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To our past selves. 

You’re going through some hard times, but things will get better. I promise. 

 

And to our future selves. 

I hope that you’re proud of what we’ve accomplished. I certainly am.









ACT I

APHELION








CHAPTER ONE

Prologue







DARKNESS AND COLD. The children of Entropy, born almost at the same instant as their parent. Pressure, heat, and light melded together, pushed outwards in the largest explosion the Universe had ever seen. Granted, it was the first thing the Universe could see—its birth—yet the Entropy curled around the beams of light, sucking energy from it, movement from it. Pushed it to decay, wither, and become still. Like most of us, the Universe was slated to die the moment it was born.


The Twelfth knew this. He also knew that he was part of the reason why the Universe hadn’t died yet. A countermeasure, if you will, created by the Universe for a singular purpose: to keep life and light alive and well. He didn’t remember when his existence began. He simply stepped into life at Zenith, greeted by eleven others—his older siblings. They gave him the name Pisces and he joined the Zodiac. He was destined to save the Universe alongside them. Destined to fight the Entropy.


Entropy came in many shifting forms. The kind that tangled up headphones in your pocket. The kind that rested in the smoke of a campfire—unstable chaos that melted into nothing but always clung to the air, never quite disappearing. But the most dangerous kind was the one that waited. That dwelled between heartbeats. It transformed the world around it, seeped into every crevice, fed off the life and light of everything and left darkness in its wake. Most people couldn’t see it with their eyes, but they felt it walking home at night in an unfamiliar place. When the dripping silence gently wrapped around their neck and squeezed loneliness down their throat until they didn’t want to breathe anymore. The darkness of Entropy is not the absence of light, but rather the feeling that light never existed at all.


Pisces could see the Entropy. Based on his brother Scorpio’s estimate, it had been building on this planet for years. It lurked in the periphery on the edge of consciousness. It slipped through people’s shadows, feeding off of their lifeforce, gaining power.


He tore down the street with his sister Cancer at his side. She cocked her head at him and winked before quadrupling her speed.


“No fair!” he called after her, her movements a blurry haze.


“Better keep up, star speck!” her voice came from the whirlwind, as she circled around the Entropy, corralling it in place. Pisces clenched his fists, pulling a wave of water forward and encapsulating the dark tendrils in it. He twisted the water up, freezing it solid before raising his fingers to his mouth and whistling. A portal appeared beneath the icy prison, and it fell into the singularity.


Sagittarius popped her head out of the swirling gateway. “How much longer?”


Cancer screeched to a stop beside Pisces, throwing an arm over his shoulders. “What, you have someplace to be?”


“We’ve got another outbreak in the Orion Spur that needs attention.” Sagittarius’ gaze flicked back into the portal, eyes widening. “Astrice!” she swore. “The ice isn’t holding!”


“My bad!” Pisces grimaced and hardened the crystalline structure.


Cancer ruffled Pisces’ hair. “Focus, Ice. We can’t afford to let any of it go free.” She ran off and the portal disappeared.


Pisces fixed his hair, grumbling. He hated that nickname. Sure, he had power over ice and water, but there had to be a better name for him. Although, it was better than “star speck.” He turned in place, looking for where his siblings needed him most. A hundred yards away, Gemini battled an eruption of Entropy with his army of duplicates. He seemed to be doing fine on his own. On the other end of the village Leo would be calming the population and leading them to safety. Could he use some help? Pisces wiped the sweat from his brow and took a few deep breaths. After hours of fighting, they were getting to the end of the outbreak. They had to be.


A mind-rushing hiss sounded from the next hill over, and Pisces whirled in that direction with a groan. He flicked a stream of water into existence and froze it, sliding down and picking up speed before an explosion of Entropy broke through the surface. He stumbled back, startled, before a forcefield appeared between him and the dark tendrils. Virgo ran in front of him and waved, her focus on the forcefield.


“I’ve got this one. Think you can push that other one back?” She gestured to another eruption with her head.


He nodded and ran toward the outbreak, pulling another wave of water up and over. The wind rushed through his hair, robes whipping around him, and he let it wash over him as his adrenaline picked up. He pushed the Entropy back and down the side of the hill toward his oldest siblings. His sister Taurus built up the earth while his brother Aries superheated it, creating lava that flowed and trapped the dark anti-energy. Pisces stepped in, using his water to extinguish the fire, replacing it with igneous rock. Sagittarius popped up a moment later, taking the trapped Entropy to a safer location.


A warm silence settled over the valley and Pisces let out a sigh of relief. The sun crested over the hills, with no signs of new Entropy spikes. Aquarius floated down next to him, exhaustion weighing on her features. She looked to the eldest. “Looks like we’ve pushed it back for the moment. What now?”


“There’s too much of it.” Aries wiped his brow, sitting down on a nearby rock. Most of the others crowded around him.


“There has to be another way,” Leo agreed.


Pisces glanced between his older siblings. With all their effort, they couldn't keep up with the Entropy. For every planet they saved from the dark force, another would be torn apart, left to die.


“We've discussed this before. Our powers alone aren't enough,” Gemini said, as his duplicates merged with him.


Aquarius bit her lip. “The Entropy has to come from somewhere, doesn’t it?”


Capricorn nodded, his eyes widening with excitement. “What if we tracked it to the source and sealed it off?”


