, they pulled me off the blocker project and put me on the portal. Then, I told them I could keep working in here just fine—probably better. Now, Dr. Foster insists I come out and do the testing on-site so the Senate members and everyone else can stick their noses where they shouldn’t be and try to tell me what I’m doing wrong.” Howard side-glances me as his cheeks flush. “Sorry . . . I’m just frustrated and not used to being around so many people. Before all this happened, I freelanced from home and over video chat.” 
 
    “It’s okay, Howard,” Irene says and pats him on the shoulder. “You’re doing a great job of keeping it together. Everything has been so stressful, and some alone time would help.” 
 
    He clears his throat and returns to packing. “Cassi, your father didn’t want to disturb you on your Connect while you were with Javen, but he wants you and Irene out there, too. ASAP.” 
 
    Irene and I catch each other’s stare. “You head on out,” she says to Howard. “Cassi and I have a few things to finalize here, and then we’ll come. I promise we’ll work as fast as we can.” 
 
    Howard grunts. But Irene’s words seem to satisfy him as he loads a DataPort and a few other items into his bag. He pushes the strap onto his shoulder and makes a failed attempt at re-tucking his loose shirt into his waistband. 
 
    “Whatever. No one cares how I look,” he grumbles to himself and then waves goodbye without a backward glance. 
 
    In other circumstances, the scene would be comical, and I want to laugh but hold it in. I know he’s doing his best and I don’t want to be rude. Irene and I remain still until Howard is out the door. The soles of his shoes make a clomping sound as his hefty frame walks down the hall. The exit to the lab building opens and shuts with a clack. 
 
    As soon as it does, Irene and I race to the primary computer. While Irene’s hands fly across the virtual keyboard, I message Dad. 
 
      
 
    I might be a while in the lab, but I’ll come to the test site soon. Hope everything is running smoothly. 
 
      
 
    As I finish the message, a series of charts and stats on how to disarm Hammond’s Starfire Inhibitor pops onto the screen. Irene taps at the holographic display, bringing up more of the data she needs and swiping away the parts she apparently doesn’t. She works so fast, it’s almost as if she’s part machine. 
 
    “Howard and I were able to get a lot of data on the Starfire and how Hammond is blocking the power,” she murmurs without looking away from the screen. 
 
    My Connect vibrates, and I glance down at my wrist. 
 
      
 
    Come as soon as you can. And the project is moving along. Vihann is a big help. 
 
      
 
    I breathe out through my nose slowly, relieved that the portal project seems to be going well. Now, if Irene and I can solve the Alku aggression problem, we’ll be well on our way to resolving all the issues. Of course, we still need to deal with Hammond. 
 
    I swipe the message away and return my attention to Irene. 
 
    “But,” Irene says, likely to herself, “I can’t believe we didn’t see the AI before. It’s so obvious now.” She eyes the screen and hits a few more strokes on her virtual keypad. “I can take the data we have and run a few programs that might help me understand how the AI bonds with the mind.” She glances at me. “I’m aware of a few tests for similar projects on Earth, but I’m sure they were nowhere near as advanced. If that data is on file here, it will further advance our understanding of the Starfire and help you to release Javen from its effects.” 
 
    “The Starfire is crazy complex and probably different from any experiments on Earth. This is going to take too long. We need to understand how to set Javen and the others free now.” 
 
    “We have to start somewhere,” Irene says. “You can’t expect miracles, Cassi.” 
 
    My chest tingles in frustration. Agitated, I stab fingers through my tangled hair. She’s right. I should have never expected a quick solution. We need help. 
 
    The instant I think the words, my mind sparks like never before. One of the Protectors brings a sudden idea to the forefront of my mind. Yes . . . yes! 
 
    “Give me a second,” I say to Irene and then study the data. 
 
    “A second for what?” 
 
    I whip around and scan the room. “I think we only need to ask the right questions and the answers will present themselves.” 
 
    She lets out a frustrated groan as she enlarges a bit of data on the screen. “That is exactly what I’m trying to do right now!” 
 
    “AI assistance, please,” I say at the air. 
 
    “How may I help you?” my mother’s voice sounds beside us. 
 
    I twist my chair around to face the hologram of Mom, and I clench my fingers. As much as I need to speak with the Starfire right now, I wish the hologram didn’t have to look like her. But I shake aside those thoughts and power on. I need to get Irene through this. 
 
    Irene also turns her attention from the computer to the hologram. “Okay . . . I think I get where you’re going with this.” 
 
    I clear my throat and speak to the AI. “Yes, I’m hoping you can help me.” 
 
    Focusing on the Starfire, I call up the power I know is working inside of me. I then guide the energy toward the computer with my mind. 
 
    “I must speak to Kieran, the Starfire AI,” I say to the image of Mom. “Can you let us access him?” 
 
    “You are clever,” the hologram says and smiles my mother’s smile. But her demeanor shifts and the image flickers. I’m sure the Starfire is in control of the lab’s AI function now. 
 
    Beside me, Irene’s brows knit together. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Yes, Cassi,” the hologram says, ignoring Irene. “You are learning quickly and utilizing the knowledge of the past Protectors to guide you.” 
 
    I slide a glance Irene’s way. “I called up the Starfire’s AI function. I think I basically uploaded it to the lab computer for you to ask it questions.” 
 
    “How did you do that? You didn’t even touch the console, let alone upload anything.” 
 
    I shrug. “I’m working to understand it, but I think the connection is just like transporting or how I pulled those ships into the Intersection without touching them.” 
 
    “But how did you know what to do?” 
 
    “The Starfire AI has a lot of the information inside it, but not everything. The AI learns alongside the host—and that’s me right now,” I say. “Protectors make choices for how to best use the Starfire’s functions. And using the lab AI is what my mind came up with to create an interface that we can all understand.” 
 
    “So, I can ask the AI anything I want about the Starfire?” 
 
    “I think so. It’s not all-knowing, but if you ask the right questions, I think we might get somewhere.” 
 
    Irene’s eyes widen with excitement, and she swings her attention to the hologram of Mom. “We need to figure out how to release the Alku without Cassi having to connect with them mentally. I want to create a device that allows a host to program their Starfire with written or spoken commands instead of mental ones.” 
 
    The hologram brings one hand to her chin in thought. “Yes, mental commands are subject to too many whims and emotions.” 
 
    “Can you help us with this?” Irene asks. 
 
    The hologram nods. “I believe I can.” 
 
    My Connect buzzes with a message from Dad again. 
 
      
 
    Will you be coming soon? 
 
      
 
    My thoughts spin for a second before I study Irene. I doubt I’ll be meeting up with him soon, but if I tell him what we’re doing, it will take his mind off everything else he needs to be focused on, and that’s the last thing we need. 
 
      
 
    Yes, soon. Less than an hour. 
 
      
 
    It’s a lie but one that will buy us some time. I swipe the message function away but continue staring at the device on my wrist while my mind pings with another idea. “What if we could reprogram a Connect to run on Starfire?” 
 
    A wild look overtakes Irene’s eyes. “Like a hybrid of a Connect and the portal device.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. “Could that work?” 
 
    Irene darts her eyes around and swings back to the data on the screen. “So, we’d convert the Connect to run on Starfire—similar to the refugee ships that were converted.” She peers up at me. “We have all that data. And we could alter the Connect’s programming to control the Starfire’s output to the host.” 
 
    “Exactly,” I say. “And we could power a Connect with the Mother Starfire, to keep Hammond from blocking the crystal’s functions while also keeping the Alku in control of their thoughts without overload.” 
 
    Not one second after the words exit my mouth, Irene whips her attention to the hologram and proceeds to spew out what seems like fifty questions at once. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 16 
 
   Armed with a modified Connect and a harebrained plan, Irene and I enter the hut and crouch at Javen’s side. With a shaky breath, I reach out and hover over the warm skin on his forearm. A shiver runs through my body. 
 
    I sit on my knees and rub my palm over the tight muscles in my neck. Several of the possible negative outcomes roll through my mind. Like, what if Javen tries to kill me again and succeeds this time? 
 
    “Ready?” Irene asks. 
 
    “No. What if this is a horrible failure?” 
 
    Irene sighs. “Until we try, we won’t know, and there’s no other easy way for us to test this theory. We have to trust that the AI gave us all the correct information.” She bends down and carefully affixes the newly modified Connect on Javen’s wrist without touching her skin to his. When she finishes, she glances at me. “I believe in you, Cassi.” 
 
    “Are you just saying that? Or do you really believe your own words?” I twist my lips at her. 
 
    Irene throws her hand onto her hip and scoffs. “Wouldn't you like to know?” 
 
    A nervous laugh escapes my lips. “Might as well go for it, then.” 
 
    “Good.” Irene grabs her DataPort from the ground, and the instant she hits the program’s start function, the world plunges into darkness. 
 
    Panic rises in my throat, and I swing around in the black. “Irene!” I yell, but the words only echo back to me. Did the program crash? My heart pounds against my ribcage and the sound thumps in my ears. Deafening, like a bass drum took up residence inside my head. 
 
    My breath comes in short pants. Just when I’m about to call out for Irene once more, light fades into my vision. Then, within a blink, I’m surrounded by the cyan wisps of light I saw when I was in Zarah’s mind. 
 
    “Okay, something is happening.” My breath slows, and I focus on the lights swirling around me. They move faster, encircling me, as my hands tingle with energy. Something—no someone—a Protector and their memory urge me to move. I throw my hands out in front of me to feel in the semidarkness just as the space explodes with light, blinding me. 
 
    I gasp at the suddenness and then squint. But I find myself back in front of Javen. On impulse, I flick my hand away from him. 
 
    “What happened?” Irene asks, immediately at my side. 
 
    I study Javen for a sign, a muscle twitch, something that would tell me the Connect worked. But there’s no change. He’s still lying there, eyes closed, his chest slowly rising and falling. A flood of emotions crashes through my body and tears sting at the corners of my eyes. 
 
    Irene taps at her computer. “I don’t know what went wrong. The program is functioning properly. He should have responded to the Starfire Connect.” She lifts his wrist and looks at the screen and then back at the display on her DataPort. 
 
    Irene’s eyebrows pull down in frustration as she gently places his hand on the ground. “Why didn’t this work?” she mutters under her breath. 
 
    But as his fingers touch the grass, Javen’s eyelids flutter. My heart leaps. I want to throw myself on top of him and wrap my arms around his neck. Instead, I scoot back, readying myself for whatever is next, good or bad. 
 
    “He’s awake!” I say. 
 
    Irene is on her feet and tapping on the keyboard of her DataPort. “The data is coming in from his Connect now.” 
 
    “And?” I ask, still watching Javen intently. 
 
    “It’s like he’s rebooting, I guess. If a person can reboot. But I have no idea if our patch has worked yet.” 
 
    Javen coughs and then his eyes open wide. His irises are a natural, soft brown, not swirling with Starfire. I think that’s a good sign. Instead of anger, confusion pinches his beautiful face. 
 
    I gulp down the nervous lump forming in my throat as tears continue to prick the back of my eyes. 
 
    “Where am I?” Javen’s gaze darts around the hut. 
 
    I remain frozen, unsure what to do or say. A tear I can’t hold back trails down my cheek. 
 
    “Maybe it worked,” Irene whispers from behind me. 
 
    Javen must hear her because he pushes up and then looks directly at us. The memory of his enraged face in the battle and his attack on Dad flashes through my mind. As if he sees the same thing, his eyes widen in sadness and horror. 
 
    “Cassi.” He immediately throws his hands to his face, covering his eyes, then rakes trembling hands through his hair. 
 
    I waste no time getting back to his side, and I wrap my arms around his shoulders in comfort. It’s worth the risk. He needs me, and I need him. The second we touch, our bond ignites once more, and warmth travels through my chest and neck. 
 
    Javen breathes in sharply and then out slowly, and I know he feels our bond too. But instead of pulling me in closer, he pushes me away. I sink back onto my heels, utterly confused. 
 
    “I can’t do that,” he cries. “I could hurt you again!” 
 
    My chest tightens. “It wasn’t your fault, Javen.” 
 
    He looks up, his irises now swirling. “I tried to kill you, Cassi. I killed other people, innocent people!” He drags in a ragged breath before choking out, “You need to stay away from me.” Javen clutches his stomach as he doubles over. A groaning sob escapes his mouth as his body shakes with emotion. 
 
    I glance back at Irene, who remains guarded, focusing on her DataPort and clicking away at information that must be coming in from Javen’s new Connect. 
 
    I whip my attention back to Javen, wanting to comfort him again, but touch isn’t what he needs right now. 
 
    I whisper, “Javen.” He doesn’t look up. “The Starfire was controlling you. But Irene and I have found a way to make sure that doesn’t happen again.” 
 
