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  Prologue


It was a rather poor demonstration of his skill that Drenner was staring at the occupant of the second tallest chair on the raised platform in the throne room. He followed the curves of her cheeks as she sat tall, readying herself to hear from the slew of citizens filing in to speak to the Local Council. His thumping heart drowned out the chatter that had erupted with the crowd. The anticipation that one of her glances would come his way grew as his eyes remained locked on her face.  
Lesia had been Earth’s ambassador for several months now. A whirlwind that had taken her from the comfort of her far-off planet to the controlling body of the sector. Her gray eyes were lighter than most he’d seen, gleaming every time she smiled. Today, her dark hair was pulled back. Not tight the way she wore it when training, but loose waves of brown locks swooped down her forehead before returning to the back of her head, where they were held by a golden clasp. 
She didn’t look that different from any Shian he’d met. The dark hair and gray eyes were something all of his kind shared, but knowing she was human, he was well aware he should keep his mind on the task at hand instead of on how her hair would smell should his face be buried in it. How it would look if he undid that clasp. What her perfectly shaped lips tasted like with that burnt-red smudge on them. 
Drenner’s gray eyes shifted to the regal man beside her, whose sharp eyes were locked on him, letting Drenner know his stares had been noticed. With effort, Drenner moved his muscled body and put his focus back to the room of guests, all as eager for Lesia’s attention as he was. He could feel Lucretius’ eyes remain on him for several more seconds before the leader of Sector 13 returned to his duties. It was another reminder that she should be out of reach to him; Lucretius’ gaze reminding Drenner that he was not only his best friend, but her husband. 
He swore to himself to keep his glances short for the rest of the evening, even knowing it reduced the chances he would catch her looking at him. Leaning forward, he tilted his head to his second in command, letting him know to move, and with practiced moves, his team all changed positions to gain different vantage points. 
This put him at Lucretius’ side, where a beckoning finger pulled Drenner’s ear to his lord’s mouth to be chastised. “I know she’s beautiful, but pull yourself together for fuck’ sake.” 
“Yes, my lord,” Drenner replied with less amusement than would be typical of their interactions.
Drenner found it unusual that his olive-toned face flushed. At 97 years old, it had been a long time since feelings for a woman had twisted him. That she was a mere 19 only made it worse. He folded his arms as he steeled himself, knowing her eyes had been on him when he’d bent over, hoping she hadn’t caught Lucretius’ words. 
As the evening wrapped up, the rest of the Council members on the raised stage stood and watched as Lucretius and Lesia left first through a side door, with Drenner following close behind. Her dress clung to the top of her frame before spreading back behind her, making it so Drenner had to fall a few steps farther behind than he usually did. The two said nothing to each other as they walked without touching through the labyrinth halls back towards their separate quarters.   
Lucretius’ lips touched her hand before she disappeared behind her door. The surge of jealousy over such a simple act had Drenner’s jaw clenching with the grinding of teeth, drawing the attention of his Lord yet again, who gave him a sympathetic smile this time. 
“You should be more careful, Drenner,” Lucretius said as his hands shifted into his pockets, leaving the regalness of his persona behind to become the friend Drenner had known and protected his entire career. 
“I know.” Drenner ran his hand over his brown hair, buzzed short as his own demeanor changed. 
“You know I don’t care from an emotional standpoint.” Lucretius turned to walk towards his quarters, and Drenner fell in step beside him, slightly shorter than his lord, but much wider in the shoulders. “Her role is important, more important than I think you understand. She’s the first human to survive the injection who has taken an official position. We need her ambassadorship to be long and fruitful to gain an advantage with the humans we’ve never had before.” 
Drenner nodded along, well aware of all that went into creating Lesia, and yet still only seeing how she made him feel instead of all she was supposed to become. 
“You don’t find her attractive?” Drenner asked. 
“I think she’s beautiful.” Lucretius stopped at his door and turned to his friend, the gray eyes filled with experience around the usual youthful face all Shian had no matter their age. “However, human. Very human. Don’t forget that. Don’t forget your histories. The problems they can cause if left unchecked. She’s a tool to keep them under control. Nothing more.” 
“Doesn’t mean we can’t make her happy while she’s doing it.” 
“By all means. Do what you must, but never forget what she is.” Lucretius took a menacing step towards Drenner, causing the stronger man to cower in the face of the superior, who could have him executed should he so choose. “If you make her useless, I will have no choice but to punish you.” 
“I understand, my lord.” Drenner bowed his head to pull away from the intense gaze rather than in respect. 