Murmurs billowed up around the group. Pisces frowned. Could they do that? Simply stop the Entropy forever?


Aries sighed, the eons showing on his face. “We've tried that before.”


Sometimes Pisces forgot how much older his siblings were. He was only a few mega-annums old. They had billions of years of experience that he couldn’t fathom. There were so many things that happened before he had appeared at Zenith. Things he would never know about.


Taurus spoke up, gaze trailing over the group. “We were but six then. We've doubled in number. Surely with this amount of power we could do something?”


Cancer nodded, a grin spreading across her face. “I like this plan. I'm tired of waiting for the next spike to take us by surprise. This time, we'll bring the fight to the source!” She punched her hand for emphasis. “Whatd’ya say Ries?”


Aries took a deep breath. “Entropy is more dangerous in high concentrations, even to us—”


“But we can do it.” Libra placed her hand on his shoulder, interrupting him. “I know we can.


A silence settled over the group. If Libra knew something, it had to be true. She’d never been wrong before.


Aries swallowed. “Alright. We'll pursue that option again. For now, let's head to the next spike. Sagi?”


“On it!” Sagittarius looped her hands in a circle, hair wild and unruly. A larger portal opened, and they all moved to step through. 


Pisces turned to Aquarius. “If we do manage to seal it…then what would we do, Ari? Isn’t this our destiny?”


Her expression faltered for a moment before smoothing out into a kind smile. “There’s more to life than destiny, star speck.” She kissed his forehead and ushered him into the portal. 










CHAPTER TWO

The Milky Way Special







SERENA FUMBLED WITH the laser pointer in the dark, twisting the casing open so she could replace the batteries. She clicked the play button to continue the show.


“The sun travels across the sky on a path known as the ecliptic plane. Over the course of the year, the ecliptic plane will seem to move higher or lower, depending on our view relative to the tilt of the Earth’s axis.” The script fell easily from her lips as she tipped the old batteries out and shoved the new ones in. 


“Does anyone know what else falls within the ecliptic plane?” she asked, buying time for her to get the laser pointer to work. She pressed her thumb hard on the button on the end and grimaced as it didn’t light up. A headache tickled the back of her eyes as she started the process over again—this time flipping the batteries the other way. After doing this thousands of times before, why couldn’t she ever get it right the first time?


The planetarium stayed silent, aside from a cough on the third row that echoed against the dome. Tough crowd. She clicked to the next part of the show and the sky spun to the early evening.


“The planets also fall on the ecliptic plane, as well as the zodiac constellations!” she said, the enthusiasm in her voice purely coming from her triumph over electronics. She clicked the laser pointer on and used it to point out the planets. “Now, we’ve been doing a lot of talking about the sun. Do you actually want to go there?”


Silence. So, they were going to play it hard, huh? No problem. She’d get them into it by the end. And she had the perfect way of doing it. “Why don’t you give me a countdown from ten?”


The audience started with a weak, “Ten…Nine…Eight…”


Serena joined in to help build up the energy with “Seven…Six…Five…”


By the end the planetarium filled with shouts of “Four…Three…Two…One!”


“Blast off!” Serena pressed the next button with relish.


The software crashed.


Serena resisted the urge to throw the laser pointer at the computer.










After letting the last patron out of the dome and wiping down the handrails, Serena sat in the crow’s nest and laid her head on her arms. She took a few deep breaths. The show was over. She had done the best she could. It didn’t have to be perfect. But the next show would be different. It had to be. With a sigh, she sat up to check the system over for bugs. The shrill beep of a keycard scan registered in her ears, but she didn’t look up from her work.


“Rena, you were supposed to meet me in the lobby.”


“You know that you don’t have to wait for me.”


Victoria climbed the steps two at a time, her dark hair dancing in coils around her shoulders. “But I want to. Besides, I don’t like walking home alone after dark, and neither do you.” She swept into a chair next to Serena. “I thought you were through with working late.”


“Sorry, Via. The system crashed in the middle of a show again. It only seems to happen when I’m running it, but I’m going to find the problem.”


“Do you have to do it tonight?” she whined.


“No, but I don’t want to leave it for Lori to find next week while I’m gone.”


“It’s not like the planetarium is going to burn down while you’re at astronaut training.”


“It’s not training. I still need to get my pilot’s license before that.”


“A fancy tour then.” Via pushed some hair out of her face, and it sprung back into place. She glared at the insubordinate curl. “And to think I was excited for a good curl day. It’s everywhere!”


Serena pulled a hair band off her wrist and offered it without looking up. Via laughed and shook her head. “I broke the last one you gave me. I should have just worn a headscarf today.”


She nodded. Her friend’s blue blouse really made her umber complexion pop. “Your white, blue, and gold one would have gone well.”


“Oh! I could have worn my gold frames too!” Via fingered her glasses and leaned over the desk. “Have you finalized your plane tickets yet?”


Serena nodded. “I’m leaving Monday. Think you could drive me to the airport?”


“Sure.” Via shrugged before her mouth quirked up into a mischievous smile. “You’ll be gone all of spring break, right?”


“Yeah?”


“But you’re free tomorrow?”


Serena angled herself away from her roommate and pulled out her planner. “I’m not sure I like where this is going.”


“Well, I heard one of the freshmen talking about doing a midweek party, and I could really use another chaperone.”