    “How do you know it won’t?” he asks, glancing at me and then away. 
 
    “We don’t know for sure,” Irene says. “You are the first test subject. But it’s working. All your vitals are on target.” She places her DataPort on the ground and, while keeping her eye on me, walks around in front of Javen and kneels. 
 
    “You are wearing a Connect now.” She gestures to his wrist. “I modified mine.” 
 
    Javen looks down at the device. 
 
    “With Cassi’s help, we were able to pair the Starfire with a computer program. Instead of your mind regulating your use of the power, the program I designed keeps regulation in check. This way the Starfire doesn’t overload your brain to behave in ways you don’t want to.” 
 
    Javen touches the Connect with his other hand and then slowly moves his attention to me. 
 
    “You did this . . . for me?” 
 
    I ease forward and move my hand to his arm. My fingers skim over his skin, and he doesn’t retreat, so I settle my palm flat on his bicep. “We did this for everyone.” 
 
    Javen reaches for me, his lips trembling with restrained emotion, and then he pulls me into his embrace. A sigh escapes my mouth, and I melt into his warm arms and chest. 
 
    “Um . . . Since you two are okay for a while, I’m going to head back to the lab,” Irene says as she stands. 
 
    “We’ll be back soon,” I say without looking at her. 
 
    Irene leaves, and I don’t move from Javen’s arms. I peer up into his eyes, wanting him to see my heart as I cradle his face in my hands. 
 
    “I choose you, Javen.” Shame pulls at his features again and he tries to turn his face away, but I gently keep him from doing so. “When the Starfire first awakened our connection, I doubted the reality of our affection. But when that bond was broken, my feelings for you only grew stronger. I knew then that what we have is real.” I stare deeply into his eyes as I savor the pull of my soul toward his. 
 
    His irises return to normal again. “But how do you know it’s not just the Starfire making you feel this way again?” 
 
    I remove a hand from the side of his face and place my fingers over his heart. “I felt the connection return, and I know you felt it too. But for me, now, it’s like a song playing in the background. It sets the tone, but I can feel and hear all of my own thoughts. And I’ve never wanted to be with anyone else more than you.” My gaze continues to caress every beloved feature. “I see you. I know you.” 
 
    His brows push together. “But what about me? The Starfire could still be manipulating my mind.” 
 
    I chuckle lightly. “Javen, the first thing you did when the connection took hold again was tell me to go away. I think you’re in more control than you admit.” 
 
    Javen’s eyes gloss, and I pull him close to me again, drowning in the safety of his presence. His arms tighten around me, and he lets out a long, quavering sigh. 
 
    Remembering everything we must do, I ease out of his arms and stand. With a smile, I reach my hand out to help him up. 
 
    “Come on,” I say. “I have someone for you to meet.” 
 
    “Who?” Javen asks as I drag him from the shelter and toward the Starfire field. 
 
    As the field’s glow becomes visible, he pulls me to a stop, hesitant. 
 
    “Don’t ask questions,” I say. “You just need to come.” 
 
    He stares ahead at the glow. “I don’t think I can go there.” 
 
    I take his hand and bring up the Connect on his wrist. “The Starfire helped Irene and me to develop this. The AI inside isn’t perfect, but I’m sure it has your best interests in mind. You have to trust me.” 
 
    The corners of his lips turn down as if he’s reliving a painful memory. “Cassi, you don’t understand what it was like to feel nearly . . . possessed,” he says. 
 
    “You’ve believed in the Starfire’s power and goodness for your entire life. I know what you experienced was horrific. It was for me too. But your new Connect will work. The device will allow you to use the positive parts of the Starfire and not the negative.” 
 
    Javen’s lips form a straight line. “Then we need to cross back into Arcadia and retrieve the rest of the Alku with Wirrin and do the same for them.” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely,” I say. I squeeze his hand. “We will fix this.” 
 
    Javen’s lips part and he releases a slow breath. I wrap my arms around his waist. He allows some of his weight onto me, and I don’t mind. Javen has changed: he’s not as confident as he used to be, and understandably so. Our bond has changed as well, as if the connection has stabilized. The false intensity I felt before is gone, and I know what we have now is more real . . . and with plenty of room for growth. I breathe in his spicy scent, and calm trickles through my body. Using the Starfire, I extend those feelings to him, the happiness in having him back with me. 
 
    Under my arms, his body relaxes. 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispers into my hair. “For everything you’ve done.” 
 
    I loosen from him slightly and look up to his face. “I can’t guarantee it, but I’ll try to be strong whenever you need me.” 
 
    He smiles softly. “I’ll do the same for you.” 
 
    “I have no doubt.” 
 
    Javen gently presses his lips to mine, and for a moment, it’s as if I can breathe again. A tingling warmth spills into my veins and pours out to each limb. All I want is to get lost in him, to sink my fingers into his hair, to caress his face, to hear the way my nearness quickens his breath. But there are important tasks that need my attention right now. So, I briefly lean into the kiss and then slowly pull back with a smile. 
 
    “You are amazing . . .” I whisper. “But I really do need for you to meet someone.” 
 
    Javen tips his head to the side. “Who could be so important?” 
 
    I laugh and grab his hand, yanking him toward the Starfire field again. “You’ll see.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 17 
 
   Hand-in-hand, Javen and I make our way over the ridge. As I approach the Starfire field, the crystal’s melodic pulsing flows through me with a sense of joy for what I know is about to happen. 
 
    Below us, Dad, the Senate members, Howard, Dr. Morris, and a few others are busy working on the portal and don’t see our approach. Howard has a DataPort station running, surrounded by several large crates of crystals. Vihann and Zarah—her lithe form slightly blocked from view by her husband—stand by Dad. 
 
    I glance at Javen, and his eyes light up at the sight of Vihann. 
 
    “My father is here?” Javen asks. Excitement peppers his voice and he takes the lead, pulling me toward the group. “You were able to get him to help?” 
 
    Vihann sees us and smiles. As he does, he shifts his body back, making Zarah fully visible. 
 
    “Mother?” Javen plants his feet, eyes wide and mouth hanging open. 
 
    I grin. “I told you there was someone you needed to meet . . . now go.” 
 
    Vihann places his arm around his wife with a proud smile as he walks our way. But Zarah apparently doesn’t want to waste any more time than the years already lost and breaks into a sprint, the wide smile on her lips practically making her face glow. 
 
    Releasing my hand, Javen races down the ridge and meets her halfway. Mother and son throw their arms around each other and squeeze and don’t let go, as if the fate of the universe depended on them clinging to each other. I sure wish it were that easy. Our job would be done. 
 
    Javen picks Zarah off the ground and swings her body around twice before he sets her down again. He looks her over and then embraces her once more. Javen’s father comes to their side, his chest puffed with pride, the joy nearly oozing from him. 
 
    After a few minutes of watching, I jog toward them. A lump of happiness forms in my throat. Even the Starfire field glows and pulses to a new rhythm as if it, too, recognizes and mirrors the happiness. Or maybe the crystals are just in sync with the beating of my heart. 
 
    Dad starts to head our way, but I hold up my hand. Javen and his family need this time together. He nods and turns back to the rest of the group to continue working. 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” Javen asks as he releases Zarah. 
 
    She laughs while fat tears roll down her cheeks. As her laughter fades to a soft smile, her eyes crinkle with age. “No, Son, I’m just fine.” Zarah glances at me and then back at Javen. “I’m completely healed, thanks to Cassi.” 
 
    Javen twists his neck my way. “You were able to heal my mother?” His face is wet with tears too, and he makes no effort to wipe them away. 
 
    I bite my bottom lip and blink back the forming nerves. I’m not ready to tell Javen I’m the Protector yet—or even that I’m part Alku. Telling Irene was enough, and I probably shouldn’t have done that. “Well . . . she’s here, isn’t she?” 
 
    He looks back to Zarah. “I didn’t think it was possible. Nothing worked before now.” 
 
    “I didn’t either.” Vihann comes to Javen’s side and wraps his arms around his son. “I thought I would never have my whole family back.” 
 
    He and Javen embrace several minutes before Javen steps back. 
 
    “And I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you sooner, Son,” Vihann says as he hangs his head. “I was so wrapped up in what I thought was right that I didn’t see the truth.” 
 
    “You’re here now,” Javen says. 
 
    I clear my throat. “I believe that the Starfire might be partially responsible for your decisions, Vihann.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Vihann squints, tilting his head. 
 
    My mind runs through what I can tell him and what I shouldn’t. I take Javen’s hand to show them the Starfire-powered Connect. I catch Zarah’s gaze and return my attention to the device. “I’ve had several . . . visions about the Starfire’s nature. I believe the Starfire from Paxon may have influenced you not to participate in any type of war because those crystals were designed for peace. This was a good thing until humans came to your planet and introduced a new problem. The Starfire needed to adapt. It started transitioning when Javen and your brother, as well as a few others, believed that using force to protect your people may be necessary. But most of your people still followed you and the Starfire’s need for peace.” 
 
    I pause for a moment to allow the information to sink in before continuing. “The Paxon and Arcadia Starfire don’t have as strong of a pull as that of the Mother Starfire, but it’s there and can still bend you to its will.” 
 
    “But you have a solution for this?” Zarah steps forward and asks. 
 
    “I believe so,” I answer. “Irene and I were able to reprogram a Connect to run on Starfire. This allows the host to control the power but not be controlled by it. We gave Javen a modified Connect and he immediately came out of his aggressive state upon waking. His Connect is powered by the Mother Starfire.” 
 
    “And you have more of these devices?” Zarah asks. “We could all use them and be able to defend Paxon if necessary.” 
 
    “Not yet,” I say. “There are no spare Connects here, so that means we’ll need to go back to Arcadia. Maybe Luca and Alina can get us what we need.” 
 
    “Cassi,” Dad calls out. 
 
    “We should speak with your father, as well,” Javen says. “He needs to be informed of all the details.” 
 
    I nod, and Javen takes his mother by the arm as we head the rest of the way down the hill. When we arrive, I explain everything that has happened with Javen to Dad and the others working on the portal. 
 
    Dad smiles at me and scans Javen curiously. “Then this means that the other Alku must be healed immediately. If they’re no longer aggressive, it will go a long way in convincing people on Earth to help us.” 
 
    Each member of the Senate agrees, and I already know this plan is also what Vihann and Zarah wish. 
 
    “You should return to Arcadia immediately with Javen and Irene,” Dad says. “The Alku need your help.” He swipes on his Connect and pairs the device with mine. A notification blinks and I read through Alina’s contact information. 
 
    “But then I’ll be taken away from the portal project,” I say. “What if you need my abilities to help?” 
 
    Dad glances at Vihann and Zarah. “They’ve been a tremendous help. Just work as quickly as you can and get back. We’ve been moving along even without you.” 
 
    “Yes, do what you need to do to heal my people,” Vihann says. 
 
    “It will also give you a chance to get news of what’s happening with Hammond,” Dad says, “so we’ll know what we’re up against.” 
 
    I sweep a calculating gaze over the Starfire field and the portal setup. Satisfied, I face Dad and take his hand. “We’ll be back as soon as we can.” 
 
    “Team Foster,” he whispers. 
 
    I squeeze his fingers. “Yes.” 
 
    Dad’s eyes widen as if he just remembered something. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small portal device. “You’ll probably want this.” 
 
    I take it. “Thanks.” 
 
    Javen embraces each parent before he and I race up the hill to the lab. Inside, we find Irene working the computer station with Max at her side. 
 
    Max is the first to see us as we come through the door, and his eyes narrow on Javen. “Well, you look better than the last time I saw you.” 
 
    That was on the battlefield on Arcadia when Javen tried to kill me and then injured and nearly killed Dad. Max and Irene could have died too if I hadn’t transported them back into the Intersection. 
 
    Javen lifts his head high. “Yes, that was a regrettable day, but Cassi and I are here to help put things back as they should be.” 
 
    Max’s lips form a thin line. 
 
    Irene swings her chair around to me, and I hand her the portal device. “Thanks. I have everything downloaded and ready to go. What’s our next step?” She places the device beside her. 
 
    “Head to Arcadia,” I say. “What do we need to do to get ready?” 
 
    Irene motions to a DataPort to her side. “Everything is in here. All we need is the Starfire to reprogram the Connects.” 
 
    My heart shudders at her words. I consider the small box on the counter that contains more than a hundred crystals that are no more than an inch long. Bringing an unprotected supply of the Mother Starfire to Arcadia is risky. The crystals could fall into the wrong hands. But the Alku already had gems with them when they turned aggressive, so the crystals are already there. I walk toward the Starfire and dip my hand into the box. As my hand rakes through the assortment, the gems vibrate against my skin. 
 