By the time Lucretius’ door clicked shut, Drenner’s unsteady heart was thumping like mad. He wondered how it was that Lucretius could make him cower like that. He knew it wasn’t magic powers or any such nonsense, but Lucretius’ 200-year-old gaze had a knack for putting people at unease. 
Drenner quickly put the thought out of his mind as he rushed back to Lesia’s door. He didn’t knock as he slipped through it after a quick check that the hallways were clear. He smiled at the fact that she was still wearing her dress. One he wanted to rip off as he watched her pace the room with her arms crossed over her chest. 
“You should be more careful.” Her voice held anger at his carelessness, but her body unfolded at his approach. 
“How can I around you?” He pulled her in for a kiss that sent a burst of energy pulsing through his body. 
She pulled her mouth away, her hands still filling him with joy as her fingers gripped the back of his neck. “Lucretius is becoming suspicious.” 
“He doesn’t care, Lesia.” Drenner pulled her back in, allowing his lips to dance along her neck and soften her stance until he could feel the tension fall away from her body. “Don’t worry. I’m with you. Whatever comes along, we will face it together.” 
Drenner could sense there was a part of her that wanted to continue to argue. He was happy it wasn’t the part that won out as they quickly escalated to removing the layers of clothing that came with duty-filled events. He let himself get lost in her, oblivious of what was to come. 






  
  Chapter 1


Drenner shook the memories of Lesia's past worries out of his mind. It didn't do to dwell on happenings of over 250 years ago. He needed to concentrate on the problems of the present. With everything that had gone wrong recently, Drenner was surprised he had been able to get things back on track.  
Holed up in his room aboard a freight-liner spaceship he often used to sneak anything or anyone past the Shian checkpoints, he was grateful he wasn’t returning to the Zeal empty-handed. Of course, he had never expected to be the one having to sneak through, but his course was set. Though still Shian by blood, there was no way to maintain the facade of loyalty once his face and name had been broadcast across the known universe as a traitor. His muscles rippled as he tensed away from the thoughts of his unveiling. 
His dark gray eyes ran over the data on the Holo-cast images in front of him. Maliqai was now the only wildcard. There was no way Drenner was going to get rid of him, and no certainty the younger man would go along with the plan. He pulled in a deep breath and leaned forward, scanning the information once again, hoping he would notice something new. 
Maliqai’s death had been difficult to come back from. Far more difficult than Drenner had anticipated. The chamber that kept the Shian immortal and youthful was seldom used to bring them back from death; it rarely ever got that bad. Drenner, even in his 331 years, had never had to use it for that purpose. Though he had known a few who had. Amongst none of the stories, had he ever heard of such a drastic shift in personality as he was experiencing with Maliqai. The new mannerisms of his former leader put Drenner on edge every time he was around. 
He sat back, rubbing his temples with the large, thick fingers of his left hand, pulling them along his closely shaved head before he threw his hand back in his lap. There had to be something physically wrong with the boy. He still thought of Maliqai as a boy, although he was now 232 years old. Having had a hand in raising him, he would always view him as the shrewd little kid who was a stickler for the rules. 
It had taken Drenner 232 years to get the kid to break a rule, and now he was spinning like mad, hell-bent on pushing all boundaries and breaking any rule he came up against. The drinking wasn’t helping. Maliqai didn’t seem to be able to put the bottle down since his revival. During the last stop they made to restock the ship, his antics at the local dive could have been tragic had Drenner not intervened. 
Drenner bounced his fist on the flat surface of the desk, hitting the spot that shut the projected images off. He didn’t need to look at them anymore. If needed, he knew he could recite the readouts from the Chamber during Maliqai’s revival by heart, and there was nothing there that would give any reason for the personality shift. Drenner could only work out that Maliqai was taking the loss harder than the average Shian. Losing one’s life was trying. Maliqai also had to contend with the loss of his lifestyle. 
Drenner sighed deeply, causing his wide shoulders to rise and fall. A chirp emanated from his desk, indicating someone was trying to contact him. 
He answered with a solemn “Yes.” sounding more exhausted than he intended to. 
“I’m sorry to disturb you, sir,” Drenner recognized the voice of Annick, one of the crewmen, and he could already sense what the call was going to be about. “It’s Maliqai... he’s causing a commotion down in the mess hall again.” 
“I’ll be right down.” Drenner sat for a moment longer, gathering the strength to confront Maliqai yet again. 
His tantrums were now beyond annoying. It was with great effort that Drenner finally peeled himself out of his chair and made his way calmly and slowly through the ship’s hallways and stairs. He heard the ruckus long before he came upon it. The crew moved out of this way when he approached until he came to the edge of the crowd circled around the center of the room, where wrestling between and on top of the bolted down benches, Maliqai and a crewman by the name of Turk were having at it. 