Serena sucked in a breath. “I should be focusing on packing for my trip. And those scholarship deadlines certainly creep up on you…”


“Come on! You said last time that you’d come to the next one.”


“Did I?” Serena stopped on the page for the next day. Blank, aside from a few homework assignments she had already completed.


“Yes. You did.” She crossed her arms. “Please?”


Via jutted out her lip and Serena sighed. Maybe it would be good to get out with other people. Take her mind off things.


“Fine.”


Via settled into her seat and leaned on the desk, entirely too pleased with herself.


“How was your lecture?”


“Boring. Two hours. No break. I think the professor is in love with his own voice. A regular Narcissus, minus the reflective pool.” She sighed and tried to blow a wispier curl out of her face. “It should be illegal to have lectures after seven.”


“Agreed.” Serena sat back, reviewing the data. Nothing to indicate that there was anything wrong with the system. It just went on strike with no rhyme or reason.


Via leaned in to examine the lines of code. “Finding anything?”


Serena shook her head. “What if the problem is me?”


“Electronics don’t hate you, things like this just happen.”


“But why do they always happen to me?” Serena groaned and pulled her dark hair into a ponytail with the abandoned hair band.


“Correlation doesn’t always mean causation!”


“But since I haven’t found any other explanation…”


“You don’t always need explanations for things, Rena.” Via folded her arms. “So, are we leaving outright or doing the Milky Way special?”


Serena tilted her head to the side. “Well, I should test the system again, right?”


“That would be the responsible thing to do.” Via grinned.


Serena reached forward and dimmed all the lights. Not just the normal show lights, but the chair lights and vestibules too. The only visible light came from the computers in front of them and the hazy, alien glow of the exit signs through the curtains. She pulled up the night sky and let the stars overtake the dome. Then she increased the brightness, so the milky way was visible.


“This never gets old,” Via said in awe.


Serena leaned back so she didn’t have to crane her neck as hard. “What do you think it would look like from the ISS?”


“You’ll have to tell me once you get there.” Via knocked her shoulder into her. 


A cold feeling settled in Serena's gut as she attempted to settle in beside her roommate. They’d only known each other for three months. She had years before they would even consider her for astronaut training. Even if she did make it, would she and Via still be talking by the time she reached the International Space Station? “That’ll be a long time to wonder.”


They sat in silence, just existing in the darkness of the universe. After a few minutes, Via spoke up.


“I bet it’ll be worth the wait.”













CHAPTER THREE

Swimming in Circles







SERENA YAWNED AS she waited for her toast to pop, staring at the betta swimming in circles in front of her. She raised her finger an inch away from the glass and shifted it to and fro, giving the fish something to follow. The fish wriggled and darted from one side to the other, content to swim between the silk plants and chase after bubbles. Or maybe it was asking for food. The shaker bottle sat on the end of the table, but she left it where it was, inwardly apologizing. Lestari, Serena’s other roommate, owned the fish and was very particular about how often it needed to be fed. Serena let out a long breath and flopped over on the table, blinking the sleep away.


Five a.m. A time when most self-respecting college students would be asleep. Or coming to the end of an all-nighter. Serena had plenty of self-respect, which was why she was up this early and heading for the pool on campus instead of snuggled between the covers. 


The toaster popped and she dragged herself over to it. She ripped a jagged paper towel off the holder and set it on the counter before rummaging in the jammed silverware drawer for a knife. She used the knife to coax the toast out of the toaster and onto the paper towel. After the butter decimated the surface of the bread, she spread a thick layer of strawberry jam over each piece. Sighing at the crumbs, she wrapped her breakfast up and grabbed her bag to walk to school.


This early in the morning her only companions were silence and that one girl who always swam in the second lane. They never talked, never exchanged names. Serena swam in lane four and often they’d sync up, but they never acknowledged each other more than a nod in greeting.


Serena stretched and slipped into the water, letting the cold wash over her before starting her laps. She dove under the water as she turned for a new lap, muscles aching. Round and round, like Lestari’s fish in a tank. Getting nowhere and everywhere at the same time. She breached the surface on the far side and took a deep breath before leaning over the concrete edge. Lane Two had left twenty minutes before, leaving Serena alone with her thoughts. She stayed there listening to the slow trickle of water for a good while, letting her mind wander. When she couldn't stand her pruney fingers any longer, she pulled herself up and out of the pool to dry off and get to class.










As she came into her first class, a lecture on the wave particle duality, Dr. James called her over.


“I heard about your NASA internship! Congratulations!” she said.


Serena ducked her head with a smile. “Thanks! I’m sure your letter of recommendation helped.”


“I only told them the truth.” Dr. James laughed. “When do you leave for it?”


“First week of June. But I’m going to tour the facility during the break.”


Her professor nodded. “You’ll have to tell me about it when you get back!”


Serena had every intention of detailing her trip to her professor once the break was over. She’d been working toward this internship for almost a decade at this point—about half her life if she thought about it. At NASA she’d be able to make a real difference and extend humanity's horizons. And maybe find her own purpose and belonging along the way.


The school day passed in the usual blur, rushing from one side of campus to the other between her various classes. She slumped in her seat for her final lecture on gravity, black holes, and other singularities. An unexpected yawn slipped out, and she blinked, forcing herself to stay awake enough for decent notes.