    I turn my attention to Javen. “How many Alku on Arcadia are affected by the Mother Starfire?” 
 
    Javen studies the floor, as if he’s thinking for a second. “Sixty-five.” 
 
    “So, we’ll need one crystal for each Connect?” I ask Irene. “Right?” 
 
    She nods. “We should bring a few extra in case something goes wrong with the programming.” 
 
    I pick up the box and hand it to Javen. “Can you take care of that?” 
 
    Javen eyes his own Connect and then takes the box. Then he begins counting. 
 
    Max pairs his Connect with the lab’s computer system. After a few moments, the device chimes. “Okay, that’s all I need. I’m heading back to the site to work through all the details with Senator Simmons.” He looks my way with a sigh. “All this is going to work, right? There are so many details that have to fall exactly into place.” 
 
    I give Max a weak smile. “Honestly? I don’t know.” 
 
    He nods and then starts to walk past me, but before he gets far, I catch his arm. “You’re good at working with the upper class. You know what you're doing.” 
 
    Max’s jaw tenses. “You’re right. But I’ve never really been that good at working with my dad.” 
 
    I release his arm, and Max exits the room. 
 
    “I don’t know the exact coordinates of the location Alina brought us to,” I say when Max exits. “But I think I can get us near there. That way it won’t take long for us to get picked up after we contact them.” I activate the second computer in the lab and start to bring up the Earthscape program. 
 
    “Wait,” Javen says. “I know the coordinates. We ported there when we attacked their hideout.” He points at the area on the holographic map. “There.” 
 
    “You sure?” I ask. 
 
    “Positive,” Javen answers. 
 
    Irene snatches the portal device and inputs the coordinates. “Ready to do this?” 
 
    The cyan portal flares open, lighting up the room. 
 
    I look at Javen and think of the sixty-five angry Alku we need to subdue. “Let’s do this.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 18 
 
   We step out of the portal into the lush valley below the Tahm. Behind us, the sun is setting, painting the mountainside in brushstrokes of reds and oranges. It’s good to see in full color again. But my stomach sinks as I remember the last time I was here and the way Javen and the Alku attacked us. 
 
    The portal crackles and closes behind us. 
 
    “The base is up there,” I say to Irene and point to the mountainside, not exactly remembering the location but pretty sure I’m close. There’s a rough spot where I think the Alku caused damage with the Starfire. 
 
    “Looks like a mountain,” Irene says. 
 
    “No, she’s right. That's where it is,” Javen says. 
 
    I lift my wrist and tap my Connect, scrolling to Alina’s contact information. 
 
      
 
    I’m back on Arcadia, and I need your assistance ASAP. 
 
      
 
    I send the message and turn to Irene. Behind her, Javen is scoping the landscape with a nervous glint in his eyes. 
 
    “Let’s get to some cover while we wait,” I say and point to several trees to our left. 
 
    “Good idea,” Irene says and jogs toward them. 
 
    But Javen stays put, peering around at the scenery. “Even with my new Connect, I don’t feel like myself anymore,” he whispers. 
 
    I take his hand and lead him toward Irene, who’s already under one of the trees. 
 
    “I remember how I felt when I was here the last time,” he says. “I wanted to kill you. I wanted to kill any Earthling.” 
 
    I find his dark eyes. “That wasn’t you. You know this.” 
 
    “But I can’t get it out of my head!” 
 
    I stop and pull him around to me. Without speaking, I squeeze his hand and allow the Starfire to flow through me to him. His body relaxes. 
 
    He studies the ground, a line carving between his brows. “I just don’t know if I’m going to be okay again. How am I supposed to be a leader when I barely know who I am anymore?” 
 
    “Javen, just questioning these things means you care and you still want the best for your people. There’s no doubt in my mind that the others are going to experience much the same thing as you are right now when we free them.” 
 
    Javen lets out a long, trembling breath and slips his arms around my shoulders, pulling me into an embrace. I smile into his warmth and murmur, “This has been awful, but the only way for us to get through this is together.” 
 
    My Connect buzzes, and Irene must hear the sound because she comes to our side immediately. I allow both Javen and Irene to see. 
 
      
 
    What are your coordinates? 
 
      
 
    I tap the voice activation and speak into the device. “Directly in front of the base. You need to send someone down for us.” 
 
      
 
    We’ll be with you promptly. 
 
      
 
    We turn our attention to the mountainside and watch as an opening in the face appears. A small shuttle hover floats out and down in front of our tree cover. 
 
    The hatch opens, and a tall boy with brown hair waves us in. My stomach drops like a stone at the sight of him, but without question, the three of us board the hover and slide into the open seats inside. 
 
    “Wasn’t exactly sure I’d see you again,” he says as the hatch closes. and then the hover lifts from the ground. 
 
    I scoff and roll my eyes at Irene. “That’s a weird thing to say, Luca. My dad and I are trying to save Arcadia. We’re not just going to disappear.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean because of you,” he says. “Hammond found me out.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Alina is still over in Primaro, but she got word that Hammond’s suspicions were mounting against me. So, I was pulled from the mission just before I was arrested.” 
 
    The hover enters the same bay we came in the first time Dad, Max, and I were here. As the ship settles to the ground, the vehicle emits a hiss. 
 
    Luca twists in the pilot's seat and regards Javen. “Your people are here,” he says flatly. 
 
    Javen’s energy is so strong it hits me like a jolt of electricity. 
 
    “What do you mean here?” He bounces his leg as if he will pop from his seat as soon as the hatch opens. 
 
    “What I said.” Luca runs his hands across the hover console, and the hatch opens. “They’re here.” 
 
    “In the base?” Irene asks. 
 
    Luca nods. “We have them detained.” 
 
    An angry spark flashes in Javen’s eyes, and he leans toward Luca. “You had better be treating them well.” 
 
    Luca slips out of the hatch, moving as quickly as he can from Javen. “Look, man. We’re on your side. Apparently, after Cassi left, the Alku went into a sort of trance.” 
 
    That matches what the Starfire told me. That the AI was able to slow them but not rid the Alku of the aggressive affects. I reach out to Javen, allowing the Starfire to calm him once more. 
 
    Luca continues, “The people were nervous, but after an hour or so of observation, they appeared safe. Since it was too risky to leave the Alku out in the open, the team loaded all of them into a hover and brought them to the brig here. It’s not luxury accommodations, but it works.” 
 
    “Can you take us to them? That’s why we’re here,” I ask. 
 
    “Yes.” Luca peers at Javen. “After a debriefing and if he behaves. We have enough stress around here already.” 
 
    Iren and I nod, and we all exit the hover. As we walk behind Luca, I lean over to Irene and whisper, “Can you make a few adjustments to Javen’s Connect? I think he might still be getting fed a bit too much of the Intersection’s Starfire.” 
 
    “I noticed that too,” she whispers back. “It makes sense that each Alku would need to be individually adjusted, probably for body weight and several other factors. I didn’t get that far in the limited time we had.” 
 
    Luca leads us to a conference room. Once inside, he activates a holographic computer and gestures for us to take a seat around a large table. 
 
    “Is Alina coming?” I ask as we sit and Luca taps on the virtual keypad. 
 
    “It’s not safe for her to come to the base anymore. Hammond has activated additional security measures for any ship going in or out of the city. Primaro is basically on lockdown.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” Irene asks, which kind of surprises me since Irene was never a fan of Alina. But she’s also a mother hen type who’s driven to care about everyone’s wellbeing. 
 
    “As far as we know, yes,” Luca says. “She’s not able to check in as often as she likes. But we’ve heard nothing to the contrary.” 
 
    Irene relaxes back into her seat. “Do you have any news from Earth?” 
 
    Luca slides her a quick glance. “Nothing new to report, but we’re expecting an update in the next forty-five minutes.” Luca taps the interface. 
 
    Hammond's face pops up on the screen, all hawkish and thin. Even over the last few days, she’s changed. Her cheeks are gaunt, and her eyes have a new deadness to them. I guess planning to murder an entire race of people must be bad for even her emotional state. 
 
    Luca pauses the video. “This was released earlier today.” The tension in his jaw pulls his lips into a straight line. 
 
    “It’s time for Earth to know what is at stake here,” Hammond says, her delivery flat. The video cuts to the Alku attack on the mine. Flashes of their faces, vicious and savage, move across the screen. My stomach drops as I catch a glimpse of Javen beside me, squeezing his fists and pushing into the back of his seat. Our connection wakes inside of me and terror ripples through my body. 
 
    I leap to my feet. “Pause the video and go to the blank screen.” The video pauses and the screen blackens, and I swing around to Luca. “What are you doing?” 
 
    His eyes are wide. “I . . . I’m just trying to brief you on the current situation.” 
 
    My fists pump as the energy Javen and I are still sharing vibrates in my chest. I look to Javen, who has his head down, then to Irene. “You need to make those adjustments to his Connect now!” 
 
    In a flash, Irene has her DataPort out and open. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Luca asks. 
 
    “Do you have another room they can go in?” I ask. 
 
    A still-confused Luca points to our left. “Yeah, there’s an open room next door.” He glances between Javen and me. “Are . . . are we okay here?” 
 
    Ignoring Luca, I race to Javen’s side and place my hand under his chin. Gently I guide his face to look at me. His eyes are glassy and swirling with cyan, but his anxious energy is decreasing. 
 
    “Are you going to be all right?” I whisper. 
 
    Javen blinks and his eyes return to normal. “I think so,” he murmurs. 
 
    “Irene is taking you next door to work on the Starfire flow from your Connect,” I say. “Can you go with her? I need to stay here.” 
 
    Javen offers me a faint nod and relief palpably warms in my chest. Leaning in close, I gently kiss him on the forehead. As my mouth presses to his skin, a deep sigh escapes his beautiful lips. 
 
    “Come on, Javen,” Irene says and gestures with her head toward the door. 
 
    Reluctantly, he leaves my touch and follows her. 
 
    As the door shuts, Luca curses at me. “What the hell are you doing by bringing him here, if he’s obviously not in the right state of mind? He should be in the brig with the others.” 
 
    I want to scream at him that he doesn’t understand, but I allow the Starfire and the Protector in me to take over and ignore his outburst. “Luca, sit down.” 
 
    Luca stands there, unmoving, his eyebrows furrowed. 
 
    “Sit!” I growl. “You need to listen to me. Because, as you know, we don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    He clenches his jaw, the steel in his gaze glinting with mine. 
 
    When he yields and sits, I explain to him how Irene and I figured out that modifying a Connect to regulate the Starfire healed Javen. But unfortunately, it’s not calibrated perfectly yet. 
 
    Luca rakes a steady hand through his wavy, brown hair. “And I suppose you’re here to do this for the rest of the affected Alku.” 
 
    “Exactly, and we need more Connects. Can you get them for us?” 
 
    “There’s no way I can get enough for each Alku here. And do you think that’s a good idea before you get the device figured out? Say we calibrate each Connect and then they go nuts again?” 
 
    He’s totally right. We don’t know whether the Connects will work the same on all the Alku. “Fair point. Still, get as many as you can. We can work on a few at a time.” 
 
    Luca nods. 
 
    “Now,” I say, drawing out the word. “I don’t want to see the whole video Hammond made. Can you just fill me in on it?” 
 
    “Hammond is sending word to Earth about the Alku,” he says. “The majority of the Senate is heading through the TSF today to take control of any problems that could break out, especially in the big cities.” 
 
    The news is terrible but not unexpected. I had hoped the news of war on Arcadia would be kept from Earth for as long as possible. Now if we do travel to Earth through our portal, reaching Max’s father is going to be that much more difficult. Hammond will probably be commandeering any of his usable private ships for war. 
 
    “I don’t know how we’re going to contain this,” Luca says, gesturing to the video. “I think we’ve already lost. We’re stuck here on Arcadia with little way of getting messages to Earth.” 
 
    “My Dad may have figured out a way to get to Earth without the Turner Space Fold.” 
 
    Luca zips his attention to me. “What?” 
 
    “We think, using the Starfire as a power source, that we can create a portal to Earth.” 
 
    “How big?” Luca leans his upper arms onto the table and folds his hands. 
 
    “Big enough to get ships through.” 
 
    Luca quietly whistles in appreciation and leans back into his seat. “This could change the tide. I mean, Hammond’s announcement puts a wrench in everything. But a private portal would give us a bigger chance.” 
 
    “But we also need to heal the Alku. People on Earth must see that they are not our enemy.” 
 
    Luca taps his Connect and swipes a few times. “Deal. I’m sending a message to round up as many spare Connects as we can. There’s a workspace and lab here that Irene can use.” 
 
    “Great.” 
 