Drenner paused as Maliqai took a blow to the jaw, watching red drops fly from the distorted face. He hoped it would take Maliqai down, but the kid spun around and, spotting Drenner, gave him a frenzied, bloodied smile before he lunged, yelling at the top of his lungs toward Turk. Sidestepping another blow and landing some well-placed ones of his own, Maliqai took Turk the Tank down. 
The rowdier of the crew cheered at the victory as Maliqai pumped his well-muscled arms up and down, yelling in triumph. The cheering died quickly as Drenner stepped forward. He glared until the crowd split apart, some peeling Turk off the floor to drag him to a Chamber. The room was soon empty except for Drenner, Maliqai and Trigger, whose small pale face wore a grim expression as she leaned her thin frame against a metal support beam. If you didn’t know her, you might be fooled by her size, but everyone on board knew she wasn’t to be messed with. Only Maliqai and Drenner would even dare to train with her. 
She had come a long way from the wiry little human taken from Earth nearly a year before. Everything that had been thrown at her since then she had handled better than he could have dreamed. He knew what she’d gone through, being the main reason she’d gone through most of the worst of it. For her, Drenner was outed as a traitor, a member of the Zeal, but she was worth it. At least he hoped she was. 
Her long black hair was pulled tightly up in a high ponytail, leaving her slender neck exposed where Drenner could see her jaw clenched tight. Another glance let him know she was straining to hold back from taking Maliqai down herself. As tempted as he was by the idea of letting her teach Maliqai a lesson, he nodded his head towards the door. He held his breath as she hesitated, praying he would not have to deal with her as well. He breathed out in relief as she pulled herself straight and stalked off.
Maliqai smeared the scarlet stream over his olive-toned skin with the sleeve of his shirt, then spat blood at Drenner’s feet as he ran his long fingers through his mussed brown hair. 
“Why so serious, Drenner?” he held a manic smile for a moment before the pain made him drop it. 
“What the hell is the matter with you, Maliqai?” Drenner said, ignoring the question. “This isn’t your personal fight club.” 
“I don’t have a personal anything anymore, do I?” Maliqai’s childish insolence made Drenner grimace more than the meaning of his words. “I gave up everything to save your precious Trigger, and I’ve gotten nothing but a ‘thank you kindly, now fuck off’ attitude since.” 
“Grow up, Maliqai. You’ve had over 200 years of being pampered and waited on in your little castle. Now it’s time to stop being a spoiled little brat and join the rest of us with genuine problems. I’ve got little patience left for your tantrums. Next one will land you in the brig.” Drenner delivered it in a tone that would make most shake in their boots. 
Maliqai, however, waved his hands in the air. “Ooo. It was just a little fight, and for your information, I didn’t start it.”
“You never do. And yet you are the only one who has been in every single fight we’ve had on board since we left the Central Planet. Test me if you wish, but I will put you in the brig for the rest of the trip if you so much as look wrong at someone again. And you really will be displeased by the state of those quarters, My Lord.” Drenner mock bowed at the now meaningless title and walked away.






  
  Chapter 2


Trigger slowed as she stepped into Drenner’s private quarters. It was a room that she and Maliqai frequented for dinners. Maliqai stood with his broad back to her. He was lost, looking out the window at the vastness beyond. Knowing it wasn’t the darkness of space that held Maliqai’s attention, just as much as she knew she didn’t hold his attention anymore either; she focused on his reflection. Raking her eyes over his handsome face, she noticed the dried blood and bruises still fresh from the fight below. She drew her brows together, wondering why he hadn’t bothered to visit the Chamber to heal.  
He sighed, drawing in a deep breath that increased his height a couple of inches before shrinking him again on exhale. Her eyes wandered down his muscular arms with longing until she focused on his clenched hand. It was wound tightly around something; the strain forced it to turn blue. She moved forward, startling him with her touch as she pulled him back to the present, unwrapping his fingers. It was metallic ice. She looked up into his gray eyes, meeting them for a second before he turned away to stare back out the window. 
He should know better, she thought as she took the unique metal cube from his hand, setting it on a nearby shelf. 
It was a specialized metal that stayed cold. Applying heat only made it colder. She rubbed his hand between hers. Creating warmth in it again before he pulled it away and ran the still blue-tinged fingers through his dark hair before he shoved it into his pocket.
Having only known him nine months, and those nine months starting off by him abducting her against her will and beating her until she learned how to fight back, she was still surprised that all she wanted now was for him to face her and give her one of his sly smiles. The kind that she hadn’t seen since before he emerged from the Chamber once he had been brought back from death. A death caused by the actions he took to save her life. 
