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  Prologue


Maliqai’s hand raked over his mature yet youthful face as his smoky grey eyes flickered sharply over the images projected before him. They originated from the Holo-cast apparatus hidden inside his large stone desk. As was common in most government buildings, the old stone surroundings made most technology look out of place when activated. Old blending with the new was a common practice among the Shian.  
He leaned back in his chair, stretching the length of his muscled legs under the desk. His heart pounded as he intently followed the movement of the flying Buzzbot so many light-years away that, to most, it was unfathomable. To the High Order of the Shian, it was not only possible but common. It was not a short voyage by any means, but one the Shian took often enough. Maliqai had never taken the journey, but his time to do so was now in view. 
The edict had been approved by the Sector Council, and Maliqai had waited as the Way Stations relayed it like a signal torch, setting in motion the search. It had taken over a year from the time the hundreds of small flying robots were released for the Buzzbots to find what they were looking for. Now, fifteen months from the time the edict first came, she was finally located. It would not be long before he walked the path set out for him since birth and would change his life forever. 
His muscular body tensed as a room was projected into view. It was apparent that it was night, and the room was dark, though the images were clear to Maliqai through the Buzzbot’s advanced imaging. His agile fingers moved across the surface as he pressed spots on his stone desk, flat and smooth but shining with purpose. A data stream was brought up alongside the images, and his eyes poured over the information one last time. He nervously ran his hands through his straight black hair and leaned forward, placing his elbows on the desk as he rested his stubbled, square chin on his dusky knuckles. 
The Buzzbot was small and quiet; it wouldn’t have made any discernible noise as it moved to the center of the room toward the man and woman asleep on a mattress laid directly on the floor. Large feet hung over the edge, and the two bodies were squashed close together on the bed meant for one. The Buzzbot assessed the man, bouncing the data back to Maliqai’s Holo-cast, then moved on to the woman and her swelling belly. 
Excitement brought the faintest of smiles to Maliqai’s face. 
There she is! he thought. 
As the Buzzbot landed weightlessly on the woman’s belly, Maliqai held his breath. Additional images began to pop into view, listing information about the fetus. Most of the data was not new, as it had been relayed earlier in the pregnancy, and he quickly focused on the information he needed. 
She is developed enough to withstand the injection, he thought with relief.
He let out his breath, and again his fingers passed over the smooth stone surface as he signaled back to the Buzzbot to complete its mission. 
A needle came into view as Maliqai watched, and it quickly went into the woman’s skin. A flicker of a finger appeared, and the images went black as the Buzzbot self-destructed to leave no trace—luckily not before it sent verification of the injection and the final collection of data. It was done. 
After reading through the last data burst, he was satisfied she would indeed survive the injection. Either way, other Buzzbots would be sent to monitor further development. 
His hands moved across the desk again, pulling up different images. These were generated using the fetus’s DNA code and showed a grown woman—the woman who, in nineteen years, he would retrieve and bring back to his home world, Arom, the governing planet of Sector 13 in the Shian Territories, to become the new ambassador. In doing so, he would finally see the planet that was a part of so many of his childhood bedtime stories. He would finally visit Earth. 






  
  Chapter 1


Trigger didn’t feel any older as she sat with the cement wall pressed against her slender back. Her grey eyes reflected the flame flickering in the dark from the candle nestled in the cupcake she’d purchased herself. Her wrists rested on her knees as she used her long fingers to slowly spin the small cake in the air, watching the wax melt down to the chocolate frosting.  
The sweet aroma was not strong enough to mask the pungent odors of the alley in which she often sought solace. The smell alone would deter most, but to Trigger, it was a sanctuary. Built long ago, it was too narrow to be useful to the shops it butted up against. The cops walking the bustling square it opened into kept transients from making it their home, and so, it was hers, at least a home away from home. 