“Alright, make sure that you do the reading for Module Twelve before the end of spring break. Just because midterms are over, doesn’t mean you can slack off on the reading.” Dr. Delgado wrote the page numbers on the board as the students packed up their belongings. “Now class, I’m not the kind to promote bad sleeping habits, but we do have an opportunity this week for a meteor shower.” He paused to let the murmured excitement calm down. “The Lyrids are peaking tonight, and based on the spread the last few nights, you might see an outburst. If you go see them and do a half-page, single-spaced, write up on it, I’ll give you some extra credit. If you can’t make it tonight, there will also be a conjunction between Mars and Saturn later this week. Plenty of extra credit opportunities!”


Serena stopped halfway through shoving her textbook in her backpack. A meteor shower! How long had it been since she had even gone stargazing? She was so busy with school, her job, and prepping for her internship she had little to no time for anything else. Then again, she had promised Via to come to the party. She chewed on the inside of her cheek. Could she do both?










She toed off her shoes at the door of her apartment and found Lestari looming in a blanket burrito on the couch. Only her dark eyes were visible.


“Rough day, Tari?” Serena said, stopping in the kitchen for some snacks.


“Something like that,” Lestari mumbled from the depths of her fleece prison.


“Can I get you anything?”


Lestari sat up and shook her head. “How was school?”


“Eh.” Serena could have sworn there were pretzels somewhere in the cupboard. Maybe toward the back?


Lestari snorted. “Sounds about right.”


“You coming to the party tonight?”


Lestari shook her head. “I’ve got almost a full day of flying ahead of me. I want to sleep while I can.”


Serena chuckled. “Still, it will be good to go home. Have you got someone to take care of the fish?”


“Naomi from 312 said she’d do it. By the way, you got a package.”


Serena perked up and abandoned her search for sustenance, coming over to the coffee table. Sure enough, a torn-up plastic parcel displayed her name in messy ink. “Thanks. I hope you feel better!” She snatched the package and headed up the stairs to her room. Ripping off the perforated edge, she tipped the contents into her lap. 


Glow in the dark stars.


She took in Via’s half of the room, colorful and bright. Posters and postcards littered the walls from floor to ceiling. A big fluffy rug floomphed across the floor in front of the bed. Stationery and books littered the desk, haphazardly tossed together. Serena’s side was bare, white, and—aside from her bedspread and books—looked almost like the day she moved in. Cardboard boxes lined the space beneath her bed, still packed after months. Always waiting and ready for an unexpected move.


She smiled at the package of uniform stars and what they represented. She tore the packaging away and glow-in-the-dark plastic exploded across her bed. Ripping off a piece of the included sticky tack, she rolled it into a ball between her fingertips. She selected her first star and placed the tack on the back. A breath caught in her throat, and she found herself frozen, gaze caught between the star in her hand and the wall in front of her. Her fingers shook and she forced herself to sit on the bed and take a few deep breaths.


She squeezed her eyes closed. This was her room. In her apartment. She could choose when to move and when to stay. Hadn’t she been here for three months already? And she had a contract, signed and documented, that dictated that this was her space for a year. Guaranteed.


She’d be at her internship for a month, and then she’d be back. And wouldn’t it be great if she could return to a space that was hers?


She pressed the star onto the wall and felt a thrum of victory spread through her.










“Finally settling in?” Via leaned against the doorframe, her hair in a tight, coily poof on the top of her head.


Serena jolted, losing her balance, and caught herself on the wall before she fell off the bed. A swathe of constellations spread across the ceiling and wall. She smiled at it.


“Yeah. I figured it could use some sprucing up.”


“Finally! You know, I bet that would be even better with some twinkle lights. Ooh! And we could get you a plant!”


“As if I'd be able to keep it alive.” Serena rolled her eyes.


“I'm not against a fake plant!”


Serena laughed and flopped into a seated position on the bed. “And then our room will be like every other dorm room on campus.”


“Exactly.” Via dumped her backpack on her own bed. “You know, you could unpack those boxes too.”


Serena hummed thoughtfully. “I think I just might.”


“By the way, Carlin’s coming over for dinner before the party. Do you want to pitch in for pizza?” Via stopped in the doorway.


Carlin was Via’s boyfriend of six months. Tall, blond, and glaringly pasty, especially when standing next to Via. He was one of the kindest guys Serena knew, but the poor man had strange taste in pizza.


“As long as there are no anchovies.”


“Ugh. I don’t know how he eats those! It always gives him fish breath.” Via gagged. “I’m planning on pepperoni for the first one. Any requests for the second one?”


“Garlic chicken?”


“Good idea! I’ll holler when the pizza's here.”


Serena nodded as her roommate closed the door behind her. Anxiety tugged at her intestines. There weren’t that many boxes to unpack, right? And wouldn’t it feel even more like home? She shifted onto the floor with trepidation. She pulled the first cardboard box out from the shadowy abyss under the bed and began to sift through it. Soon enough, novels and knick-knacks filled the shelves above her desk and her closet was more lived in. It wasn’t bursting like Via’s side, but it felt like it was hers. There was only one box left beneath the bed, and this one didn’t need to be unpacked. It was a box full of memories, not objects. Yet, she felt inclined to pull it out, nonetheless.