She stared up at his youthful face, which belied his true age. Being Shian, he was hundreds of years older than the thirty or so years he looked, thanks to the Chamber and its ability to create immortality in his kind. Finally pulling her eyes from the sullen depths of his cheeks, she stared down at her feet, much smaller than his, and pulled in a sigh of her own as she crossed her pale arms together. 
His mood weighed heavily on her; how could she not see it as her fault? He had given up everything he had, everything he had ever known, to save her. She felt caught between being grateful and wanting to punch him in the face every time he opened his mouth. She couldn’t be very surprised at his new attitude. Everything he was going through was relatable to her own recent experiences, including the tantrums. 
She had quickly realized she did not have the patience that Maliqai had shown her. The last nine months had taken more than they had given in that department. Perhaps if she hadn’t been dealing with her own recent death and revival, she might have been more apt to deal with his. Being human, a revival should not have been possible. However, part of her journey to this point had included being Warped by Drenner. An act that still sent shudders down her back if the older Shian looked at her a certain way. He too had taken her against her will, placing her in an Altered Chamber, unleashing a torrent of powers she had barely come to terms with and had a long way to go before she could control them. 
It was a struggle she wished she could share with her mentor, the man standing before her. The man who had been her only companion for the seven months they had been alone together, training and preparing her to become an ambassador for Earth. It had been a short-lived victory before she was found out. Being Warped was a death sentence amongst the Shian, and being unable to control a power she didn’t understand, she had revealed herself when his lips had touched hers in their first kiss. 
She looked back up at his mouth. Two kisses were all they had ever had. Perhaps all they would have. Looking away, she focused on the metal ice, reaching out and poking it around with her fingertip as she watched the reaction it made on the surface each time it moved to a new spot. 
As her finger began to go numb, Maliqai turned away from the window, away from her, rubbing his strong hands over his forehead as he sat wearily in the chair at the head of the dining table. She moved after him, about to speak, when her eyes flitted to Drenner, stalking tensely into the room. 
“How are you feeling?” the man asked Maliqai. 
They looked the same age, but Trigger knew better. Despite their youthful appearance, their demeanor with each other eventually let one know Drenner was the elder. Maliqai, until recently, had been higher in rank and status, but even then, Drenner could put the younger man in his place. Although Drenner was shorter than Maliqai, he had more muscles to slow him down. She had seen firsthand that his fighting skills were not only a match for the younger Shian, but more often than not, he won out. 
Their matching gray eyes both held scorn as they stared each other down. Trigger should have felt like a child being only 19, compared to their hundreds of years, but in their time together, she felt more and more like the mature adult trying to wrangle two hellish boys. 
“I’m fine,” Maliqai said with a sneer. 
There was no question that Maliqai blamed Drenner for all that had happened. In his eyes, everything that had gone awry directly resulted from Drenner’s actions. Trigger knew he wasn’t wrong, though she wasn’t angry with either man, who had each ruined a version of her life. Her feet shuffled as she stood alert to the possibility of having to pry them apart again. 
“Your readings while in the Imaging Scenario were a little strange.” Drenner folded his massive arms over his chest, ignoring Maliqai’s mood, as he had attempted to do ever since the younger man was revived by the Chamber a few weeks ago. 
Trigger winced at the fact that something could actually be wrong with Maliqai. The Imaging was a program within the Chamber that only worked for the Shian. It allowed them a virtual fantasy in the event of their body’s healing from drastic wounds. 
“What do you mean?” Trigger said, abandoning the metal ice and rubbing her hands together to warm her finger. “You said his readings in the Chamber were all normal.” 
“My readings are no one’s business but my own,” Maliqai said through clenched teeth, meeting Trigger’s eyes, causing her face to burn red before he turned his attention back to Drenner. “There is nothing wrong with me, so stop looking.”
Drenner held his gaze for a few moments before he turned his attention to Trigger, smiling kindly. “Hello, my dear. How are you feeling today?” 
Before she could answer, Maliqai spat out, “She’s fine too, Drenner. As fine as she can be, considering the circumstances. Why don’t you concern yourself with wherever the hell it is that we are going and stop pestering us with your moronic questions?” 
As ambassador to Earth, she had been one day away from marrying Maliqai when she lost control of her light and turned their lives upside down. Trigger felt bad about it, but she knew Drenner had no patience for Maliqai’s despondency and even less for his ill temper. 
“You may not be a lord anymore, Maliqai, but that doesn’t mean you throw your manners out the window.” Drenner’s voice held the tone he seemed to reserve for chastising Maliqai. “And Trigger can speak for herself. She isn’t yours to command anymore.” 