She sat forward, crossing her thin legs, and put the cupcake down on the old, useless cement loading dock. Her straight black hair cascaded forward as she leaned over it. Tucking it back behind her ears, her fingers ran over the multiple metal piercings embedded there. After a couple of tugs and twists on the hoops and studs, she moved her hand down her pale neck and pulled out a chain from inside her black shirt. Rubbing her thumb over the pendant attached that bore the name Serena—the name that was supposed to be hers, the name her mother had chosen for her. The name her father refused to give her when her mother died in childbirth, her birth. She grasped the pendant tightly, squeezing her eyes shut. No wishes came to mind. She searched the blankness she always felt on this day. Nothing. Her eyes opened in time to watch the last bit of candle melt before the flame sputtered and died, leaving a waxy puddle on her frosting. 
“Happy 19th, Trig.”
Standing, she grabbed the cupcake and hoisted the heavy backpack up from its position next to her. It held only notepads, pens, and books such as Introductory to Anthropology 2 and A Study of Human Behavior. There were no birthday cards or presents from friends. There were no friends. 
As she jumped off the loading dock, her feet hit the ground, surprisingly light considering the combat-looking boots she was wearing, and she made her way toward the square, pausing at a trash can. Her finger swiped across the top of the cupcake as she squeegeed off the frosting, flicking it in and scraping her finger on the can’s edge—a waste to some but not to her; she had never liked frosting. After wiping the remnants on her black skinny jeans, she peeled the decorative paper down to take a bite. 
Before it made it to her mouth, something slammed into her, causing her to lurch forward. The trash can was the only thing keeping her from toppling over completely. 
“Hey!” she yelled to whoever had bashed into her. 
It did her no good; he was already down at the opening to the square, bringing more disgruntled protests as he knocked over an elderly woman. Trigger was about to move again when she heard a commotion coming from the opposite end of the alley. 
“This way!” a man called out.
She hugged the wall as several cops came in pursuit of the runner. Once they passed her, she sighed at the cupcake now on the ground and kicked it hard, sending it flying into the brick wall. She stomped over to it and kicked it again and again until it was nothing but crumbs. 
“Asshole,” she mumbled as she continued her trek back to the square. 
She tried in vain to avoid the crowd of people trying to get a glimpse of the old woman still on the ground. Trigger caught a glimpse of the blood coloring the grey hair as it cascaded down. No one standing around did anything but look. 
An elderly man crouched at the woman’s side, frantically turning toward the looky-loos. “Please help me! My wife! Please!” 
As soon as they were asked, their heads shook, and they disappeared farther into the crowd. “Mind your own” was taught from a young age, and people did. Good or bad, they minded their own and ignored ones that weren’t. The cops hadn’t even stopped to help. The old woman wasn’t their problem either; the paramedics would take care of her. Their business was the Runner. 
Trigger pushed past the crowd, turning her back on the couple. Once upon a time, she would have stopped to help, but that time had long since passed. She adjusted her book bag before reaching into her pockets for her earbuds. One last desperate “Please!” shouted from the old man caused Trigger to turn her head. The crowd had backed up, leaving a clear view of the woman now convulsing. 
Just leave, Trig! she thought to herself as she cringed. 
She couldn’t pull away. That familiar desire to do something to help urged her forward. Just before she conceded to its call, a voice drew her attention. 
“The last stint in jail wasn’t enough for you, eh, Trig?”
Trigger spun toward the corner of the alley to see the lanky woman standing in the doorway of a dark shop that emanated the smell of a sickly sweet odor that could not be mistaken. She was skin and bones, with dark hair that hung to her waist like string. Her twisted smile showed rotting teeth that concluded the picture of the average Tite user. Tite, the popular drug of choice these days, was legal, and small parlors such as Lucy’s existed all over to feed anyone’s needs. Trigger herself had never taken to it. It was supposed to be calming, but she always felt she was on a roller coaster she couldn’t escape. 
Lucy’s words caused her to grimace as she recalled the charges that had been brought upon her the last time she had helped without being licensed to, and she turned away—away from the shop, away from the elderly woman, and away from trouble. Tucking her head down, she popped in the earbuds, the loud techno music drowning out the sound of the world around her as she made her escape from the all-too-common scene. As she rounded the corner at the end of the square, she saw the flashing red light bouncing against the wall. The paramedics had arrived; she didn’t wait around to see if it was in time. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Maliqai watched Trigger just as he had watched her throughout her life, the only difference being now it was through his own eyes and not via a Buzzbot. Her narrow shoulders were hunched over, carrying the weight of her book bag as she strode away from the square, away from him. He sighed at how close he was, yet doubts of her ability to hold the diplomatic role she was intended for penetrated his mind once more. Earth wasn’t anything like the stories he was told growing up. 