A dust cloud prompted a sneeze as she pulled out a stack of papers. Her whole life, spelled out in school awards, drawings, and legal documents. Tucked to the side of the documents was a well-worn photo album with a half dozen photos. Her fingers stilled on its spine before she pulled it out to flip through it.


She traced a finger around the outside edge of each photo, an ache settling in her chest. A book full of ghosts. People she either hadn’t met or would never meet again. A photo of her mother, dead long before Serena’s memory. Images of a younger Serena that might as well be dead too. Childhood friends that didn’t seem quite real—the only proof of their existence staring up at her. She paused on the last photo. A photo of a woman with long white hair and laughing eyes.


Serena took a deep breath and let it out, staring at the photograph, memorizing the details. The too large earrings and red lipstick. The sun hat and bright colored blouse. Each wrinkle around her mouth and crinkle in the corner of her eyes. She could almost smell the ginger of her lotion. Thirteen years—almost fourteen—since her Nonna died, and the cloak of grief still constricted around her heart the moment Serena thought of her. Tears welled up in her eyes and she swiped them away, trying to keep them at bay.


Most days she could forget. Push the memories aside and go on with her day. Run from them. She had goals, ambitions. She couldn’t waste even a moment dwelling on the past. But every so often it would creep up on her and appear in the most mundane ways. Songs on the radio. A creak on a floorboard. The laugh of a stranger. She rarely went searching for the past herself, but she could always find it when she did.


Serena snapped the album closed and placed it on her desk. Now wasn’t the time to get caught up in her grief. But as she turned in a slow circle to take in the room, she realized that it was too late. Mere moments before, the room had felt like home. But those fleeting minutes drenched in nostalgia, a trip down memory lane, left her with the harsh reality that her home was gone, and gone forever. A cold force gripped her, and she slumped on the bed, staring at the alien green constellations above her, tears blurring her vision.


Years of running and she could never outrun her truth.













CHAPTER FOUR

Tributary







CLICK. CLICK. CLICK.


Ross’ boots made a ridiculous racket as he paced back and forth, waiting for Ector to make an appearance on the bridge. The data hung around him in hazy blue holograms, impossible to ignore. Entropy readings were on the rise, and the last time they had cataloged that a seal had failed. He ran a hand through his hair and whipped his head around as a subtle whoosh came from decontamination. He tensed as Sancia stalked in, all harsh lines and sharp edges.


“You spook easy,” she said, draping herself across the seat at the front console. She looked him up and down and smirked. “Waiting for something?”


“Ector. He sent me this data about an hour ago.” Ross braced himself on the railing, staring up at the viewscreen. The stars leered back at him from the void.


Sancia nodded, gaze sharpening as she took in the holograms. “Is that in the Orion Spur?”


“Yup.”


“Huh. Would have thought Terra would last longer.” She leaned back in her chair. “After all, it was the last sealed planet.”


Ross nodded. Terra should be the strongest of them all, and yet…


“What if there’s an outside influence? Something causing the seal to fail?”


Decontamination whooshed again. “That was my thought as well.” Ector strode in, his limp hardly visible as he came to stand by Ross.


“What, you think Draconius would cause seals to fail on purpose?” Sancia scoffed.


“I doubt even he would stoop to that level,” Ector said.


“Are we certain that this data is accurate, sir?” Ross bit his lip, hoping that it wasn’t. 


Ector shook his head. “As accurate as it can be with our current instruments. The only way to get a better reading would be to have someone scout it out in person.”


Ross’ head shot up as a realization struck him. “You want me to go to Terra?”


“As soon as possible.” Ector’s gaze flicked to meet his. “The Equuleus is already programmed with the exact coordinates of the seal. You only need to pack.”


Ross thought back to his mission, the whole reason he joined Ector’s crew to begin with and gave a sharp nod. “Yes sir.”













CHAPTER FIVE

The Second Star to the Left







“COME ON, CUCCIOLA,” her Nonna called to her. “You don’t want to miss a moment!”


“I’m coming!” Serena wheezed. Her little legs couldn’t quite keep up with her grandma’s strong strides as they hiked up the small hill. Nonna paused until Serena was within reaching distance and took her hand. The sun set behind them, bringing reds and golds alive in the sky above.


Once they reached the top of the hill, they rolled out a blanket and snuggled up close, waiting for the night sky to overtake them.


“Are you sure we’ll see the entire milky way?” Serena blinked up at her grandma, who laughed at the question.


“It would be impossible to see it all, tesoro.” She pressed a kiss to the top of Serena’s head. “But more of it than you’ve ever seen before.”


As the sun disappeared beyond the horizon, the sky seemed to awaken from its own slumber, stars dancing above them, twinkling. Serena gasped as she caught sight of the intensity of the milky way. The rare, awe-inspiring beauty of being a small speck in a vast universe overwhelmed her.


“Serena…”


Now that was odd. Her Nonna never used the American pronunciation. It always sounded like Ser-rain-a when her grandmother said her name.


“Serena!”


She looked up at her grandmother, but she was gone. Squeezing her eyes shut she—










—woke up.


“Serena!”


She jolted as Via’s footsteps barreled up the stairs. The door opened, letting a thin sliver of light in through the crack of the door.


“Pizza’s here!” Via frowned. “Did I wake you up?”


“No, no. Just…thinking.” Serena blinked at her surroundings and sat up.


Via gave her an unimpressed look. “In the dark?”