She grimaced as she recalled the months of hard physical training she underwent, with Maliqai directing and controlling every minute of her life. At first, she had resented the training. Now she reflected on it with appreciation for the strength it had given her, only grimacing because she knew Maliqai’s anger would flare at Drenner’s words.  
If the table hadn’t been bolted down, she was sure it would have been upended as Maliqai stood. He swatted the basket of fruit sitting on its surface toward Drenner before shoving past him as the older man failed in his attempt to grab his arm to stop him.
Drenner shook his head in frustration and then gave Trigger a small smile. “It should get better with time, my dear. Unfortunately, I fear things will get worse for him first. Dealing with death is one thing, but he has to deal with the loss of the life he had along with the one he had dreamed about with you for so long.” 
She gave a tight smile and hugged her arms tighter around her small frame to comfort herself, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath to calm the growing light that was the source of her powers.
“What did you mean by the readings?” she questioned again, ignoring Maliqai’s desire to keep it private.
Drenner sighed as he sat on the tabletop, his face showing the concern she knew he was trying to hide. “It’s nothing big. A little spike in his heart rate.” He read the confusion on her face and continued. “The Imaging should be calming, relaxing. Something like hunting or fishing, and sure, there might be a little excitement in those activities, which would cause a fluctuation here and there, but his heart rate was at a nearly constant high. It’s not unheard of, but it is unusual. I was hoping he would have an explanation, but I guess he would rather hold on to his anger for now than try to work through whatever is happening.” 
Trigger mindlessly nodded her head, lost in fleeting thoughts of how to reach Maliqai and help him through the loss of his former life, the way he had for her when she had been taken from Earth. Drenner stood and embraced her. They were not the arms she wanted, but it was nice to feel something warm around her.
“It will all work out. I promise.” He pulled away and headed out the door, shouting back to her. “Feel free to hit him should he deserve it.”
A small chuckle shook her body, and she left for her own room to meditate, a technique she practiced often to control the powers of the light that burned inside her.






  
  Chapter 3


Maliqai’s face burned from the beating Turk had issued. He would gladly suffer most pain to avoid returning to the chamber, but the pounding in his head gave the feeling as though his brain had been pulverized, and he had endured it as long as he could. He had never given the machine much consideration before his death. It had simply been part of his life. Now as he stared at the sleek chamber bed before him, he churned with a loathing he didn’t even understand.  
It didn’t look like much. A flatbed on which to lie on and a windowed cover to enclose the occupant inside while the inner workings of the chamber did its job repairing any injury or illness of the Shian. It was rather simple for most. One goes into the chamber and if they are injured, they heal. If they aren’t, it simply does its normal duty of elongating life, making the Shian immortal. Either way, one of his kind would spend their life in and out of the chamber without issue. It had been that way for Maliqai as well until he had lost his arm mere months before. 
His eyes shifted down to his hand and followed up through to the rest of his arm that had been regrown. It had felt odd when it had first been rebuilt by the chamber, as if it wasn’t his own anymore. Now that he had died and been brought back, his whole body felt like a stranger. 
Pulled forward by the desire to ease the throttling going on in his brain, he shifted himself onto the chamber bed. The mildness of his injuries should mean a rather quick and easy session, but a chamber visit had not been easy for him since his arm. The Imaging program, which should only turn on with an extreme injury, now initiated every time he entered, regardless if he was injured. He wouldn’t have minded had the setting been doing what it was supposed to, simulating a pleasant environment he could control with his mind to keep him occupied while the chamber healed his body. Instead, he was put through a series of unfortunate scenes he had no power over and although the Imaging program should prevent any humanoid people from being present, his were filled with them. Mostly her. Mostly Trigger.
As much as he wanted to avoid it, it had been three days since his last chamber visit. Since his emergence after being revived, he had followed a similar pattern of evasion until he couldn’t tolerate the pain that built up in his head, which he knew was caused by more than just the fighting. It was usually several days before he found himself back at the chamber, longer if he had alcohol to help him sleep. Now that his supply had run dry by Drenner’s insufferable interference, he found insomnia preferable, due to the Imaging Scenarios somehow reaching past the chamber and plaguing his dreams. 
He lay down heavily as the coolness of the bed seeped into his body. Reaching up, his shaking arms pulled the top closed, and before he could talk himself out of it, he pressed the button to start. 
The now familiar feeling came over as he struggled against the sensation of falling unconscious that came as he plummeted into the first scene. For a long while, the scenes had been the same, looping through a sequence he had no control over and all revolving around Trigger. It bothered him that some of those scenes had come true, while others would have had he not stepped in to prevent them. 