Granted, a fair amount of time had passed since his mother had been taken from it to be its ambassador. She had passed away, as all mortals eventually do, after nearly two hundred years of service, creating the need for a new ambassador. His mother’s death was a point of conflict for him. He missed her dearly, but without her death, he was in a stalemate in his own life, unable to move forward and truly become the man and leader he was supposed to be. 
Regardless of his doubts, Trigger was chosen. A human who could survive the injection was a rare find, and even with the billions of humans dwindled down to possible survivors, she was the best bet, chosen to represent Earth, how it was now, and how it was to be. 
He turned after her, staying far enough behind not to arouse suspicion as he followed. The stench of the streets was a mix of urine, garbage, and the sickly sweet smell of Tite—a melody of aromas that had caught him off guard during his first trip to an Earth city, causing him to empty his stomach onto the cement while his Shian guards stood nearby, stifling their laughs. After several weeks, he was able to tolerate it, though he made a point to breathe through his mouth and skirting the worst areas to avoid another embarrassing upheaval. 
At least she doesn’t live deeper in the city, he thought as he held his breath and grimaced past yet another Tite parlor.
He had wanted to stop and visit some of the cities his mother had told him about but was advised against it for security reasons. The Shian did not have much involvement on the planet itself. What involvement they did have was limited by Shian laws and most definitely done without human knowledge of their existence. Maliqai was offered flyover tours instead, and even viewing the scenes from above, he was left with a crippling feeling of claustrophobia at the thought of living on its surface. The sheer number of people tightly packed together in the areas that could still sustain life was such a contrast to places he was accustomed to. Some cities were tower after tower, with barely any ground in view. Here, there was at least outdoor space, even if it was small and crowded. 
He stopped at the edge of a building tucked out of view as Trigger sat cross-legged on a metal bus bench. The brick building he leaned up against used to be beautiful, but now it matched the others around it with a coat of black from years of exhaust and grime. It reminded him of Trigger in a way. She had been so vibrant as a child, so full of happiness and helpfulness despite her home life being less than optimal. If he had only known her temperament as a child and not who she had become, he wouldn’t have been able to pick her out of the crowd now. He hoped the vibrancy of her youth could be revived, but he knew better than to put much stock in it. Despite it all, he was glad she was a little more cooperative now. It would make his job that much easier. 
As he waited, watching her, shouts came from behind him. He turned his head and stepped out to view a man being thrown from the Tite parlor he had passed. 
“Give me what you owe me!” the strung-out man wailed, trying to force his way back inside.
“You got what you paid for, Tic. Now move on, or else we’ll be in our rights to make you!” The bouncer retaliated, pushing the Tic down hard. Every parlor, by law, was required to have a bouncer to handle security and uphold certain rights that protected their product and their customers. Rights they often took advantage of, especially when it came to Tics—Tite users that burrowed in and sucked up whatever they could, usually belonging to other people. 
As the Tic made a run at the bouncer, two loud gunshots rang out. Maliqai’s head snapped back to Trigger’s location; he had expected she would have heard the shots, even through her music, bringing her attention to the quarrel, but instead, her eyes were locked on him. His stomach leapt as he froze for a moment, staring back at her. Before he could panic, her eyes flicked away toward the oncoming bus. He, too, looked back, taking in the bus and noticing the bouncer coming out of the parlor with a body bag for the now motionless Tic. The bus brakes squealed to a stop, and Maliqai watched Trigger board, hoping she would look back at him again. She didn’t.
As Maliqai watched the bus move on down the road, a slick black car pulled up next to him. Recognizing it, he slid into the passenger seat. 
“Enough excitement for one day, my lord,” asked Divian, his security escort.