“Best way to see if I got the constellations right.” She pointed at the glow in the dark stars.


Via laughed and took a step out of the room. “You’d better come down soon, or Carlin will eat all the pizza. I think he’s on slice three with no signs of stopping.”


Serena gave a chuckle. “Yeah. Be down soon.”


She flicked on the bedside lamp with a sigh and ran a hand over her face. It had been years since she’d had a dream like that. So real and yet so far away. They always left her feeling sick. She sent a glare toward the photo album. After all, that bit of photo paper and cheap plastic was to blame for her current mental state.


The smell of pizza reached her as she changed into a t-shirt and sweats. Her stomach rumbled, even if she didn’t have a conscious appetite. Food would most likely be a good call, and then she could do some breathing exercises or something. Anything to get her mind off of things. Lestari’s bright laugh echoed up from the front room. Serena could just get her pizza and hide out in her room like a gremlin for the rest of the night, right?


She came down the stairs. Carlin had cheese trailing from his mouth to his pizza slice. Via wrinkled her nose.


“Is that what you’re wearing to the party?”


Serena froze. Right. The party. She forced a laugh and a smile.


“Oh, no! Just didn’t want to get anything on what I’m actually wearing.” She sat down next to Lestari and pulled off a slice of chicken, garlic, and artichoke goodness. “How long is the party going to go, anyway?” she asked.


“Oh, not that long. A couple of hours at most,” Via shrugged.










Serena’s head pounded with the loud music and roiling chaos of the people around her. She wiped at her brow, foundation coming off on her hand. It was almost midnight and the energy around her hadn’t waned for a second. There was a reason she didn’t like attending parties, and it wasn’t the alcohol or the loud music. Somehow, she felt more alone when surrounded by masses of people than if she was sitting by herself in her room. She stayed in her corner, drinking bubbly soda to keep herself awake and sober. Her gaze flicked over the occupants of the room. Only a few seemed drunk, but they weren't falling over yet. Via caught her eye and shoved past several people as she made her way over.


“Rena! Finally! For a second there I thought you had ditched.”


“What a great idea! Why don’t we both head out? It’s getting a bit late.”


“You know I can’t leave. What if something goes wrong and they need someone sober? Who’s going to stop them from getting alcohol poisoning? Or what if someone calls the cops?”


Serena exhaled and leaned against the wall. “They’ll survive. Besides, it’s not your job to babysit them.”


“Isn’t it? As the RA, I’m supposed to make sure that the apartment is safe, happy, and healthy!” She gave a fake smile to go along with her slogan.


“Not to this extent.”


Via deflated. “I know, I know. But I’m going to do it anyway.” She leaned against the wall next to Serena. “You know, you’d be having a better time if you were out mingling!”


“I thought I was here to chaperone?”


Via rolled her eyes. “Come on. I’ll introduce you to some people.” She latched onto Serena’s arm, dragging her through the crowd. Serena wrinkled her nose at the whiff of sweat, cheap cologne, and skunky weed that assaulted her face.


“Are they anything like the last ten people you’ve introduced me to, or….”


“Come on, Rena. It’s like you want your social life to die.”


“May it rest in peace.”


“Ha. Ha. Very funny.”


Serena resisted the urge to squirm and allowed Via to drag her over to the far counter in the kitchen. A couple of guys leaned up against it, holding their various drinks. Via moved to start up a conversation with one of them and Serena pulled her back.


“Before you say anything, can you reaffirm your promise?”


“Which promise?” Via blinked at her.


“You know which one. Say it with me: I will not set Serena up with anyone at this party.”


“But Rena! It’s been months since your last date. Literal months and…” she stared over Serena’s shoulder. “I think that guy is interested in you. His name is—”


Serena put a finger up. “Nope! Not interested. I agreed to come as a favor to you, not to—”


Via interrupted. “If you let me introduce you to him, you can leave at midnight!”


Serena sighed and took out her phone. Eight minutes to midnight. Tempting. Too tempting. Besides, Via was right. It had been months since she'd been on a date. “Fine.” She turned toward the boys and forced on her best smile as she leaned against the counter.


“Hey boys! Some party, huh?” Gah. That even sounded lame in her head. They gave her a lazy once over, eyes glazed over, and she sighed with relief. It wouldn’t matter what she said, they were too plastered to notice. 


Via gestured to the guy closest to them. He had sandy hair and wore a t-shirt and basketball shorts. An original combination that matched half of the other guys in the room. “This is Jaxton. Jaxton, this is Rena.”


“Like the city?” he slurred out.


Serena giggled, as if she hadn’t been asked that dozens of times before. “No, not Reno. Rena. As in Serena.”


“Oh, like the witch!” his friend said.


She resisted the urge to roll her eyes again, and turned toward Via, only to find that she had disappeared. Serena turned in place, trying to spot her but not at all surprised at her friend's absence.


“Looks like your friend ditched you. Bummer.” Jaxton went to sit on the stool next to her. “But at least we’re alone now.”


Serena’s gaze flicked to the hot, crowded room, and she gave a real laugh. “Alone. Right.”


