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Prologue
 
The stars had always been a dream for Liv. Growing up in a small town where the most exciting event was the annual county fair, she’d often lay on the roof of her house, staring at the night sky. To her, the stars weren't just distant balls of light—they were possibilities. A world far beyond the dusty roads, the small-town whispers, and the expectations that seemed to linger around her every move.
But dreams came with gravity, and the closer she got to them, the more they threatened to pull her in different directions.
Kai was her constant—her tether, her anchor. He understood the weight of ambition, the need to escape, to reach for something bigger. He’d spent countless nights beside her on that roof, imagining a future where they weren’t bound by the limits of their hometown. His mind was just as expansive as hers, fueled by a passion for space, for the unknown.
When they both received the letter from NASA, an invitation to intern for the summer—something most only dreamed of—it felt like the universe itself had decided to intervene. The stars were no longer out of reach; they were right there, waiting for them to take that first step.
But love, much like space, wasn’t simple. Ambition wasn’t either.
In the beginning, it felt like everything was in perfect alignment. They were both going to chase their dreams, together. But as the months wore on, and the reality of their internships set in, the question became harder to ignore: Could they continue to orbit each other, or would their futures send them on separate paths?
As they prepared to leave for NASA, the weight of that question hung in the air between them, heavy yet uncertain—like the first breath before liftoff.
And as Liv stood there, in the quiet of the night, the stars flickering above her, she realized one thing: the gravity of their love, the pull of their ambitions, was something neither of them could outrun.
It was time to find out if their love could survive the distance between them, or if it would be lost in the vast expanse of their futures.
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The Launchpad
The letter sat on Liv's kitchen table, its crisp white envelope glaring against the worn wood of the counter. She had tried to ignore it all afternoon, but the pull was undeniable. She knew exactly what it was. The return address alone—the words NASA in bold letters—was enough to send a rush of adrenaline through her veins. Her heart raced as she reached for it, fingers trembling slightly. She tore it open with the same excitement she’d felt when she’d first applied, months ago, the weight of the possibility feeling unreal.
But the words inside the letter were more than she expected.
“Congratulations, Olivia Parker. You have been selected for the NASA Internship Program.”
She reread the sentence over and over, the words blurring on the page. This wasn’t some far-off dream anymore. This was real.
Her phone buzzed on the counter beside her, breaking her from the daze. It was a text from Kai.
Kai: "You get the letter yet?"
Liv’s fingers hovered over the screen. She could hear the excitement in his voice even through a simple text. It was impossible to ignore the shared thrill between them—the dream they had both chased together since they were kids. She had to tell him.
Liv: “Yes. I’m in.”
A moment passed before the reply came through.
Kai: “No way. Me too. This is really happening.”
Liv’s breath caught in her throat as the weight of the words sank in. This is really happening. She had dreamt of this moment for years—being selected for an internship at NASA, the first step in a journey to the stars. It was everything she had worked for. Everything they had worked for.
Still, something inside of her twisted uncomfortably. Kai. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the excitement of the letter only intensified the looming question: What does this mean for us?
Liv had always been driven. Always certain of her path. The future she envisioned for herself was clear—she wanted to be an astronaut, a scientist, a part of something bigger. She wanted the challenge, the thrill of discovery, the chance to leave the world she’d always known behind.
But Kai—Kai was different. He shared her passion for space, for the unknown, but his life had always been more grounded. His family, his friends, this town—it was all a part of him in a way that was harder for Liv to understand. She had always imagined herself somewhere else—somewhere far away—but for him? She wasn’t sure.
Liv stared at her phone, waiting for the next message, wondering if it would be filled with the same excitement she felt or the uncertainty she couldn’t escape. She didn’t have to wait long.
Kai: “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Liv’s pulse quickened. She typed quickly, her heart pounding in her chest.
Liv: “What are you thinking?”
Kai: “What happens to us? To our plans?”
Liv bit her lip, staring at the words. They had both spent so much time talking about their futures—about leaving this small town behind, about the endless possibilities awaiting them. But now, in the face of it all, the path ahead felt more uncertain than ever. Would they still be able to find their way to each other once they were thrust into new worlds, with different dreams, different ambitions?
Liv stared at the message, her thoughts spinning. The idea of space, of the internship, of NASA—it had always been a dream, a goal she had never questioned. But now, for the first time, she wondered if that same ambition would come with a price: the very relationship she was starting to build with Kai.
She picked up her phone again and typed her reply.
Liv: “I don’t know. But I guess we’re about to find out.”
She hit send, then stared at the screen, waiting for Kai’s response. The silence between them felt heavy, as if the gravity of the moment had already begun to pull them in different directions.
Her phone buzzed again.
Kai: “Yeah. We are.”
 