    “We can keep the affected Alku in the brig until we get everyone a Connect.” Luca pauses for a moment as if thinking. 
 
    But before he can say anything else, the computer chimes three times and a hologram of Alina appears. 
 
    “Oh, Cassi,” she says. “I wasn’t expecting you.” She flicks her attention to Luca. 
 
    “You can speak in front of her,” Luca says. 
 
    She glances around and whispers, “I only have a moment, but I need to get someone this information.” 
 
    “What now?” Luca asks. 
 
    Alina blows out a breath. “Hammond has ordered a lockdown on all fuel reserves on Earth. She’s going to make an announcement in one hour. We’re trying to get word through before she does, but it doesn’t give us much—” 
 
    The screen goes black. Luca fiddles with the hologram controls, and a second later, Alina appears again. 
 
    “What will that mean for us?” I ask Alina. 
 
    She darts her eyes to the left and then returns her attention to me. “Fuel has always been regulated among the private sector, so very few had stockpiles on hand.” 
 
    Luca groans. 
 
    I glance between Luca and Alina. “And?” 
 
    “It means,” Luca answers, “that no one outside the government will have any means of transportation. And any private defense ships or vehicles will be unable to run after a few days, if that. Even if we can get to Earth, we’ll have very little ability to fight.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 19 
 
   My heart sinks. I know this isn’t good. 
 
    Luca rubs the back of his neck. “They must have some fuel on hand to last for at least a short amount of time. They’re not stupid, especially with so much money at stake. Big businesses must protect themselves from problems like the one that’s about to happen.” 
 
    “Of course,” Alina says. A tiny line forms between her eyebrows. 
 
    “How much fuel do you think the private sector will still have access to? How long will the reserves last them?” I ask Alina. 
 
    “A few days maybe, unless they can get fuel illegally. But even then, the government will be watching the big players like a hawk.” 
 
    “Big players like Kole Harris?” I ask. 
 
    “Exactly. Galaxis is already under a tight rein,” Luca says, now pacing the length of the table. He shoves his hands into his pockets and a muscles twitches along his jaw. “I’m sure Harris has resources with his wide network, but I’m not sure how big a risk he’ll take to go up against Hammond, if any.” 
 
    I swallow the lump forming in my throat. Harris and Galaxis cooperating with us and bringing a fleet of fighters into the Intersection is what our entire plan hinges on. If they don’t have any fuel, how are we supposed to get them through the portal? 
 
    “Why don’t you think he’ll cooperate?” I ask them. 
 
    Alina darts her eyes around and then returns her attention to us. “Harris is notoriously motivated by CosmicCoin. I don’t think he’s necessarily loyal to Hammond, but he is loyal to the highest bidder and the route that will net him the most money in the end. Going against her could seriously inhibit his future ability to stay in business.” 
 
    “But if she’s taking all ability for him to run Galaxis, he’s going to be out of business anyway,” I say. “Right?” 
 
    Alina glances behind her and pulls her fingers through her loose, blonde hair. “Look. I have to go. Just getting you this info was a risk.” 
 
    Luca bites his top lip and raises his hand chest-high to bid her goodbye. “Be safe.” 
 
    The hologram disappears, and I move my attention back to Luca as the Starfire stirs in my mind. So, Harris is motivated by CosmicCoin. I had hopes that he may join our fight out of love for space travel and from human kindness. But maybe we have another opportunity. Conversations with Max replay through my mind. Max being Kole Harris’s son make sense now. It’s why he worked so hard to separate himself from the Galaxis name and why information was much more important to him than money. 
 
    “How much do you know about Harris?” I ask. 
 
    Luca folds his arms across his chest. “Some. Why?” 
 
    “We have access to a major fuel source,” I say. “If we gave Galaxis access to it, do you think he’d be more likely to assist us? Would he risk getting caught?” 
 
    “Are you talking about the Starfire?” Luca asks. 
 
    “What else would I be taking about?” 
 
    He narrows his eyes. “But isn’t that precisely what you are trying to keep from being mined?” 
 
    I explain to Luca more about how the Starfire works and about the Intersection and Mother crystals. “If we have the assistance of the Alku,” I continue, “I believe we may be able to use the smallest amount possible to convert his ships to run on Starfire energy.” 
 
    “But that would require we have everything arranged and ready to go before Hammond starts to strip the Starfire mine on Arcadia again.” 
 
    My stomach drops. I knew she would attempt mining again, but I didn’t want to think about it. “And when do you anticipate that happening?” 
 
    “Soon. Hammond knows the Alku are not guarding the mine anymore, and her troops and miners have moved back in. Production will start again in the next few days.” 
 
    The mention of the mine reminds me of a question. One I’m not sure I want the answer to. I clench my jaw at what I’m about to ask. “Did they find any survivors at the mine?” 
 
    Luca tips his head and uncrosses his arms. “Surprisingly, yes.” 
 
    My heart leaps at his words. “Who? How many?” 
 
    “That intel hasn’t been released yet. But I do know they’ve a good-sized group in custody.” 
 
    “If Hammond hasn’t killed them by now.” 
 
    Luca pivots away from me and stuffs his hands into his pockets once more. “I’m sure she needs information from them about the Alku and the Starfire. They may be more valuable alive than dead.” 
 
    I look away as sickness roils in my stomach. General Atkins and the other refugees are probably being tortured. Which means Hammond may now know about the Intersection. Just not how to get to that dimension or how I was the one who pulled the ships into the Intersection’s safety. Atkins doesn’t know either. But Hammond could know Dad is alive. 
 
    “Torture,” I whisper to myself as the ache in my chest intensifies. 
 
    “Likely.” Luca turns to me. 
 
    “I need to get back and let my dad know all of this. My friends will need to stay and help the Alku. Can you make sure they can proceed?” 
 
    Luca nods. “There's not much to do around here except wait to die. So, if there’s something I can do that will ensure I make it out of here alive, I’m in.” He gestures outside, and I follow his lead. 
 
    Around the corner, in the room next door, Irene taps away at her DataPort and then glances at Javen’s Connect. Luca steps in behind me and hangs in the doorway. 
 
    “I think that should do it,” Irene says. 
 
    Javen lowers his shoulders at her words and peers my way. The corners of his lips tilt into a tiny smile, and I walk over to wrap my arms around his neck. He inhales deeply at my touch. 
 
    “How are you?” I ask. 
 
    “Better now that you’re here,” he says. 
 
    Irene closes her DataPort. “I made several adjustments to the flow of power. The changes were subtle but necessary. I need to keep that in mind when I program Connects for the rest of the Alku.” 
 
    A female guard with short, brown hair and a severe expression enters the room, holding a walnut-colored box in her hands. “I have the Connects you requested, sir.” She places the small box beside Irene and asks Luca, “What do you need them for?” 
 
    Before he gets the chance to answer, Irene says, “We’re doing some testing.” She reaches into the container, pulls out a handful of devices and inspects them one by one. “Is this all you’ve got? We’re going to need more than three. A lot more.” 
 
    The guard straightens. “I apologize, ma’am.” 
 
    Irene lifts a single eyebrow. Maybe she’s not used to being called ma’am. 
 
    “These were all the non-essential ones,” the young woman says. “I believe they're still trying to round up more, but with Primaro on lockdown, it’s going to take extra time. All airborne traffic out of the city is grounded. Everything is by foot or small vehicle.” 
 
    Irene purses her lips together and tosses the Connects back into the box. “Well, thanks for doing your best. I can start with these.” 
 
    The guard delivers a brisk nod, swivels on her heel, and exits the room. 
 
    Irene sighs. “I guess it will give us more time to perfect the programming before we outfit all the Alku. So, not having them may be a blessing in disguise.” 
 
    “Release Wirrin and Beda first,” I say. “They’re leaders, and we’ll need them for the next steps.” 
 
    Javen pushes his brows together slightly. “But you’re going to be here to help, right?” 
 
    “Irene has got this and . . . I need to return to the Intersection.” I study a kidney-bean shaped stain on the ground to avoid Javen’s eyes. “Luca and I just got an update from Alina. Hammond made a wrinkle in our plans, and I must let Dad know.” 
 
    “What is it?” Irene asks. 
 
    I wave my hand like Hammond is just a pesky fly. “Oh, just Hammond messing things up like always. Something about fuel supply rationing.” I smile to make the problem seem less of a big deal than it is, and fortunately, Luca stays silent. “It will all be fine.” I shrug. “Just stay focused on this project. It’s important.” 
 
    Javen straightens his shoulders. “I’m going back into the Intersection with you.” 
 
    I finally meet his gaze. “You should stay here to help Irene. When you wake Wirrin and Beda, they’ll need to see you instead of strangers. And you’ll need to help them adjust.” 
 
    He softly clenches his jaw but doesn’t argue. He knows I’m right. 
 
    “All right,” he says. To Irene, he asks, “When can we start working on the others?” 
 
    Irene glances into the box and then tucks her DataPort into the same bag that holds the small Starfire crystals we brought. She hands the box of Connects to Javen. “Right now, as long as someone shows us where to go.” 
 
    “I can do that,” Luca says. 
 
    “Are you coming too?” Javen asks. 
 
    I reply first with a slight shake of my head. “If I go down there, I know I’ll want to help.” 
 
    “Do you need me to open the portal?” Irene rifles through her bag. 
 
    “No, I can take care of it myself,” I say. “But thanks.” 
 
    Javen takes my hand and leans in to kiss my cheek. As his lips graze my skin, a shiver runs down my spine. Longing to stay—to remain connected to him—burns in me. But I must leave. Briefly, I lean into the kiss and cradle his face. His cheek is rough with stubble and my heart does this little flip that momentarily steals my breath. 
 
    I stand on my toes and stretch to meet his ear. “Good luck,” I whisper. 
 
    Javen bows his head slightly and whispers back, “Return to me. Soon.” 
 
    “Always. I’ll always return to you, Javen.” Pulling away, I force myself to smile at Irene and Luca and say, “Good luck to you all.” 
 
    Irene pats her bag and glances to Luca. “Lead the way.” 
 
    Luca pilots them from the room, leaving me alone. I look around to the rough stone walls. Taking in a deep breath, I summon the Protectors’ essence inside of me. Am I doing the right things here? They don’t answer in words, but a sense of calm trickles over my body like gentle rainfall. 
 
    I hold my hands up and close my eyes, envisioning the Starfire field in the Intersection. When my eyes flutter open, the sky is dark and my surroundings have changed to a blue-green cast. 
 
    I did it. I’m back. 
 
    An ache forms above my eyes and I rub my eyebrows. Must be the stress. 
 
    I ignore the blossoming pain and scan the landscape, settling on the Starfire field. Just over a hedge of crystals, Dad and several others are working on the portal. My eyes widen. Two large metal pillars rise from the ground and tower over the fields, the columns about fifty feet apart. Enough space for smaller ships to easily travel through the opening. 
 
    As I study them, I pinch my lips together. The structure isn’t as big as Dad would have liked. But larger ships are going to be too difficult to smuggle without getting caught anyway. 
 
    Moonlight and Starfire illuminate strange engravings on each pillar, symbols I’ve never seen before. But the crystals can create all sorts of things, like the Alku villages and the refugee camp. Javen’s hut was amazing, but quite simple—not beautiful and intricate like these structures. 
 
    As I near, Dad turns to me and his eyes light up. “Oh, Cassi. Are you all back?” 
 
    “When did this happen?” I ask, peering up the nearest pillar. 
 
    “Not long ago. They were amazing to watch form.” He smiles and wraps his arms around me and squeezes. “Glad to have you back.” 
 
    Warmth spills through me with his hug and my headache lessens a fraction, but I quickly break the embrace and tell him the news. 
 
    He flattens his lips as he listens. “The Senate members were trying to get a few hours of sleep,” he says. “But I’ll need to call a meeting. I was really hoping we’d be able to keep the majority of the Starfire here and take very little to Earth. We need a few to convince Harris, but the more we take from the Intersection, the more likely the crystals are going to fall into the wrong hands.” He looks at the ground and drags a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Not sure what else we can do,” I say. 
 
    “Not much.” He faces those who are working on the portal, including Kate Morris, Sadler, and Tucker. “I need to take care of a few things. You keep working.” 
 
    Dr. Morris walks over to us. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Just trying to stay positive,” Dad says. “Hopefully we’ll be able to do a run in the morning.” He taps his Connect and sends a message to Senator Simmons, and within a few minutes, the Senate, Vihann, Zarah, and Max arrive at the test site. 
 
    Max rubs his eyes, and his hair is sticking up a bit in the back. He must have enjoyed a touch of shut-eye while I was gone. He gazes at the portal’s closest stone pillar. “I still can’t believe the Starfire made this.” He considers me briefly before turning his attention to the others. 
 