“I suppose it is time to prepare.” Despite a desire to continue after Trigger, he ordered, “Take me to my ship.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Trigger climbed the stairs of her apartment tower, cursing the government for banning electronics in any educational setting. The books weighed her down and pulled on her back as she ascended to the twenty-fourth floor. Since it was the fault of the building manager that the elevators were down yet again, she made sure to curse him as well. 
Exhausted, she leaned on the door as she reached for the handle. 
She tried a couple of times before cursing out loud. “Stupid door! Let me in!” 
She kicked the door and tried again, hoping the jolt would trip its sensors, but the knob wouldn’t budge. Pulling back her sleeve, she placed her wrist at different angles close to the knob until she heard a slight click. She hastily opened the door before it could lock again and wearily dragged herself inside, pulling off her backpack.
Having no valid reason to be on her own that the city would listen to, Trigger was still living with her father. They had always had a somewhat strained relationship, but it reached a new level of tension on her sixteenth birthday when he had inadvertently given her the Serena necklace. It was the one and only birthday they had celebrated together, only done because of a promise he had made. The necklace had been wrapped with care and love by her mother before her birth, and her father had no idea what was in the present he handed over. The result had been tumultuous as he tried to take the necklace back and Trigger refused to give it. Her father gave in, letting her keep it, but the argument caused the rift between them to deepen, and they didn’t speak for months. 
She checked the mail tube, pulling out a pink plastic notice addressed to her father. She knew it meant he was being ordered to work more hours at the factory with little pay increase. She left it on the entry table as she dragged her backpack farther into the apartment, stepping directly into the small open kitchen to set up at the dining table. 
Pulling out her schoolbooks, she grimaced. She had no interest in Anthropology or human behavior, but her job placement had been decided when she finished high school, and most, including her father, thought she was lucky to be able to stay in school until she graduated and go on to higher education as well. It didn’t matter that it wasn’t what she wanted to do. It was what she was chosen to do. She would spend her life working with dead bodies and criminalistics, something she did not look forward to but apparently had a high aptitude for.
Her father came out of his bedroom door and down the small hall into the kitchen. He, like Trigger, was slim and lean, although at least a head and a half taller than she was, with dirty blond hair and tired blue eyes. Other than their slenderness, they looked nothing alike, something Trigger had always pondered. Had it not been for the fact that the city had mandatory DNA checks to verify paternity, she would not have believed there was a biological relationship.
He pulled out leftover food from the small fridge and placed it in the microwave before he finished buttoning up his uniform. As the machine whirred loudly, he grabbed two plates from the cabinet. 
“I transferred half of your credits to your account, and I used the rest to buy food.”
“Thanks,” she said, her tone lacking all emotion.
He placed a plate of hot food next to her with a fork shoved in. She smiled meekly as she picked through the mushy rice pilaf. He may never have shown her much love, but he always made sure she was fed even though he was a terrible cook. Had they been able to afford it, she would have thrown it away and gone out for food. Trigger forced herself to eat it as they sat in their usual dinner silence. She had tried to cook once or twice herself, but the meals she made did not go over well, leaving a burnt, inedible mess, after which he asked her to please focus on her studies instead. She was glad to oblige. 
He left the dishes for her as he rose to go to work. 
“You have another pink notice,” she said through a mouthful of mush as he headed toward the door.
He sighed heavily and grabbed it on his way out, leaving her with no mention of her birthday, which she had come to prefer. 






  
  Chapter 2


Sleep wasn’t something Trigger had ever needed a lot of. Which she was reminded of as she stared up at her ceiling at 3 a.m. yet again. Rather than fight the inevitable, she moved swiftly through her usual routine to quietly get ready and head outdoors to take the thirty-minute bus ride up the mountain just beyond the city line, leaving the house quiet for her sleeping father.  
Trigger’s grey eyes phased in and out, barely taking in the passing towers that housed most of the population in their portion of the city. Eventually, the towers broke away, and houses took their place. Trigger wistfully wished she had been around back when yards were legal. Now even as the houses got larger and larger farther up the mountain, each went to the width and depth of its property line with only enough room between to walk with arms stretched out. Trigger smirked. A tower balcony offered one more usable outdoor space than a single-family home these days. 