The next few days were a whirlwind. Both Liv and Kai dove headfirst into the preparations for the internship. They attended meetings, filled out forms, and began their final year of high school with NASA’s name looming over their heads, as if everything they had worked for was now in full motion.
But even as the excitement built, the uncertainty lingered. Liv found herself staring out the window during her afternoon classes, her mind drifting to the future—what it would look like with Kai beside her, or without him. She knew their relationship was still new, still fragile, but the bond they shared over their dreams had always been undeniable. They had spent years imagining the same future, a future they were about to step into together. But what if that dream wasn’t big enough for both of them?
Kai was different, too. His usual confidence seemed to fade as the weight of what was ahead set in. He was excited about the internship, but there was something else in his eyes whenever they spoke about their future—an uncertainty that matched her own. Would they still be able to share those quiet moments, those late-night talks, once the real world pulled them in different directions?
He’d always been the one to reassure her, to keep her grounded. But this time, it felt like they were both floating, with no tether to keep them from drifting apart.
That night, they met at their usual spot—the old pier by the river, where the stars always felt just a little closer, a little more attainable.
Kai was already there when Liv arrived, his legs hanging over the side of the dock, gazing out at the water. The cool breeze ruffled his dark hair, and the dim lights from the town flickered behind him.
“You ready?” Liv asked softly, stepping closer.
Kai didn’t turn to face her at first. His voice was quieter than usual. “I don’t know. Are we?”
Liv’s heart skipped a beat. It was the question they had both been avoiding. But now, there was no avoiding it anymore. NASA had sent them their invitation, and their dreams were calling. But could they still find a way to be a part of each other’s lives while reaching for those stars?
Liv sat down beside him, her shoulder brushing against his. For a long time, neither of them said a word. The only sound was the soft ripple of the water against the dock.
Finally, Kai spoke again, his voice low but steady. “I guess we just have to trust that whatever happens, we’ll figure it out.”
Liv glanced at him, meeting his eyes for the first time in what felt like forever. The weight of the unknown hung between them, but in that moment, she knew that whatever came next, they were in it together.
For now, that was enough.
And just like that, the launchpad of their futures had been set into motion.
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2: 
 
Orbiting Dreams
The morning after they received their NASA internship letters, Kai sat at the breakfast table, absently stirring his cereal as he stared at the message on his phone. He was supposed to be excited, right? NASA. The opportunity of a lifetime. But instead, the screen before him was blank. His mind was somewhere else—nowhere near this table, this small town, or the future that seemed to be pulling him in every direction at once.
"Everything okay?" his mom asked, setting down a plate of pancakes in front of him. She gave him a concerned look, her hands wringing together in that way they did when she thought something was wrong.
"Yeah, just thinking," Kai muttered, the edge of frustration creeping into his voice. His fingers tapped the edge of his phone, but his mind was still back at the dock with Liv, where they'd talked about the internship and the future in vague, hopeful terms. The reality was settling in now. NASA was a dream, sure—but it was also the first step away from everything he knew. Everything he’d been comfortable with. And Liv? She was part of that comfort, part of what made this small town home.
But now? Now she had her eyes set on bigger things, bigger places, and that pull to leave was stronger than ever. The thought of living in her shadow—her ambition already towering over him—felt suffocating. He knew she would soar. She was made for the stars. But what about him?
He looked up at his mom, forcing a smile. "I’ll be fine. Just a lot to think about."
His mom didn’t buy it. She tilted her head, a soft smile tugging at the corners of her lips. "I know you, Kai. You’ve always been the one with the big dreams. Just don’t forget that you can still chase them without leaving everything behind. You don’t have to go to space to leave this town if that’s what you’re afraid of."
Kai’s heart sank. She didn’t get it. She didn’t know the weight of wanting more, of needing more than this place, more than the people who thought their lives were already decided for them. More than the safety of this small town where everyone knew his name, his family, and his future. He wanted to be more than the guy who lived in the house with the white picket fence, the guy who always stayed because it was easy.
"I’m not afraid of leaving, Mom," he said, pushing the cereal bowl away. "I just... I need to know what’s out there. I need to know that I can do something big, something important."
His mom gave him a soft, knowing look. "Just make sure that in chasing all that, you don’t forget what really matters."
 
Liv, on the other hand, was already moving forward. It wasn’t that she didn’t care about Kai. She did. More than she ever thought possible. But Liv had always been a planner, an organizer, someone who could see her future clearly even when everything else seemed uncertain. She had her life mapped out in notebooks and dreams.
She sat at her desk that afternoon, surrounded by the clutter of high school papers and NASA internship materials. A calendar on the wall tracked the days until their departure for the summer internship program, and another sheet was filled with scholarships and college applications that needed to be filled out. She had lists for everything—her courses, her grades, even the books she wanted to read over the next year.
But when she tried to picture the next few years, the image that kept popping up wasn’t just her standing in front of a telescope or designing spacecrafts. It was her and Kai—together, maybe, but more likely apart. And the thought unsettled her in ways she hadn’t expected.
It had started so simply. A spark, a connection, a shared dream of exploration and discovery. But now, as reality set in, Liv couldn’t ignore the questions that bubbled to the surface: Could their love survive the distance? Could she really build a life for herself without the pull of her hometown, without the weight of her relationship with Kai?
Her heart told her yes. But her mind? Her mind wasn’t so sure.
She glanced out the window, watching as the autumn leaves swirled across the yard, carried by a breeze that seemed to whisper of change. Liv wasn’t afraid of change. In fact, it was what she craved—what she’d been craving her whole life. She didn’t want to be bound by the expectations of small-town life, by what people expected her to be. She wanted to make a name for herself, to prove that she could do something that mattered.
But what did that mean for her relationship with Kai? Was she meant to leave him behind, or would the bond they shared survive even the greatest of distances?
A knock on her door snapped her from her thoughts.
"Liv?" Kai’s voice echoed through the door, and for a moment, she just listened, feeling the weight of the question between them. Would he come in? Would they talk about what was happening, or would they dance around the inevitable?
"Yeah?" she called, her voice steady even though her heart raced.
The door creaked open, and Kai stepped into her room. His eyes were tired, a mix of excitement and something darker. Something uncertain. The same uncertainty she had been feeling, too.
"Hey," he said, leaning against the doorframe.
Liv stood up from her desk, a small smile pulling at her lips. "Hey. What’s up?"
Kai ran a hand through his hair, looking at her as though he wanted to say something but didn’t know how to start. "I’ve been thinking about everything," he finally admitted
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