    “Tomorrow is the day,” Dad announces. “We’ll activate the portal and cross over.” 
 
    “Have we decided who will be going?” Senator Simmons asks and folds his arms over his chest. 
 
    “I believe the Senate should stay behind,” Dad says. 
 
    Senator Simmons opens his mouth, probably to protest, but Dad holds his hand in the air to stop him. 
 
    “We need to diversify the risk,” Dad says. “I was on the Board who led us to Arcadia. That distinction carries a lot of weight. Max will join us too.” 
 
    Max nods sleepily while watching the toe of his shoe move foot-flattened grass back to its vertical form. 
 
    Dad continues. “Not only is he Harris’s son, but he’s well versed in his father’s circle. He will be an asset.” 
 
    “The Senate members would be an asset as well,” Simmons argues, but none of the others protest. 
 
    “Of course, you would,” Dad says. “But if we are killed, then you will be as well. Dr. Morris will be here to carry on the process.” 
 
    Simmons closes his mouth but tenses his jaw. He stands there for a moment in thought and then finally nods. 
 
    “Good.” Dad looks thoughtfully at Vihann. “And I would like for you to come.” 
 
    Panic widens Zarah’s eyes, and she bites her lip. 
 
    “I agree,” Vihann says to his wife. “This is the best way to protect our people.” 
 
    “I know,” she whispers. “To be the Luminary, you must be selfless.” 
 
    Vihann returns his attention to Dad and the others. “I will join you to meet this Harris.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Dad brings his attention to Dr. Morris and Howard. “Please explain the process so everyone knows what to expect.” 
 
    Morris clears her throat. “From the Earthscape program and known intel, we’ve determined that Harris has an old test site that is rarely used but still functioning.” She glances to Max. “Mr. Norton has informed me that he still has a secure contact for his father and that your Connects should function normally once on Earth. Max will contact his father, and if all goes according to plan, Mr. Harris will send someone to retrieve your group. The negotiations will go from there. Hopefully the Starfire you bring to him will be enough to convince Galaxis to take the risk.” 
 
    “We will give Harris a demonstration on how to convert one of Harris’s ships to run on Starfire,” Dad says. “Hopefully, it will convince him to help, and we can start transporting his ships through the portal as soon as possible.” 
 
    “What are your calculated odds that this plan will work?” I finally ask. 
 
    “My dear,” Morris says. “The plan will either work or not work. Odds are not our focus.” 
 
    My mouth runs dry as the blood leaves my head. Morris’s words can only mean one thing. 
 
    The odds aren’t good. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 20 
 
   The morning sun peeks over the horizon, bathing the surroundings in cyan light. 
 
    Dad stayed up all night with the Senate and Vihann, planning how to persuade Harris once on Earth. 
 
    I keep rolling the thought around in my head that I could probably be of more help with the Starfire inside of me. But it’s safer if the portal project is completed without me. I might not always be around to make sure it continues to operate. 
 
    My grandfather’s memory keeps reminding me that his ticket to Earth was one-way. He was unable to return to the Intersection. The portal will prevent this from happening to me, thankfully. 
 
    “Is it ready?” I walk toward Dad. He stands next to the closest large stone column. A bag of prepared Starfire rests near a portable computer Howard is manning while waiting for Dad to transport the crystals to Earth. 
 
    I brush my fingertips along the column’s rough material—an unknown conglomerate flecked with sparkling crystal shards—and my skin tingles. 
 
    Dad turns to Howard. “How much longer?” 
 
    “I’m putting on the final touches,” Howard says. 
 
    “You should call everyone else down here,” I say to Dad. 
 
    He lets out a long breath. “Yes, yes . . . I think it’s time to do that.” Dad swipes his Connect, types a quick message, and hits send. 
 
    “I can’t believe this is really happening,” I say. 
 
    He turns back to me, his jaw tight with stress. “Me neither. In my mind, I was never going back to Earth. You and I were supposed to come to Arcadia and start a new life. Nothing has happened as I expected.” 
 
    “Well, you got the new life part right,” I say, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    He ignores my stupid joke. “I don’t know what we’re going to do if this doesn’t work.” 
 
    I pull Mom’s ring from my finger and clasp the treasure in my palm. “You should take this with you, for luck.” I hold it out to him, and he stares intensely at my open hand. 
 
    “No, no . . .” he protests and closes my fingers. “You need to keep Mom’s ring. She left that to you in her will, and you’ve had it since she died.” 
 
    “It’s a way for her to go on this journey with you again.” I think of the words in Mom’s journal: her biggest goal was to get me to Arcadia. Well, I’m here, and she needs to be involved with every step of this journey, even if she couldn’t come. 
 
    I push the ring into his hand. 
 
    He tips his head and then finally takes it. With a sigh, he wriggles it onto his pinky, right next to the matching band he still wears on his ring finger. 
 
    Conversation reaches my ears from behind me. Over my shoulder, I spot the four Senate members, Dr. Morris, Tucker, and the rest of the refugees walking down the hill to our location. 
 
    “Vihann and Zarah will be here shortly,” Morris says. 
 
    Dad gives me one last look and I smile. It’s okay if you take care of business, I try to convey in my returned gaze. Then, I search for Max, but he’s not here yet. Earlier he was working in the lab, so I jog the five-minute trek back there. 
 
    “Max,” I call out as I enter the building, but no one answers. I move to head outside but then stop to speak instead. “AI? Is Max in the lab?” 
 
    The hologram of my mother appears, and my chest tightens. I’m not sure if I’ll ever get over seeing Mom in this way. 
 
    “His location is in the kitchen,” she says. 
 
    “Thanks,” I say and wave her away. She vanishes into thin air like a ghost. I walk through the space she once occupied and make my way to the kitchen. 
 
    “Did you hear me calling for you?” 
 
    Max slips a look my way as he rifles through a kitchen cabinet. “Uh . . . no, sorry.” Without pausing, he continues to pack his bag with a few packages of shelf-stable snacks from an open drawer. 
 
    My fingers dig into my palms. Maybe he’s nervous to go through the portal. I know I would be. 
 
    “So, you’re still going too?” I ask. 
 
    He nods, still not looking my way. “Yeah. It’s my dad we’re trying to get help from. He and I don’t get along all that well, but I still think this plan is best.” Max loads in another handful of granola bars before he closes the drawer. 
 
    “You know, there’s food on Earth,” I joke. 
 
    Max shoots me a glare, but then he shakes off the expression and zips his bag. “Just trying to be prepared.” 
 
    “You’re still upset with me, aren’t you?” He has every right to be. 
 
    He slings the strap of his bag over his shoulder and twists toward me. He opens his mouth to speak but quickly closes it. He leans his hip against the counter and crosses his arms over his chest. “We have much bigger problems to deal with than you kissing me—but yes. I am still upset about that.” 
 
    “You know—” 
 
    “If you’re going to tell me that you never meant to hurt me,” he interrupts, “then stop. Because an apology isn’t making me feel better.” 
 
    My stomach swirls with nausea and I drop my gaze, heat flushing up my neck and face. 
 
    “You told me that I’m your best friend—” 
 
    I whip my attention to him. “You are!” 
 
    “Then I’m not sure you know what a best friend is because friends are honest with each other.” He fiddles with the strap of his bag. “I think I could have handled the idea if you had just told me you wanted to be with Javen. I wouldn’t have liked it . . . but I’d have been fine.” 
 
    “I didn’t know what I wanted,” I plead. 
 
    “Then you should have taken more time to figure out your feelings, Cassi.” Max’s eyes are glossy, but no tears fall. 
 
    I take a step toward him, but the narrowing of his gray eyes makes me stop. 
 
    “All I know is none of . . . this—us—matters.” He waves his hand my way and then back at himself. “Who knows if we’ll even make it out of this war alive. But for now, I’m heading to Earth, and you and Javen can do whatever you want. Hopefully, the two of you will be able to save the world or something.” 
 
    I start to speak, but Max steps all over my words before I get anything out. 
 
    “And if I can help it, I’m not coming back to Arcadia,” he says. “Right now, neither place is safe. But here? I’m too focused on you . . . which is stupid when the world might be ending soon. I should have listened to my dad and never come here in the first place.” 
 
    With those barbed words, he pushes past me and disappears down the hallway. 
 
    When I’m alone, I throw my back up against the doorframe pinch at the bridge of my nose. Blinking back emotion, I swipe my Connect. I can’t crumble. I need to remain strong just for a little while longer. “Max is on the way,” I choke out into the comm. 
 
    “Good,” Dad's voice returns. “Get down here, too. We’re starting in ten minutes.” 
 
    “Be there soon.” I swipe off the comm and close my eyes. When I open them, I’m twenty feet from the portal. The Earth-bound travelers watch Dad, who stands near a pillar, holding a second portable portal device. He must be taking it with him to Earth. 
 
    I sweep my gaze over the crowd and catch Zarah’s eyes. Pain zips through my temple. Great. A new headache. Just what I need right now. Then my knees go weak, but I catch myself. The pain in my head is getting worse each time. 
 
    Zarah leaves her husband's side and comes to mine. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Coming down to see them off,” I say. 
 
    “That’s not what I mean. Why did you use the Starfire to get here?” 
 
    I attempt to shake off the headache, but it doesn’t work. “I didn’t mean to. It just happened. One second, I was at the lab, and the next, I was here. But then a headache and dizziness started.” 
 
    She presses her lips together. “Be more careful. You’re not fully Alku, and something about the Starfire is still adjusting in your body.” 
 
    I blink several times, and all the dizziness dissipates. “Yes. I was emotional and not thinking.” 
 
    From behind, I see Max jogging toward the portal. He glances at me and frowns, then joins the others. 
 
    My stomach tightens, but Zarah wraps her arm around me and squeezes. “It must be difficult to see your father going back to Earth and you staying here.” 
 
    I pull away from her slightly, glad she doesn’t know that more than giving goodbyes to my dad is stressing me. “No greater than Vihann going and leaving you when your family has only just reunited.” The headache stabs again over my eyes. I grit my teeth against the blazing pain. 
 
    Zarah squares herself. “I’m doing my best to focus on the good of others. It’s difficult, but the Protector in me still echoes that it is everyone else who matters.” 
 
    That’s what Max just said. I exhale deeply and pull her into an embrace. “You and the Alku are amazing people. I can’t imagine a universe without you. What we’re doing here has to work.” 
 
    Zarah squeezes me, and the warmth only a mother can provide fills my heart. The pain in my head lessens to a bearable level under her caring touch as we amble back to rejoin the onlookers. 
 
    Max and Vihann now stand next to Dad as he nods to Howard. 
 
    Howard taps a series of keystrokes, and the two stone pillars spark with light. A bolt of electricity exits from the top and curves to form an archway connecting the two pillars. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    The sound is deafening and I clap my hands over my ears, squinting against the light. 
 
    Eventually my eyes adjust and my gaze widens as the Starfire’s power vibrates through my body and under my feet. Everyone stands speechless as the view on the other side shifts to a night scene. An abandoned building sits to the side. The night sky on the other side is clear and cloudless, speckled with stars. Earth’s moon hangs full up above. 
 
    Home. 
 
    “It worked!” Dad shouts and everyone lets out a cheer. 
 
    “Now what?” someone shouts. 
 
    Dad faces Vihann and Max. “Well, this is my project, so I’ve decided I’ll be the first one through to test that the portal is safe.” 
 
    My stomach does a flop. I trust the people who are working on this project, but this travel is untested. I start to step forward, but Zarah grabs my arm, stopping me. 
 
    “No, Dr. Foster,” Max says. “I know Kole Harris is my father, but you and Vihann are imperative for this project. I’m going through first, and then I will step back to make sure the opening works from both sides.” 
 
    I grit my teeth against his words. I don’t want anything to happen to Max, let alone when he’s still so angry at me. He quickly glances my way and then turns his attention back to Dad, straightening his back and squaring himself. 
 
    Dad opens his mouth to speak. 
 
    “You know my going first is the best option.” Max looks around. “Everyone else here plays a part in further maintaining this project. I’m the only one who doesn’t have a clue about it. I’m just a body.” 
 
    My eyes sting with tears. You are so much more than that Max—to so many people, including me. 
 
    Although I don’t want to, I inhale deeply to relax my body, and Zarah loosens from me. 
 
    Dad crosses his arms over his chest and pinches his lips together. “Every single one of us is valuable, Max.” 
 
    Max lets out a soft grunt and smiles, but the smile is sad, resigned. “The success of this mission doesn’t hinge on me. My dad is going to be much more impressed with the Starfire than he is with his son.” 
 
    “He’s right, Richard,” Simmons says and then looks to Max. “Sorry.” 
 