When she turned back to Jaxton, he was leaning toward her, his expression mirroring a dead fish with vacant eyes and parted lips. His breath reeked of alcohol and stale, spitty mint gum. She stepped away, and he kept coming in for the kiss before stumbling and spilling his drink all over the front of her blouse. Serena jumped back and grabbed a bunch of napkins from the counter to dab it out. When she looked up again, Jaxton had drifted into the crowd. Jerk. She liked this shirt! A retching sound reached her ears from somewhere to her left and she sighed.


At least it wasn’t throw up.


With that pleasant thought, she decided to ditch a couple minutes early. Via wouldn’t know.


She made her way through the crowd toward the door, freedom, and fresh air. Once outside, with the door closed behind her, she took a deep breath. The pounding continued behind the door, but her head cleared as she made her way to the stairs. A long breath escaped her lungs as she reached the top floor and unlocked her apartment. She tiptoed through the living space, not wanting to wake Lestari up. When Serena reached her own room, she smiled at the green glow of the stars over her bed before flicking on the light.


After mourning her blouse once more, she changed out of her sour, wet clothes, and sat on the bed. The digital clock on her desk shifted from 11:59 to 12:00. Despite the exhaustion of the day, she doubted that she could sleep. Over-exhaustion. Or perhaps it was the late, accidental nap.


Her school backpack sat in a place of pride beside her desk. Pristine, black, and filled to the brim with textbooks. She pulled out her planner and checked it over, making sure she'd ticked off her homework for the next day. Her gaze caught on an item in the “optional” category.


The Lyrids.


The meteor shower.


Could she justify going?


A thrill of excitement spread through her, pushing the pull of sleep away. She rushed as she switched out her pajamas for hiking clothes.


Stooping by the bed, she reached deeper than the empty cardboard boxes until she grasped the handle of her emergency/hiking pack. The strap had been duct taped a half dozen times, pieced back together over and over. The light pink fabric was gray or brown in areas at this point. A small threadbare hole was forming at the bottom of the bag and would need patching soon enough. “S. Morelli” bled out in sharpie right above the first zippered pocket. This bag had followed her around for almost a decade, but she couldn’t bring herself to get rid of it.


Unzipping the bag, she dumped the contents on the bed to sort through them. Setting the bottles of water and snacks to the side, she threw out what had expired and refolded her change of clothes. A run to the kitchen brought new snacks, and she stuffed everything she would need into the bottom of the bag, zipping it up. She considered her options. Door or window. If she was already going out, she might as well do it the fun way. A small smile broke out on her face, and she moved to the window, opening it to let a fresh breeze in.


The noise of the party trickled out from an open window a few floors down, hoping to catch some fresh air and relief from the heat. She couldn’t quite catch the tune but could make out the steady beat of electronic pop. Thum. Thum. Thum.


Her heart matched it as she pulled out her own earbuds and slipped them into her ears, replacing the party’s music with her own curated playlist. She pulled herself up onto the windowsill, gripping the frame and leaned out over the alleyway between apartment buildings. The wind tousled her hair, and she took a deep breath before leaping across the gap and scrambling onto the opposite roof with practiced ease.


Serena stretched, using the broken AC unit for support. The sun had long since set, but she could still see by the lighted windows and streetlamps. With a running leap, she closed the distance between her building and the next, picking up speed for the next jump. The wind whipped at her hair, and she laughed into it as she flipped onto the next roof, the beat of her favorite song humming in her ears. She shot past windows, chimneys, and buildings, bridging larger gaps with every leap. Closer and closer to the edge of town and the beginning of the wastes.


Dawn Hill was the kind of place that people went to if they wanted to disappear for a while. Once upon a time, the town was called Fountain Falls, named for a fountain in the middle of the town that was famous for never running dry. When it inevitably did, the town felt no guilt in quickly changing the name. Funny how things worked out that way. The University wasn’t on any top charts anywhere in the country, but it was in the middle of nowhere, which made the stargazing phenomenal. Even in the “city” you could see most constellations without straining your eyes. And the observatory and planetarium were nothing to scoff at. At least, in her mind.


Serena hopped off the edge of a fire-escape and dropped to the ground, her knees groaning from the impact, but lungs burning with the exercise. Adrenaline pumped through her veins as she turned down a more suburban street, past the remaining houses, and then up into the rust-colored hills that gave Dawn Hill its new name.


She walked back and forth up the switchback to the top of the Cascade. The city gave off a low glow behind her, but the farther she moved from it, the brighter the stars became. She reached the top of the hill and continued down onto the other side until the only light came from the night sky.


Shrugging off her backpack, she removed the blanket and laid it out on the sunbaked earth. Goosebumps prickled at her arms, and she pulled her sweatshirt over her head, glad of the warmth. It had been ages since she last went stargazing. She closed her eyes as the memory came, unbidden.


“Oh, Nonna, it’s beautiful!”


“I knew you’d like it.”


“Can we come back next year?”


A vague sadness crossed her grandma’s face. Or maybe it was a trick of the fading light.


“We’ll see. I hope so.”


A calm silence settled between them until a thin pinprick of white cut across the sky.


“Look! Look!” Serena sat up straight and pointed. “Did you see that?”


“A shooting star. Did you make a wish?”


“Uh huh! For us to always be together!”


Nonna laughed. “Well, even when I’m not around, we’ll always be under the same sky. And stars are magic, you know. The messengers of the night.”