Pulling up at the last stop before the bus turned around and headed back down, she took in her dream house, a manor built right up to the line. The contrast at the city line was drastic as the cramped lots made way to open land, then forest. The growth of the city had been banned beyond that point to maintain greenery and wildlife. The undeveloped land on the opposite side of the city line provided a pretense of owning a large property, which you couldn’t find elsewhere. At one point the government had wanted to build walls, but it was one of the few agendas they weren’t able to get passed, for which Trigger was extremely grateful. Despite the appearance of freedom, one knew better than to think you could pass anywhere along the border unnoticed. 
As she exited the bus, the city lights blanketed the land below, stretching as far as she could see along the horizon. Using the back exit to avoid the passengers coming on, she adjusted her backpack, which now contained a canteen, provisions, and a few hiking supplies. She turned away from the city and headed toward the signs. The first said, “No Motor Vehicles, No Poaching, No Camping, No Cutting, No Removals, No Feeding the Animals, No Fire, No Entry Without a Permit.” The second read, “Park Opens at Sunrise and Closes at Sunset.” But the sign she was interested in was stationed slightly in front of those. “Eddie’s,” it flashed with pink, neon letters on top of the steaming food cart that was parked on the walkway near the Park entrance. 
Trigger walked up to Eddie; his thick-fingered hand produced a cup of hot liquid for her. She nodded thanks, knowing better than to try to converse with the friendly giant before the sun came up. His permit times for this primo spot were a source of great aggravation to him. Trigger had more than once wasted an entire morning setting him off on tirades that lasted hours. 
Quietly tapping her wrist to the payment pad, she took her drink, dumped her bag down, and followed it to sit cross-legged on the ground leaning up against a stone pillar. It was one of many that spanned the city line every 100 feet or so and were equipped with sensors that picked up when a person crossed between them which allowed the government to track the movement of its citizens’ comings and goings, not just into the park but also into neighboring cities. Trigger thought back to the time she’d gotten in trouble and had been restricted. She hadn’t been allowed to leave the city, and that meant her park oasis had been off-limits to her then. 
She rubbed at her wrist, seeing if she could feel the ID chip that had been inserted at birth. It had kept her inside the city for several months, following a curfew that nearly drove her insane, and it would give her away in a second now if she crossed the line before the light at the top of the pillars turned from red to green. 
Taking a swig of her drink, she choked it down as she wondered what it would be like to be a Runner, an ID-less outlaw, so named because they were always running from one place to another to avoid being caught. Grimacing at the taste more than the thought, she took another swig. Trigger may not have been into Tite, but Koffee was her addiction. Replacing coffee when the beans ran out, it was a concoction of licorice paste, algae, and high levels of caffeine along with other chemicals mixed in hot water. It tasted disgusting, but the alertness and energy she felt was almost instantaneous and lasted for hours. She definitely couldn’t go without it, feeling twitchy if she missed her morning dose. 
Staring over the city lights as the Koffee buzz increased, making her itch to be doing something, she shifted, then re-shifted, ready to head into the park. Glancing down at her watch, she checked the time. 
4:17 She thought, Sun will rise soon. She let her brain recall a newspaper article that had been included in a school textbook about the government altering time. 
“In an effort to distribute daylight more evenly between work shifts, the World Government Center has moved sunrise and sunset back two hours. Sunrise will now occur around 4:30 a.m. and sunset around 7:30 p.m., depending on the time of year and location. Standard work schedules themselves will remain unaltered, with the Day shift being 9 a.m.-5 p.m., Swing being 5 p.m.-1 a.m., and Graveyard being 1 a.m.-9 a.m. Riots break out worldwide as drastic shifts in time cause upset and panic. Governments stand by their decision and refuse to back down despite the fact that the time change is illogical. No transfers from shifts are being accepted at this time, and strikes will be dealt with swiftly and vigorously.”