    Max shrugs. “It’s what I’ve already said.” 
 
    “Well, you need to know that I don’t like this plan,” Dad says. “But we need to get moving.” 
 
    I want to yell at Max and tell him what a beautiful, sacrificial person he is. But I know he’s doesn’t desire any words of admiration from me right now. 
 
    He steps to the portal’s edge and then looks to Howard. “Is it ready?” 
 
    “Ready as it’s going to be,” Howard answers. 
 
    Without glancing back at any of us, Max steps into the portal, and a blinding light flashes. I gasp loudly. So much so, I almost don’t hear everyone else around me gasp as well. The light brightens until my retinas burn. The illumination quickly dissipates, thankfully, and I blink to try to clear black spots from my vision. And to see if he crossed over. My breath slows as I spot his shadowy frame situated on the portal’s other side . . . on Earth. 
 
    Max smiles and waves to us. The people around me lift a celebratory cheer. He did it! But he still needs to step back through to our side once more. He looks around and up to the night sky on the Earth side and then takes three steps forward. This time, I cover my eyes just before the burst of light. When the glow dims, I peek between my fingers and bite back a smile. 
 
    He’s back. 
 
    Once again, the onlookers let out a cheer, and this time, I release one of my own. My heart thumps in a rapid beat, thankful. To see him safe. That Dad and Vihann will be, too. At least for now. 
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   Dad’s, Max’s, and Vihann’s silhouettes disappear as the portal’s light flickers and closes. Everyone has stopped talking, shoulders slumped. Every ounce of hope I had a moment ago flutters away. 
 
    What did we just do? We have no way of contacting Dad unless we cross through the portal. And doing so could put our operation at risk of detection if we open the portal too many times before we really need to. 
 
    Choosing to trust Dad and this plan instead of giving into my fears, I shout, “We should all get back to work.” 
 
    “Yes,” Dr. Morris replies. “Follow me back to camp. There is still much to do to prepare for Dr. Foster’s return.” 
 
    She gestures to the Senate members and the rest of the refugees. They follow her except for Howard, who remains with his portable computer setup. He’ll stay and ensure the portal is functioning properly for when Dad activates it from Earth’s side. I’m sure Howard wants to be alone anyway. 
 
    “I’m not entirely sure what I can do,” Zarah says. She’s the only other person lingering around the portal besides me and Howard. “But I’m going to help the Earthlings.” 
 
    After a squeeze of my hand, she walks toward the refugee camp. When she’s gone, I gaze back at the portal one more time before I head back to the lab. Nothing in me wants to stay here in the Intersection. Morris has plenty of help and from people who know much more about the potential ship conversion. I need to get back to Javen and Irene. 
 
    Despite the possibility of a headache, I close my eyes and envision both Javen and the coordinates of the mountainside base. I open my lids expecting to find myself in the same valley as before, but instead, Javen stands before me and the surroundings are still blue-green. 
 
    “Javen?” 
 
    He looks around, brows furrowed. “You summoned me to the Intersection?” 
 
    A headache now pulses on my temple, but as before, I do my best to ignore the building pain. “Uh . . . I didn’t mean to summon you,” I choke out. Seeing him is a form of torture and a form of peace unlike any other. An ache and a sigh. By the hesitation in his eyes, I know he feels the same. Heaviness presses hard against my chest—from responsibilities, my goodbye with Max, worry for Dad—until I feel as if I might stop breathing at any moment. So I throw my arms around Javen and begin melting into the comfort of his nearness, whispering into his shoulder, “I was trying to come to you.” 
 
    He wraps me in a hushed embrace, leaning his head atop mine. The warmth and safety of his muscular chest soothes me in an instant. 
 
    “Is everything okay here?” he whispers into my hair. “You don’t look well.” 
 
    But I don’t want to talk right now. Instead, I rise onto my toes and press my lips to his. The Starfire lights inside me and reconnects me to his. Our kiss is gentle and sends quick flashes through my mind of Javen’s strength, and his determination to save his people and planet from destruction. Everything about this intimate experience reminds me of how much I need his presence and support on this journey, wherever it may lead. 
 
    I ease from Javen, not wanting to but knowing it’s necessary. “The portal to Earth was a success. He left a few minutes ago with Vihann and Max.” 
 
    Javen tips his head. “My father went?” 
 
    “He thought traveling to Earth was necessary to convince Harris. But your mother is still here. Would you like to see her?” 
 
    Anguish tightens every one of his beautiful features. “If I see her, it will make going back to Arcadia that much more difficult, and I need to remain focused. We have too much to catch up on and no time to do so.” He gives me a sad little grin. “It’s difficult enough to focus while you’re around.” 
 
    I chuckle and graze my fingers over his cheek. I know the feeling. 
 
    “How are Irene’s adjustments working?” I drop my gaze to his wrist, to his Connect. 
 
    Javen taps the display, and the device awakens with data. “Good. Better than before. The crystal’s flow is reduced and seems to be working desirably.” 
 
    “And everyone else?” 
 
    “We should return,” Javen says. “Irene needs my help. The exact coordinates to the base are stored on my device. I knew we might need them, so I asked for the data.” He swipes the face and shows them to me. 
 
    The Starfire comes alive in my brain, and my mind sees the latitude and longitude in a single flash, just like having a version of an Earthscape program in my head. 
 
    “Do you know the exact exit point within the base from these coordinates?” I ask. 
 
    Javen nods. “I knew if we returned, we would need that information eventually. So, I made it a place we had already been—the room where Irene altered my Connect.” 
 
    Images of the room swim to the forefront of my mind and then meld with the coordinates on Javen’s device. 
 
    Other than for our own safety—which a considerable part of me would love to take advantage of—nothing is keeping me here in the Intersection. Right now, my job as Protector is to use the Starfire to save as many people as I can. 
 
    I take Javen’s hand and envision the mountainside base. As if slamming into a vortex, we’re whisked away from temporary safety. 
 
    On the Arcadia side, we bash into a wall carved from the mountainside. My body crashes into the stone and then rolls to the ground. 
 
    Everything spins and then stops. On the floor nearby, Javen groans while holding his head. Nausea swirls in my stomach. Then pain shoots through my temple and neck, but despite it, I scoot over to him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “That was a rougher ride than the time I transported you from the Capitol building.” 
 
    My head pounds. “I . . . I don’t know why the transition was so rough.” But I do know. Zarah warned me, and I think transporting is causing too much stress on my body. Another ripple of pain pounds through my head, and I suck a breath through clenched teeth. 
 
    Javen looks me over. “You’re not well.” 
 
    I blink several times and take in another centering breath. “No. But I will be.” It might be a lie, but I don’t have time to figure the problem out. “Can you help me stand and then take me to Irene?” 
 
    Javen offers me his hand. The moment we touch, my head stops spinning and the sickness in my stomach subsides. His Starfire must have a healing effect on me. 
 
    “I’m . . . good now, actually,” I say. “But I need to be careful using the Starfire. The overdose affects me differently than it does you, and I have no other way to regulate the power since it’s now inside of me. My body has to learn to adjust on its own.” 
 
    Javen wrinkles his brows but nods in agreement. He then swipes his Connect and speaks into the device. “I’m back.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Irene’s voice comes through the device. “Where'd you go?” 
 
    “I’ll explain in a minute,” Javen says. 
 
    He leads me down to the brig where the Alku are being held. When I walk in, the first person I see is Wirrin, eyes drooping, skin ashen and clammy as if he’s ill. Sitting in a chair, his forehead pressed to his palm, Wirrin spots me us and then glances away. 
 
    Irene is fitting a Connect to Beda, who is lying on a cot. She lifts Beda’s wrist to study whatever the screen shows her, then taps the screen. Luca is to Irene’s left. 
 
    “Where were you, Javen?” Irene asks. “I needed you here.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I say. “That was apparently my fault. The Starfire is functioning strangely for me right now. When I tried to transport here, it brought Javen into the Intersection instead.” 
 
    Ignoring me, Irene nods at Luca. He injects Beda with a clear liquid, and her eyes open wide. 
 
    Wirrin rushes to his daughter’s side. “You’re okay. You’re safe.” 
 
    Beda eyes grow glassy as her face pales. Wirrin, Irene, and Luca step to the side as she leans over and retches onto the floor. 
 
    “Again?” Irene moans, and her shoulders slump. 
 
    Beda grimaces in horror at what she did and then flops back onto the pillow behind her. Luca grabs several towels from nearby and works to clean up the mess. 
 
    “It’s not working?” I ask. Nothing like this happened to Javen when I brought him out of his frozen state. 
 
    Javen quickly replies, “The sedatives they were given before we arrived are causing nausea.” 
 
    “They were sedated?” I gape at Luca. 
 
    “We had to take precautions,” Luca says. 
 
    “But pairing the Connects with the Starfire is working, and they’re not aggressive anymore?” I ask. 
 
    Wirrin murmurs, “They are working.” He examines the device on his wrist. “If only they could make me forget the events at the mine.” 
 
    Before Wirrin can say anything else, Javen reaches for his uncle and embraces him. The warmth of their love fills my chest. And though Beda could throw up again, I know she needs some support, too. Hopefully, the bud of our friendship is still there and I can help. As I move to her side, Beda narrows her eyes and turns her head from me. 
 
    “Beda?” I whisper as I approach. 
 
    She groans and slowly turns her head my way. Her typical bravado has faded from her features, and she appears much more like a young girl than the warrior I know she is. 
 
    I take her hand, desperately wanting to share my Starfire with her to help the healing but afraid that doing so could hurt me. 
 
    Beda gently pushes to a sitting position. “Why did you save me?” 
 
    A small smile pulls at my lips. “Because you’re an amazingly loyal person—to your people and friends. You didn’t mean to become so aggressive. The Starfire made a mistake and read your need to protect your people. It changed a part of your thoughts in a way you never meant it to.” 
 
    I don’t tell her anything about the Starfire’s true nature. I think learning the power is a nanocomputer would be too much for her, or any of the Alku for the time being. That will have to remain between Irene and me for now. 
 
    “Besides, I think you would have done the same for me.” 
 
    A sly grin stretches over Beda’s dark lips and a bit of her caramel coloring returns. “You’d like to think that, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    Maybe she’ll recover more quickly than I thought. I raise my eyebrows in question, but she pats me on the arm. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispers. 
 
    “This is the last Connect I have,” Irene says. “Who else do we need to wake up?” 
 
    I look around at the group, and no one answers. 
 
    My mind turns with the faces who were in the war party as the Starfire lights inside of me. I know who it should be, despite how I’m not personally thrilled with the choice. “Yaletha is one of the best warriors. We need her.” 
 
    Javen shoots me a questioning look and my chest constricts. I’m pretty sure he and Yaletha became close again while under the Mother Starfire’s influence. Javen must sense my awareness. But Javen loves me, and I love him. 
 
    “You know I’m making the right choice,” I say. 
 
    Javen nods. 
 
    “Then let’s help her,” Irene says to Wirrin and Luca. 
 
    Luca’s Connect buzzes on his wrist. His eyes grow owlish before he taps the screen. A hologram of Alina appears. 
 
    Luca holds his arm up higher for each of us to see. “What’s going o—” 
 
    Alina cuts Luca off. “General Atkins and about ten survivors of the mining attack have escaped Hammond. They were smuggled from Primaro and need to be retrieved immediately.” 
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    etrieved?” I ask. “How are we supposed to do that? The city is on high alert. You can’t even leave the city.” 
 
    A muscle pulses along Luca’s jaw. “If we go after them, it will put this entire base at risk. Hammond may discover our location. You know this.” 
 
    Alina eyes Luca. “It’s an order,” she says in a flat tone. 
 
    “An order from who?” Irene asks, throwing her hand on her hip. “You?” 
 
    “Of course, not me!” Alina says, bringing her attention to Luca. “From higher up. All the instructions should be coming into your Connect soon. I wanted to give you a heads up.” 
 
    Just as she says the words, a blinking Urgent Message icon displays at the bottom of the hologram. 
 
    “This is a level six order, and no one else is to be alerted to the mission,” she says. 
 
    “So, we can’t bring a pilot or extra manpower?” Luca asks. 
 
    “You can take anyone from your current project, and that’s it. Too many people already know.” 
 
    “Understood,” Luca says with a sigh as he clicks off the hologram. 
 
    He then reads the incoming message and swipes the screen off. The muscle along his jaw pulses faster. “As expected,” he grits. “It’s believed that Atkins and her people were being tortured for information, but they’re in a secure place for now, just outside the city. But it’s as far as they can go.” 
 
    I rub at my temple. Pain is blossoming again. Maybe it’s from what I’m about to say. “I’m coming. For reasons I don’t know yet, transporting has become difficult for me. But if we have an emergency, I need to be there with you for a quick exit.” 
 