Now, as the familiar darkness of the first scene pressed on him, he waited for the door to open and show the silhouette of Trigger standing in front of a blinding light. Instead, the light came from the right. Turning, he shielded his eyes and tried to focus on the frame in the doorway. 
As his eyes adjusted, he realized it wasn’t Trigger. He stared at the form of someone he missed more than the life he had left behind. His mother, Lesia, was standing in the doorway facing away, just as Trigger had been in the past. Her movements were the same as Trigger’s had been as she turned toward him when he moved closer. 
“Mother,” he whispered. 
When her face was in view, he saw it held the same bright light with no features that Trigger’s had in the past. The form walked toward him. In the past, he had always run around Trigger and out the door. Now he stood still, closing his eyes as the light became too much to bear. He felt his mother’s arms come around him and he clung tight to her embrace, breathing in the floral scent she always carried. 
The moment was gone too soon, and he opened his eyes to find himself in the hallway he usually ran into after dodging Trigger. It was not quite so cold and gloomy this time. He went to the door that usually opened for him and was happy it wasn’t locked, allowing him to move through it to the warmth of the hot springs. The scene was well known to him as he made his way toward Trigger, who stood near the edge of the steaming waters. He never knew whether she would be warm and welcoming or distant and unsure. 
As he pulled up next to her, he studied her face. She looked back at him and gave him her wry smile and had his answer. If she wanted him, her smile would be full and light up her face. This was the reserved Trigger. He stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked down at the water, giving the Imaging Trigger a tight smile. 
“What’s wrong?” The question grated on him as it echoed real-life Trigger, who had been asking it since he revived from death. 
“Nothing,” he answered. “Let’s go in.” He cocked his head toward the springs in an attempt to avoid the question.
“So, this is where you lost your virginity?” She asked with a sly smile.
The question was one he had been asked in this scenario many times before. He played along to get to the part he liked.
“Yeah, it was.” He pulled his shirt off, watching Trigger turn away as if embarrassed by his stripping. He stopped trying to understand why the scenarios were the way they were and removed his pants and entered the warm water. 
“Was she pretty?” she asked with uncertainty, turning back now that he was in the water.
“She was alright. Not as pretty as you.” She grimaced at his response and took her sandals off, putting her feet in the water. “Come in,” he urged her. 
“I don’t have a suit.” 
“I won’t look,” he lied, placing his hands over his eyes while peering through the cracks, as he always did. 
She pulled her clothes off and walked into the water. He knew this scene was nearly over, and he pulled his hands down from his face as she made her way towards him. 
“It’s so warm.” She flashed him her open smile, and he returned it.
He looked around in confusion. Usually by now the water rose over his head and plunged him into darkness; however, this time she reached him. Taking advantage of the situation, he leaned in to kiss her. She pulled back hesitantly, her hands on his shoulders, before tentatively reaching back for a kiss. He pulled her against him and allowed himself to enjoy the heat of the moment. When it didn’t end, he pressed for more, causing the Trigger in his arms to push away. He tightened his arms around her, refusing to let her leave. 
“Maliqai!” she snapped, and his mind spun as he found himself dressed again, standing in a room with a cross-looking Trigger in front of him, arms folded. 
He sighed in frustration and took in the scene. It was one he had experienced since his revival. He sat down at a table and waited. It was like watching a film that was broken and kept looping itself.
“I don’t think that’s right,” she said in exasperation. “Do you?” 
He had answered the question in hundreds of different ways, but the scene just kept repeating. Over and over, those six words. He sat rubbing his Imaging head and waited for it to be over. 
Finally, it shifted to another scene he had seen since his revival. His best friend, Jace, was strapped to a tilted table in the execution room, which was more reminiscent of a small theater than a place one ended their existence. His front-row seat gave Maliqai a clear view of the chiseled jaw and gray-blue eyes that didn’t leave his once. Jace’s disheveled hair would have anyone who didn’t know him thinking he was out of sorts. Maliqai knew that while it was true, the sandy brown hair that sat atop the stoic man’s head was never neat in all the time he had known him. 
No tears welled up in either man’s eyes, but the sobs of the woman next to him grated in Maliqai’s ears. Zinnia’s show of despair twisted his insides, both from understanding her duty to have turned in her husband as a traitor and despise that she hadn’t kept her mouth shut and protected his best friend. Seeing this scene and having all the information he had now, it only made Maliqai detest her more and hate himself for not even attempting to intervene to save Jace. 