She remembered it word for word, as she did almost everything she read. It had happened long before she was born, and Trigger was happy that, for the time being, it gave her early access to the park, giving her time to walk through it, sometimes even on days she had classes later in the afternoon. Depending on her shift schedule in the future, she might come to hate it. Swigging her last gulp, she crushed the cup and stuffed it in her mouth, chewing the dry but edible, paper-like substance. It hit her stomach, creating a full feeling as it mixed with the Koffee. 
As the sky began to show signs of light, she stood and readied herself, moving her legs impatiently back and forth while keeping her feet on the ground, glancing back and forth from the house of her dreams to the red light on the pillar until at last it blinked green.






  
  Chapter 3


Being a creature of habit, Trigger headed up her usual path to the right, leaving the noise and smells of the city behind. The trees grew from sparse to slightly denser as she moved up the mountain. Smaller trees from the city’s most recent attempt to increase greenery in the park were interspersed between the older ones. Half of those were already dead, unable to maintain themselves in the harsh environment. Trigger frowned angrily, hating the way they looked and wishing she had the authority to take them down, but she wasn’t going to risk being fined. Not with  her record. 
Forcing herself to ignore them, she continued to climb. The higher she got up the mountain, the fewer of them there were until finally, she was up past where the woods looked like a burial ground of tree children and more like a real forest. Happily, she planned out in her head how far she thought she could get. With no classes on her schedule today due to teacher strikes, she could beat her record if she didn’t rest too much.
The usual quiet pressed in on her once she put some distance between her and the city. While animal life was present, it was more common farther up, past where a person could walk in one day. Poaching had been a prominent problem, nearly wiping out most of the larger species and seriously reducing the smaller ones. Penalties had increased drastically as a result. Poaching still occurred, of course, but with the penalty of death, it wasn’t as rampant as it once was. Unfortunately, the animal population, unlike the human population, had trouble reproducing rapidly due to a lack of proper environment, creating starvation and disease among them. 
She made good time up the mountain, stopping to catch her breath and sip from her canteen. After a couple of hours, she came to a chain-link fence, which she followed for a while until she found the part where the metal links had been pulled back. It left a small opening, but she pulled it open, stuffing her bag in first and then squeezing through. She wasn’t sure who made the opening, but she assumed squatters did long ago, before Night Choppers with radar flew overhead, searching for anyone trying to live on the land. This trespassing was the only risk she’d take these days, and that was only because she knew the Choppers never flew during the day. They’d much rather catch people at night when the charges and fines were bigger. 
Stopping again to rest for a minute, she noticed two squirrels bickering back and forth in the tree above her. Finding a boulder in the shade, she pulled out her canteen again, allowing herself a longer break to enjoy the rare sighting of the creatures. She pulled her legs up to sit cross-legged as she gathered her bearings. She figured she was about halfway to her first destination, a river that flowed down into the city. It couldn’t be accessed from the city itself since all water supply was run underground to keep citizens from getting to it without paying. Even up here, fences were built to keep people away from the different water sources that came down the mountain.
Trigger sighed, recalling the latest article she read about how the government was now pushing to have the forest barred to all citizens. If that happened, which it probably would since their agenda was usually pushed through, then Trigger would be confined to the city below without the escape she had now. She shuddered at the thought that the only place she’d see trees would be the overcrowded parks with smells she didn’t care to imagine, and pigeons, roaches, and ants the only wildlife at hand. 
With her newfound frustration, she resumed her climb, not stopping again until she viewed the glistening water bubbling over the rocks as it ran toward the city. Kneeling, she let the water run through her fingers before cupping her hand to bring it to her mouth. She drank eagerly, thoroughly enjoying the coolness as it passed her lips. No chemicals, no human filtration processes, no added “minerals” for the benefit of the citizens, just water, most of which she learned came from inside the mountain, in a unique phenomenon that pulled the water from hidden caves. 
Emptying her canteen of its contents, she filled it with river water, then pulled a small packet of Koffee paste from her bag, squeezing the contents in before shaking it up. She wanted the kick to help push her to her farthest trek yet. She stuffed the packet in her mouth, chewing it until it softened enough to swallow, then took a couple of gulps of the thick black liquid. If Koffee was disgusting hot, it was almost unbearable cold. Normally drinking it cold, she plugged her nose and gulped it, but knowing she had a lot of walking ahead of her, she chose to drink slowly and avoid cramping. It would still give her the boost she was looking for. 