“Always under the same sky,” Serena whispered and rubbed at her arms. She was nineteen, almost twenty, and knew better now. The stars weren’t magic pinpricks of light. They were balls of plasma, held together by their own gravity and orbiting around in this crazy whirl of a galaxy. Despite this, she found herself searching the sky for the brightest star that she could see.


“Hey, Nonna.” Serena tucked some hair behind her ear. “It’s been a while, hasn’t it? I mean, I promised to come stargazing as often as possible but…” she sighed. “Things get in the way, don’t they?


“NASA accepted me into their internship program. Wish I could hear what you’d think about it. I mean, I know you’d be proud of me…” Serena paused for a moment, voice lowering to a whisper. “But things have changed so much. I’m not the same person anymore.” She brought her legs up to her chest, gazing out over the dark desert landscape and scrubby trees. “Would you even recognize me?”


Serena swallowed and let out a half-hearted laugh. “Why am I even doing this? Just…talking to ghosts.”


She took a deep breath and began to pick out the constellations that she could see. She started with easy ones like the big and little dippers, then Cygnus the swan, and Draco the dragon slinking around the sky in a pseudo-S shape. She made her own constellations, imagining pictures from each point of light.


“Do you remember where the fish are?” Nonna put her arm around her shoulders and pulled her in tight. The autumn wind tousled her twin pigtails.


“Uh huh! They’re right next to the Pegasus!”


“That’s right, little one. That’s exactly where they are.”


A streak of light glimmered in the sky for a moment, followed by another a moment after. She leaned back, pushing the memories away as the shooting stars formed and disappeared above her. One after another. Some a few minutes apart. Some a few seconds. Mesmerizing little specks of stardust.


Perhaps it was because she felt nostalgic. Or maybe she wanted to believe in magic for a moment. Whatever the reason was, she kept an eye out for a larger flare, one that constituted a real wish. One that she would keep to herself.


Nonna…where do I belong now that you aren’t here with me? She sighed. I wish I knew.


The thin prick of light from her wishing star turned into a wider streak that grew in brightness and size until Serena forgot about her wish. This meteor didn’t burn out. It didn’t disappear like the others. It continued to fall and burn brighter as it barreled toward the Earth.


Her eyes widened and she stood, taking several steps back as it hurtled down. She dove to the ground, covering her head with her hands. A flash of light burst through her eyelids, followed by an overwhelming boom that shook the ground. Her heartbeat drummed in her throat, ears ringing as she slowly uncovered her head and took a few deep breaths. She stood and surveyed the area, swallowing as she caught sight of the impact—a smoldering blaze at the base of the hill. And dangerously close to some scrubby trees. 


In a panic, she packed up her belongings and pulled out her phone to light a makeshift path down the hill. She traversed the distance in minutes, hesitating on the edge of the small crater. It seemed like nothing was burning, yet, but it had blackened the earth on impact. A few embers existed, but none near enough to the sagebrush to worry about a fire.


 


A small, glowing stone lay deep within the crater, a dim light surrounding it that pulsated in a steady rhythm. She moved closer, careful with her footing as she crouched down to examine it better. The stone had been encased in some sort of meteorite. If she had to guess, it would have been about six inches in diameter, although none of it remained. Based on the black dust that engulfed the crater, the meteorite had broken apart upon impact. The stone itself was oval in shape, smooth on all the edges that Serena could see. It almost resembled an opal, except the colors seemed to move and shift.


She pulled out her water bottle and poured some of the water over the crater. The stone sizzled and hissed as a hazy steam spread upwards toward her. As it cleared, she leaned closer and held her hand over it. Heat radiated out, but nothing scalding, so she gently picked it up. The warmth sunk into her hand, and she smiled thinking of all the worlds the stone must have seen. The smooth surface glowed like luminescent glass, but she couldn’t see through it. She turned it over in her hand and jolted back from the heat of the other side, dropping the stone in the process.


It didn’t shatter as she thought it might. It hovered above the ground for a few seconds before it spun rapidly on its side in the air. As it spun, it glowed, becoming brighter and brighter until her vision disappeared into a cloud of brilliant blues and purples. The ground faded away, as if she were floating in the air above the trees.


She blinked at her surroundings, unsure if this was real or a dream, and bright spots appeared in her vision. The spots coalesced into twelve individual stars more vibrant and beautiful than the stars that shone above her. She turned in the air, looking at each of them in turn. The galaxy swirled around her, right at her fingertips, almost within reach.


If only I could touch one.


As she thought that, one star came closer. She reached out to it, and it split into two before a bolt of lightning connected her to them. A shocking feeling started in her fingertips as if each had gone to sleep, and then connected up her arms and into her back to her spinal column. The lightning swept across her back and all the way down to her toes. She could feel the lightning becoming part of her, the star becoming part of her. Or had it been there all along? A warmth unleashed itself across her entire form, brushing the very edge of her soul. She felt a song within her and could feel all the tension and pain and past leave her. Her troubles formed a beam of light coming from within her and reaching out to each of the stars. The light dissolved into her, washing over every part of her like a waterfall. 


Serena collapsed as the world of stars phased out of view. The stone slowed and dipped toward the earth, until it froze and dropped into the crater in front of her.













READ MORE





IF YOU LIKED this excerpt, you can find the full book at: https://www.amazon.com/stores/Natalie-Brianne/author/B08Y5KY626




OPS/images/cover.jpg
NATALIE BRIANN