It was one of the scenes the Imaging Scenario forced him to watch. Just the same as he had on that day. Never once taking his eyes from Jace in a last-ditch attempt to let him know that he was with him despite all the man had done to betray his race. There was no anger in the shining eyes, just sadness until they disappeared behind the fluttering eyelids forever. 
As he watched the last of life drain from Jace’s face, Maliqai, filled with despair, was finally able to look down. The scene usually ended there, leaving a pit of regret that hung around for days; however, this time he felt someone come sit on the other side of him.
“How could you?” The familiar voice snapped Maliqai’s head up to view Jace’s rotted skin falling from his skull as it spoke, “How could you?” again and again, reaching out to grab Maliqai. He woke with a start in the chamber, nearly bashing his head against the top of the chamber lid in his attempt to get out. Feet finally on the floor, he panted as his chest beat in an unsteady rhythm while he clutched the side of the chamber. His pain had been replaced with regret and despair. Once stable enough to walk, he stalked off in search of something to take the edge off. 






  
  Chapter 4


Trigger was glad to be getting off the ship, holding fervent hopes she wouldn’t have to go back for a good, long while. Being on the run, she was sure an extended stay in one location would be a lot to ask for, but she was most certainly not afraid to ask and was happy to hear she would be settled for the foreseeable future. As the transport shuttle landed, she was both eager and scared to get her first look at their new home. She wasn’t sure what kind of lodgings fugitives could hope for. Having lived in both small, cramped quarters and nice, large ones, she figured she would live closer to how she lived back on Earth. Tight quarters, possibly dingy and probably a lack of outdoor space for her to roam.  
She gasped in a breath of warm, musty air as the shuttle door opened, smiled tentatively as she stepped out to view an open courtyard of a monastery hued with orange sunlight filtering through the trees. The monks, with the hoods of their robes pulled up, stayed under the shade of the walkways as they watched the newcomers disembark. She pulled her eyes from them and stared up at the large trees hugging the perimeter walls that surrounded the large landing area, watching as they swayed in a gentle breeze while shielding the purple-stoned building from the bright rays that beat down. It was beautiful and spacious, and she let her eyes close as bits of sun reached through the treetops to hit her face. Her smile faded as she remembered they were in hiding, which probably meant minimal outdoor exposure. 
Drenner, catching the consternation on her face, laughed. “It’s not as big or fancy as the castle that was going to be your home, but I assure you there is plenty of space and it’s well kept.” 
She turned to him; her smile renewed. “So, we won’t be put down in the basement or dungeons?” 
Another hearty laugh died when his eyes caught sight of Maliqai coming off the ship. “Not unless you want to,” he flashed her one more smile as he squeezed her arm playfully before he turned away to lead their group into the nearest building.
The monks they encountered acknowledged Drenner, but none stopped what they were doing. Trigger managed to catch a glimpse beneath the hoods, noting they were not human or Shian. What she saw was mostly humanoid in appearance. She got a better view when a breeze blew the hood off one. Showing ears that pointed straight up above their heads, giving them an appearance of being taller under their hoods than they were. The orange eyes were unsettling, a penetrating sensation of her mind flooding through her. Trigger avoided eye contact after her first encounter, giving her just enough time to notice the orange tint to their skin before they left the bright courtyard for the dark halls. 
Drenner wove their way through hallways and staircases, finally bringing them to another courtyard. This one was surrounded by the monastery building instead of perimeter walls, though the same purple stone had been used throughout. Here the light from the suns reached past the shade the trees had given, throwing a shimmer effect that drew Trigger’s eyes to the iridescent beauty of the pillars holding up the covering of the walkways. 
As she pulled her eyes away from the enchanting stone to ask Maliqai about it, she saw him frozen next to her. His face paled nearly as badly as when he had been near death. Trigger followed his eyes down the corridor to rest on a small, dark-haired woman who seemed to glow brighter than the shimmering stone surrounding her. Her stomach twinged with jealousy at the thought of this woman having such an effect on Maliqai. 
“Mother?” Trigger heard the word fall out of his mouth, and understanding flooded her mind as her eyes snapped to Maliqai’s still pale face. 
It wasn’t surprising that he looked as though he had seen a ghost. Maliqai’s mother had died over twenty years ago, or at least that’s what Maliqai believed and so had told Trigger. 
“It is I, my love.” The woman’s face lit with tenderness as her eyes drank in Maliqai’s form. 
Trigger looked back and forth between the woman and Maliqai. Aside from the gray eyes and brown hair, they looked nothing alike, but then they shouldn’t since Maliqai was the result of a Shian embryo implantation and not half-human. Trigger’s last glance toward Maliqai saw his face was no longer pale but painted red and strewn with anger as his focus turned on Drenner.  