    Javen eyes me, the slight wrinkle between his brows reappearing. 
 
    I mouth, “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    He purses his lips, then says to Wirrin, “We’re going with you, too. General Atkins and the rest were captured by Hammond because of us.” Pain swims in Javen’s eyes. “And I should be there for Cassi.” 
 
    I squeeze my fists together, knowing he’s not going to like my next words. But I’m confident they must be said. 
 
    “No. You all need to stay here and recover.” Wirrin is still pale and Beda is dozing on the cot. 
 
    Javen studies them as well. “But I can go,” he insists. “I’m ready to fight, if I need to.” 
 
    I bite the inside of my cheek, knowing that Yaletha still needs to be given her new Connect. She will need help recovering, and Javen must be here for her. 
 
    “Of course you’re ready, but your people need you. You’re the best one who can help them deal with their confusion.” I glance at Beda, her skin still with a grayish cast. She’s normally so strong. There’s no way we can bring her and expect her to make choices that would be safe for the group. “And I can fend for myself.” 
 
    “She’s right, Javen.” Irene steps up beside us. “So far, the Alku’s transition hasn’t been easy. The Starfire Connects are working, but everyone needs more time to purge the sedatives out of their systems.” 
 
    Javen groans and rakes a hand through his hair, but he eventually nods in agreement. 
 
    I wrap my arms around his waist, and he returns my embrace as our eyes lock. “A good leader does what is right for his people and not always what’s right for himself,” I say quietly. 
 
    “You know this is what needs to happen,” Irene says and then returns to checking Beda’s device. 
 
    Javen’s lips form a thin line, and he inhales deeply. “You and Irene are right, and I don’t mean to doubt your abilities. You have done amazing things and are capable of caring for yourself. You rescued me.” He tips his head and that adorable wrinkle forms between his brows again. “I just don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not sure what I’d do without you, either.” I stretch up on my toes and kiss him. It’s short and sweet, but the connection reminds me of how much I appreciate him. 
 
    After a moment, I turn toward Luca. His attention is fixed on us. But he quickly darts his gaze away as if he’s both curious and embarrassed to have seen our affection. I can’t help but think of when he tried to kiss me, but I mentally flick the memory away. Despite my dislike for him then, he’s helping us now. 
 
    “Let's go,” I say. 
 
    Luca and I race to the docking bay. He enters his authorization code at the computer near the door, running his finger down the display in search of an available ship. 
 
    “That one.” He stops at one of the listed ships. “It’s a little larger than I’d like, but it’s equipped with an emergency pod.” He pairs his Connect with the screen and selects the ship. “It also has low-level cloaking tech to help us avoid detection.” 
 
    We jog to the far side of the bay, past several small ships to a large hover. The outside has a dark, mottled appearance for camouflage. 
 
    Luca taps his Connect and the ship door slides open. He hustles me inside. The space is relatively large and has at least twenty seats inside. To the back, I spot the partially visible pod Luca spoke of, one that looks like it’s able to fit two or three. 
 
    Luca closes the hatch and takes the pilot’s seat, and I sit in the co-pilot’s, even though I have no clue how to fly this thing. He activates the controls, and the ship hovers off the ground while the hidden exit in the mountainside opens. Luca steers the ship from the bay and follows the coordinates from his instructions. 
 
    About an hour later we land in a clearing. No civilization in sight. 
 
    “What next?” I ask as we exit the ship. 
 
    He taps on his Connect. “I’ve alerted them to our presence, so we wait.” 
 
    Just as the words leave his mouth, I spot a group of people walking from the forest into the clearing where we landed. I recognize General Atkins first. Her body is more slumped and tired than the last time I saw her, but her dark skin and hair are unmistakable. 
 
    Luca and I dash toward the group. 
 
    “General At—” Luca says. 
 
    “They never should have sent you this early,” Atkins cuts him off. “We would have been able to survive out here for a few days. There could be patrols looking for us. Who knows if you’ve already been spotted.” 
 
    “Well, we’re here,” I say. 
 
    “Then we should leave stat.” She waves to the rest of the group. I count fifteen—quite a few less than the number who fought at the mine. Were the rest killed there, or does Hammond still have them in custody? I don’t ask. 
 
    Without protest, the group loads into the ship. 
 
    Atkins hurries to the pilot’s seat and pushes Luca aside while taking over the controls. “This ship has an emergency pod?” 
 
    Luca nods. 
 
    “I want you and Cassi in one. If we are detected, you need to fly away and hide. Those pods maneuver a lot more quickly than these ships.” 
 
    “We came all this way,” Luca protests. “We can’t just leave you.” 
 
    “You’re not leaving us. We may need to split up to mitigate the risk. The first ship they’ll spot is the largest, and we can’t put all our eggs in one basket. Plus, this ship has weapons,” she says. “We’ll use them if necessary. We’ll cover you.” 
 
    Luca grabs my arm and pulls me to the back of the ship. The silver-gray vessel at the rear is small, barely fitting two people. We squeeze around the pod’s sides and slip into the available seats. 
 
    “We’re in,” he says. 
 
    “I’m opening the exit,” Atkins relays through the comm. 
 
    As she says the words, a hatch opens to the outside. Luca flies us out of the main ship and, when we’re at a safe distance, rotates the pod around to face the larger vessel. 
 
    On the navigation screen, nothing else shows but our two ships. 
 
    “Follow me,” Luca says to Atkins and then maneuvers around. 
 
    “Are you setting the course?” I ask. 
 
    “No,” Luca says. “I have the location memorized. That way, there’s nothing in the data stores if we get captured.” 
 
    My chest constricts at his words. This must work. Capture isn’t an option. 
 
    “We’ll hover lower to the ground than usual. Paired with the ship’s cloaking tech, flying under the radar will keep us less visible,” Luca says into the comm. 
 
    “Understood,” Atkins says. 
 
    The pod glides forward, and we’re off. Out the port window, I watch the ground while squeezing my fingers together. As the miles pass, neither Luca nor I speak, as if doing so might ruin our chances of getting away safely. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    I whip my focus back to the display. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Several yellow dots appear on the screen about twenty miles out from our location. 
 
    “Ships.” He taps on the comm. “But I can’t tell if they’re in pursuit yet.” 
 
    “I see them,” Atkins says. 
 
    “You think they're onto us?” Luca asks. 
 
    “Not sure yet,” she says, her voice crackling through the comm. “Maneuver off course slightly to check.” 
 
    My heart pounds against my ribcage as I watch the yellow dots. 
 
    Luca edges the pod to the right. The yellow dots immediately veer to follow. 
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    e have to go! Now!” Luca yells into the comm, but I know he’s directing the order at me as well as Atkins. 
 
    I need to transport us into the Intersection. It’s the only way. Gripping my armrests, I close my eyes and summon the Starfire within me. Tingling warmth fills my body and everything else falls away. I envision porting the entire ship across the dimension. But before I can, fire rips through my body. My body jolts as if I slammed into a wall at full force. I clap a hand over my mouth as I release a piercing scream, my eyes shooting open. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Luca asks. 
 
    My body shudders with pain and I gasp for breath, my mind spinning. Are the Protectors blocking the Starfire? 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Just go. We need to go,” I mutter. 
 
    With a jerk, Luca maneuvers our small ship around. 
 
    “We have to help them,” I cry out through my fingers. 
 
    “We can’t,” Luca says. “If we stay, we all die.” 
 
    “Let’s go then,” I whisper. 
 
    The emptiness inside consumes me as if I’m already dead. Dad’s face flashes through my mind. He has no idea what’s going on here, and I have no clue what’s happening on Earth. I could die any moment, and he wouldn’t know until he returns to Arcadia . . . if he even does. 
 
    I lower my hands from my face and reach for the spot on my finger where Mom’s gold ring has been for over a year. The spot is empty, and I mumble a few words to Mom to help keep Dad safe. Not that she can hear me. 
 
    “You’re going to need to split away from us,” Atkins says. “Your ship is small enough. Try to lose them in the forest. I’m ordering you to abort your mission, Powell,” she says. “We’ll be the diversion.” 
 
    “Atkins,” I say. “We’ll get help!” 
 
    “No, you won’t. We were stupid to escape. It was all a setup to get to either you or the Alku. It had to have been. They were too prepared, and I fell into the trap.” 
 
    Through the front window, I can see Atkins’s ship turn and head back the way we came. 
 
    “Leave—and radio silence.” Her stern voice crackles through the comm. “Don’t make me waste what I’m about to do.” The comm goes dead. 
 
    Luca’s hands fly over the controls, and our ship shoots off over the ground. 
 
    I bring up the topographic map on the screen in front of me and scan through the surrounding area. I point to a spot on the chart where there’s a vast, dense forest. We should be able to descend into an open field right before the tree line begins. 
 
    “We can hover close to the ground here and then maneuver the ship into the forest,” I say. 
 
    Luca wipes the sweat from his brow. “Press the spot on the screen and follow the directions.” 
 
    I tap the area where we need to descend. 
 
      
 
    Confirm destination? Yes or No 
 
      
 
    I tap the “Yes” and a chime sounds. 
 
    “Can you track Atkins’s position? “I ask. 
 
    Luca punches a few buttons on the screen, and Atkins’s location lights up on the display. Surrounding her icon are enemy ships in red. 
 
    “She’s surrounded,” I mumble under my breath, then glance at our destination timeline. 
 
      
 
    2 minutes, 24 seconds 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, Cassi,” Luca says in a shaky tone. “I’m sorry for everything.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You need to hold it together since you’re piloting this ship.” 
 
    He eyes the swarm of ships surrounding Atkins on the screen. 
 
    “I was a jerk to you, and I’m sorry I tried to kiss you,” he says. “I was trying to work my way up the ladder, and I should never have used you.” 
 
    “Why are you telling me this now?” I demand while watching Atkins’s ship head this way, Hammond’s ships close behind. 
 
    “Because if we die, I don’t want to leave it unsaid.” 
 
    “Why is Atkins’s ship heading toward us?” 
 
    “What?” Luca homes his attention back onto to the display. “She’s firing on them but there are too many. Those ships are pushing her toward us.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I have no idea. But at their speed, they’ll overtake us before we can escape into the forest.” Luca’s fingers tap the console. The ship jolts into higher speed, pressing my body into my seat. 
 
    My eyes stay glued to the screen. I can’t read all the data, but I know enough to be certain Atkins’s ship is moving faster than we are. 
 
    Several red dots leave the formation and close in on us. Luca attempts to increase our speed again as he mutters a few curses under his breath. 
 
    I close my eyes and call for the Starfire again, but nothing happens. In frustration, I flick open my lids and pound my fists on the arms of my chair. What good is the Starfire if it won’t work? 
 
    Beep. 
 
    An alarm! 
 
    Beep. 
 
    Two ships now flank us. 
 
    “I have to put the pod down,” Luca says. “Can’t think of a better idea unless you can do something to get us out of here.” 
 
    I take in a shallow breath and shake my head. It’s over. 
 
    Forced to the ground by Hammond’s ships, our hover descends into a small clearing and then drifts to the cover of tall trees. Atkins’s ship remains in the sky, no longer firing on the enemy. Then an image flashes onto the screen in front of us—Hammond. My eyes widen at the sight of her. 
 
    “If you attempt to escape, I’ll blow up the other ship.” Hammond raises her eyebrow as if to taunt me. 
 
    “You’re bluffing,” I growl at her. “You would have already blown them up if you were going to.” 
 
    She turns, looking off screen and nods. 
 
    “Wait, wait!” I yell and peer through the front window. 
 
    Fire explodes through the ship above us and I scream in horror. Flames and metal shards burst across the sky, and the vessel crashes to the ground. I recoil from the glare and wrap an arm around my stomach. Nausea pools in my gut and I hold back the urge to retch. 
 
    She blew up all the massacre survivors from the mine—General Atkins is gone. They’re all gone. 
 
    “What did you just do?” Luca yells. 
 
    “Cassiopeia?” Hammonds stern voice comes from my wrist again and wrenches my attention away from the carnage. “You will surrender immediately.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this?!” I scream. “It’s not right. You know it’s not right!” 
 
    “Exit your ship and stand down within thirty seconds or you will suffer the same fate.” 
 
    The screen goes black, and Luca and I are left alone in the pod. 
 
    My arms pull at my sides as if I’m holding bricks in each hand. What do I do? With shaking hands, I release my safety belt. Luca glances at me, his eyes swimming with uncertainty, and then unlatches his own before activating the top hatch. It slides back with a snap and the acrid smell of a burning ship hits my nose. Slowly, we push up to stand. We don’t have a safer option than surrendering at this point. Maybe the Starfire will come back and I can try to use it later to transport us out. 
 