“You did this!?” he seethed through clenched teeth. “You Warped my mother!?”
Drenner remained calm even as Maliqai stalked toward him. “I assure you I did not.” 
Clearly unwavering in his belief, Maliqai took a swing at Drenner. “You bastard!” 
The first punch was easily avoided, and Drenner’s attempts to calm the frenzy went unheard. Watching Drenner fight Maliqai, she was reminded yet again of her first duel, in which she had been up against Drenner. She had been so proud to win, and she cringed now as another blow hit Maliqai in the face, realizing yet again that Drenner could have beaten her with both hands tied behind his back. 
She jumped as the woman came up beside her. 
“Um. Hi,” Trigger said, torn between wanting to study Maliqai’s mother, whom she had been compared to for the last nine months, and watching yet another fight between Maliqai and Drenner, which had now made its way into the courtyard. 
“Hello Trigger. My name is Lesia.” The fact that Maliqai’s mother knew who she was shouldn’t have been surprising, but it drew Trigger’s attention back to her. “I would like to speak to you in private. Will you walk with me?” 
“What about-” Trigger pointed, returning her attention to the men fighting just as Maliqai ran full steam into Drenner’s stomach, taking them both to the ground, where Drenner quickly spun him to take advantage once again. 
Lesia waved a graceful hand nonchalantly at them. “They will sort out their disagreement in their own way.” 
With a smile, Lesia hooked her arm around Trigger’s and led her away. Trigger’s mind raced in the silence while she struggled to calm herself as she was woven through the building and back out to a different courtyard. Her mind raced with Maliqai’s word, ‘Warped’. Even Trigger knew enough by now to know that was the only way Lesia could still be alive. 
“When were you Warped?” Trigger pressed the question out of her mouth after realizing there had been nothing but silence between them since they left the boys behind. 
“Let us save the history lesson for another time when Maliqai is here to listen.” Lesia’s voice was soft and sharp all at once, and Trigger nodded meekly, unsure of what to say or do in the presence of someone revered by so many. “How are you doing with your light?” 
Glad to have something to focus on, Trigger answered. “Not so good, or I wouldn’t be here, right?” She grimaced a smile in shame, but the former ambassador gave her a knowing smile, easing her worry. 
“I remember my first kiss with someone I loved.” She looked far off with a dreamy smile on her lips before turning back to Trigger. “The same thing happened to me.” 
Trigger’s shame lessened as a small smile spread. “But then, how were you allowed to live? Lucretius doesn’t seem very forgiving. I know he wasn’t the head of the Central Council then, but he was the head of the Sector Council.” 
“I was never in love with Lucretius,” Lesia said simply. “He was my husband by an arranged marriage. A means to an end, so to speak.” 
Trigger thought it through quickly. “Drenner,” she said softly.
“You are as smart as he said you were.” Lesia smiled widely. “I expected him to scream out for his guards once he picked himself off the floor, but he did not. Instead, he kissed me again, and then again. We completely lost control in that moment.”
Trigger glanced away awkwardly as Lesia lost herself in the memory. “Oh. Okay.” 
“I was lucky enough to have been alone with him. No one was spying on us, or it could have very well ended the way it had for you.” Lesia said as she returned her attention to the present. 
“I’m not so lucky.” Trigger said as she strolled away to a nearby tree, its green leaves flooded with orange veins that pulsed under the sun. 
“On the contrary. You are incredibly lucky to have Maliqai so in love with you. He gave up everything to save you.”
“He’s not in love with me anymore.” Trigger took the leaf between her fingers but didn’t pull, feeling the heartbeat of the tree slow at her touch. “He can’t even stand to be in the same room as me.”
“I very much doubt he does not love you.” Lesia reached under and pulled Trigger’s chin up in a way that reminded her of when Maliqai used to do it. “He treated me the same way when he was upset as a boy. As if he were protecting me from being hurt by his hurt. It was something I never managed to teach him: that it was okay to lean on those you love and let them help you get through the tough times.” Lesia reached out and tucked Trigger’s hair behind her ear in a move that was meant to be fond, but had Trigger feeling uneasy. “In time, he will stop hurting and he will come back. Don’t give up on him.” 
Trigger smiled, contemplating a response when she saw Drenner and Maliqai, both red with blood, coming out of the building.
“All settled?” Lesia asked. 
Maliqai still looked sour, but said nothing as he walked up to his mother and scooped her into his arms. Trigger uncomfortably backed away, finding her way to Drenner. Her light had been flickering higher and higher since Lesia’s appearance, and she needed somewhere to rest. 
“Can you take me to wherever I’ll be staying?” she asked Drenner, who
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