    We step from the small pod with hands in the air. 
 
    I close my eyes as they flood with tears and try not to peer at the burning ship. But they flutter open when a vessel whirs above me. Hair blasts off my face and I cough as smoke swirls around us, especially when a black hover lands nearby. 
 
    As soon as the vessel kisses the ground, four soldiers armed with large laser guns hustle out, pointing their weapons at me and Luca. Behind them, Hammond steps from the ship. Around her neck is the very Starfire crystal she yanked off me in Primaro. 
 
    Stay calm, Cassi. You still have a chance since they haven’t killed you yet. Max and Dad are on Earth now getting help. You just need to stall and not die in the process. 
 
    Two guards on my left proceed to pat us down for weapons. 
 
    “You won’t find anything,” I mumble to my guard. I still barely know how to even fire a gun. 
 
    “We can’t be too safe,” Hammond says. 
 
    “She’s clean, ma'am,” the guard says. 
 
    “He’s clean, too,” the other guard says after patting down Luca. 
 
    I scoff. “Told you.” 
 
    Hammond tightens her jaw and steps in, no more than a foot from me. “This is not the time for your teenage attitude, Cassiopeia. There is so much more at stake here than you understand.” 
 
    Try me. The words dance on the tip of my tongue, but I bite them back. 
 
    A shiver runs down my spine as she shoots an icy glare my way, and I focus on a tree over her shoulder to avoid doing something I might regret. 
 
    Hammond holds her ground for a moment. “Good, now escort Miss Foster into the hover.” 
 
    The guard grabs my upper arm, pinching my skin, and I grit my teeth as he nearly drags me to the craft. I crane my neck around for one last look at the wrecked ship, still burning on the grass behind us. 
 
    Luca is carted before Hammond, the guards’ weapons trained onto him. 
 
    Hammond swivels her steely gaze to the nearest guard. “Kill him.” 
 
    Luca’s eyes widen. 
 
    “No!” I scream. 
 
    But the word is barely from my mouth when the guard shoots a blue laser blast at Luca. 
 
    He crumbles to the ground. Dead. 
 
    A small cry whimpers from my trembling mouth. The guard bracing my arm whips toward the ship. I can’t see him anymore—Luca. Dead. So many people dead. Tears roll down my cheeks, my chest squeezing until I can only pant for breath. 
 
    The guard shoves me into a seat against a wall. He straps me in and makes sure the body restraint is secure, then grabs my hands and snaps a metal device on them. The other guards board and two sit across from me, their weapons trained my way. 
 
    Hammond is the last to board and, to my surprise, positions next to me, the fourth guard flanking her opposite side. 
 
    “Take us back,” she calls out to the pilot. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” he says, and the hover raises from the ground. 
 
    Hammond leans into me and whispers, “When we get back to Primaro, you are going to teach us how to use this . . . what did they call it? Oh yes . . . Mother Starfire. It is everything Earth needs.” 
 
    My stomach tightens. She must have tortured the information about the Mother Starfire from one of Atkins’s people. “You mean the ‘deserving’ people on Earth,” I mutter as tears continue to drip down my cheeks. 
 
    Anger radiates off Hammond. I try to lean away from her, but the restraint belt over my chest keeps me locked in place. Her fingers dig into my cheeks and under my chin. 
 
    “You insolent gir—” 
 
    A yelp escapes my mouth. Her face is inches from mine when everything goes into slow motion, and my eyes round at what I see. For one second, the Starfire activates within me and then sputters, as if a flickering flame snuffed out. 
 
    Hammond’s glare in her eyes shifts from fury to confusion. She pinches her eyebrows together as if grimacing in pain. 
 
    Time returns full force, and Hammond snaps her hand away from me as if burned. The second her fingers leave my skin, it’s as if my body collides with a solid stone wall. I gasp and my head spins. Everything goes dark except for the blue-green ghost of Starfire energy. Then that dissipates too. 
 
  
 
  
   
    
    Chapter 24 
 
   The pain in my brain zings from side to side as I clutch my head in agony. Luca’s dead body hitting the ground with a thud haunts me. The ghost of the sound rattles around in my head endlessly, and I struggle to shove away the clinging image from my mind. 
 
    I barely knew Luca, let alone even liked him. But I never wanted to see him die. And then General Atkins and the others—gone too in a fiery explosion. They were all trying to make things right. And now nothing is right. 
 
    I grab for Mom’s ring on my finger to soothe my nerves. My stomach sinks and nausea rolls to the surface. Dad has the band. And he’s on Earth. So far away. Tears continue to soak my cheeks. 
 
    “Please help me,” I beg to the darkness. But no one comes for what seems like ages. Who would come anyway? Hammond isn’t going to help, and no one else knows where I am. 
 
    Despite the pain in my head, I crawl around the space on my hands and knees, running my fingers over the smooth floor and walls. I’m trapped in a cell that can’t be more than six feet by six feet, with one exit. The door has no handle on the inside. At least, not one I can locate. I push to my feet, palm pressed to a wall for balance, and then reach for the ceiling. But my shaking hand can’t feel it. 
 
    Calm down, Cassi, I repeat to myself over and over, even though the words don’t work. My mind is a jumble of agony, confusion, and death. If only I could summon Javen or port out of here myself. 
 
    Pressing all my fears down, I focus on the Starfire, but again, nothing happens. Why won’t the power work? I attempt again to call for the memories of the Protectors to help me, but that yields nothing either. It’s as if my ability to use the crystals never existed. I slide to the floor and gather myself into a ball, pressing into the corner of the room, and then wrap my arms around my body. I rock forward and back, over and over. 
 
    The door to my cell flies open, and I swing my gaze toward the movement. A shock zips through my left eye from the blinding light, and I throw my hands to my eyes to cover them. The door slams shut. 
 
    “Cassiopeia,” a muffled woman’s voice says. “You must focus. Our time is limited.” 
 
    “What are you doing to me?” I scream, burying my face into my hands. “If you’re going to kill me, then just do it.” 
 
    Two hands grab my shoulders and shake me. “I know it’s difficult. Believe me, I know. But you have to stay alert.” 
 
    I blink my eyes open and squint against the light. I glance around at the space’s white walls. Looking up, I can’t make out where the light is coming from. It’s as if the illumination is radiating from nowhere in particular. 
 
    And Hammond is standing right in front of me. 
 
    Despite the stabbing pain, my eyes widen. I rip her hands from my shoulders. With a grunt, I push along the floor to scoot away from her. But there’s barely any place to go, and I end up trapped in another corner. 
 
    I screech, “What are you doing to me, Hammond?” 
 
    “Shut up, girl.” She presses a hand to my mouth. “You need to listen.” 
 
    “No!” I scream, and the instant the word leaves my lips, Hammond slaps my cheek. 
 
    I fall to the side and stare up at her in complete shock. My cheek stings and my breath punches hard against my lungs. 
 
    She kneels beside me, her eyes glistening, as if glossy. She leans in and whispers, “I know the Starfire is inside of you somehow. You must call for it.” 
 
    “I . . . I did.” The words tumble out before I can stop them. I clap a hand over my mouth before anything else stupid comes out. 
 
    Hammond’s nostrils flare, and once again her eyes swirl with cyan, then return to normal. She rips my hand from my mouth and stands, yanking me with her. 
 
    “How are you using the Starfire?” I ask, dumbfounded. 
 
    “You’re not asking the questions here.” She digs her nails into my wrists. “We need to know how you’re using the crystal’s powers. And that means you need to call on them now. Or you are of very little use to me.” 
 
    Hammond twists my wrist, and a cry escapes my lips as fiery pain shoots through my arm. 
 
    “I can’t!” 
 
    In a swooping motion, she releases my wrist and then elbows me into the wall. The air is forced from my lungs, and I double over, coughing. 
 
    “Then you can stay here until either you can—” 
 
    “You’re a horrible person,” I cough out, still trying to drag in air. “My dad never liked you, and you’ve just gotten worse. You’re killing the Alku, and you’re going to end up destroying Earth in the process.” My head stabs with lingering pain. I grit my teeth and glare at Hammond. 
 
    She tweaks an eyebrow up into a perfect arch. “Cassi, my goal was never to let it come to this. I want to save Earth—I do. Arcadia was supposed to be our salvation. A backup if healing Earth didn’t work.” She glances away briefly and then back at me. “I’m sorry, but you are going to feel intense pain again in a second.” 
 
    “Wha—” Pain ripples through my head. I grab for my skull and fall against the ground, screaming. “Why are you doing this?” 
 
    “So you’ll listen.” 
 
    “It would be much easier to listen,” I yell, “if my head didn’t feel as if it were going to pop off at any second!” 
 
    Hammond strokes my hair, and I pull from her. “I know. That’s why you must quit fighting me.” She leans down and whispers, “I need what’s inside of you. And if you won’t give it to me, I’ll have to take it. We need it for Earth.” 
 
    I inhale a shaky breath as the pain subsides. “But my dad already has a plan for Earth. Renewal will work.” 
 
    The hardened lines of her face soften, as if bored. “What do you know? You are a child. Your father is dead, and his plan is dead with him. I had that bomb placed on the Pathfinder to get rid of him and his ideas. He was holding us back from the true value of Arcadia.” 
 
    My stomach spasms. She ordered his death. I always knew she was behind the bombing, but the confirmation makes it that much more real. He escaped with the help of Vihann, but so many others didn’t. She took innocent lives to hide her true target—Dad. 
 
    I study President Hammond’s hawkish features and her tousled white-blonde hair. She can’t know for sure that he’s dead. His body was never found. She must have seen him vanish on the video feed, just like Irene and I did. So why is she still holding to the lie that she knows he’s dead? 
 
    Hammond must be making a play for my father to reveal himself to her. She not only needs my Starfire power, but she must also need Dad to make her plan work. 
 
    I clench my jaw, refusing to speak. I will not give her any more information than she already has. 
 
    “How can you live with yourself,” I grit out, “knowing that mining the Starfire will probably murder the Alku? They were here first, and you are stealing from them.” 
 
    She crosses her arms over her chest. “So, you would rather see billions of people on Earth die rather than potentially a few hundred thousand Alku we didn’t even know existed until recently.” 
 
    I think back to President Hammond’s meeting with Luca, when she admitted that her ultimate plan didn’t even include most of the people on Earth. She wants to create a new dimension on Earth for the best of the best to start over in. “You and I both know you aren’t planning to save everyone on Earth.” 
 
    She pierces me with her stare, an elegant wrinkle forming between her brows. “You are right that we may not be able to salvage the planet as is . . . but we will try. And if that doesn’t work, I have a backup plan.” 
 
    I ball my hands into fists. “A dangerous one that you have no idea if it will even work! You could annihilate Earth as well as kill off the Alku. If you used Renewal, you might be able to save both.” 
 
    “If Earth cannot be saved, then humanity will have to make do with Arcadia. And sharing this planet with another species is too risky for our survival. I will not allow you or your father’s ridiculous plans to ruin our chances.” 
 
    I let out a long sigh. There’s no arguing with this woman. My only hope is to figure out a way out of here. I glance at the door and back at Hammond. 
 
    “You won’t escape so easily as walking out the door,” she says. 
 
    “I’ve done more difficult things,” I mutter. 
 
    “Oh, from what I’ve heard, I’m sure that’s true.” She furrows her brows even more. “I have my best people working to extract information from your body.” 
 
    I dart my eyes around the room. “How? There’s no one else here.” 
 
    “Everything you see, not that it’s much, is in your mind. Your body is in a medical facility in Primaro. But until you give us what we need, this is where you’ll stay. For now, a cocktail of the Starfire and drugs are allowing me to communicate with you.” 
 
    My chest constricts at her words. If I don’t know where I am, even if the Starfire was working, how could I tell Javen where to find me? I need to port out of here. 
 
    “And as an insurance policy, one of those drugs is keeping you alive. If you try to escape, you will stop receiving it. And you will die within one minute.” 
 
    My heart nearly stops. Is she bluffing? 
 
    “So,” she practically purrs in triumph, “your best bet to survive is to give us what we need.” 
 
    “I’m not giving you anything,” I grit through clenched teeth. 
 
    President Hammond’s eyes light with cyan fire. “Stay here and rot for all I care,” she scoffs. “At least with you contained, you can’t do any more damage than you already have.” 
 
    Before I can say anything else, she spins on her heel. The door flies open and she exits. My head jolts with pain and I collapse to the ground in a fetal position. The door slams shut. With the echoing sound, the lights go black—swallowing me whole. 
 
    Leaving me for dead. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Book two of Cassie's journey is at an end, but you can read the gripping conclusion in Zenith. 
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