After about six hours into her hike, she was getting closer to her last stopping place. Out of breath, she dropped her bag and returned to the edge of the river, splashing her face and neck with water. She lay back on the flat rocky surface that ran along the bank here. She left one hand in the water, letting it cool her as she closed her eyes to the blazing sun and let her breath catch up.
As her breathing calmed, she dozed off, letting her thoughts turn to dreams. Just before a light slumber hit, she heard a branch snap loudly, causing her to bolt upright. Puzzled and a little excited, she scanned the direction where she thought the sound had come from. Larger animals were still rare this far down, and the crack had been loud enough to indicate a larger branch breaking. She waited quietly, hoping to see something other than a squirrel or rabbit, but after a few minutes, she gave up, sighing as she pulled her bag back on and resumed her climb. 
It took only a few minutes before she began scanning the trees around her, an uneasy feeling pulling at her stomach. Coming to a wider, shallower part of the river, she quickly crossed, tucking behind a boulder and tree that had been battling for the same space for many years. Their width together gave her a place to crouch behind while offering a vantage point across the water. She checked the time and cursed to herself. This delay could prevent her from making her new goal, but since the anxious feeling clung to her like foam beanbag balls energized by static cling, she waited.
After a few minutes, she noticed movement in the trees and focused on it as a man emerged, cautiously glancing around. He stood for a moment looking back down the river before turning and heading up. Confusion came over her as she recognized him from the previous night. She had looked straight at him, surprised he looked back and didn’t avoid her eyes like most did. Was he following her? Who was he? What did he want? Her mind raced with questions she couldn’t answer without finding out more. 
Crossing back over the river once he was out of sight, she did her best to follow without giving herself away. He seemed to be looking for something, stopping and searching the trees every so often. Assuming for the moment he was searching for her, she continued to stay far enough back to remain hidden. There wasn’t much time left before she knew he would have to turn back to make it to the border before sunset. She too needed the time to get back down the mountain, or they would both be picked up by Night Choppers and charged with trespassing. Despite this, he kept climbing the mountain, and she kept referring to her watch. Frustrated, she knew she would only be able to follow for a few more minutes before she would have to give up. 
As she came to the edge of a clearing beside the river, she determined she couldn’t follow any farther. If he kept going, she’d have to turn back down. She kept hidden behind a tree, watching as he stood in the middle of the open area glancing around. He took a few steps forward and disappeared. Her mouth fell open as she moved away from the tree to get a better view. 
He had been there, right?! she questioned herself. 
Shaking her head to clear it, she began to doubt what she had seen. She had overdone it, taken too much Koffee, walked too fast, overheated, or dehydrated herself. It had to be something like that. While many scientific advancements had been made, invisibility in this fashion wasn’t among them. Shielding a ship from radar, sure. Camouflage, definitely, but nothing like disappearing into thin air!
Just as she went to step into the clearing, the man reappeared as suddenly as he had disappeared. She dove behind the tree again, peeking around it. He hadn’t seemed to notice her as he headed back toward the river, which she was now in the path of. She maneuvered herself around the tree as he passed so he wouldn’t see her. Despite knowing she needed to head back as well, she felt drawn to investigate the clearing first. 
She paused at the place he had stopped and looked around to make sure she was still alone. Putting her hand out in front of her, she took a few steps forward, watching it disappear up to her wrist. She pulled it back, stunned as she stared at it, turning it over to investigate her skin before placing it back in front of her again. Despite what her eyes said, her hand still felt like it was there, though there was a slight tingling on her wrist. She walked forward slowly, pressing her entire body through until her hand reappeared on the other side. 
Her jaw dropped as her hand gave way to the more interesting sight of a large airship, the like of which she had never heard of beyond science fiction movies. She had seen airplanes and flyover choppers; she had even read about and seen pictures of space shuttle flyers, but she had never come across anything like this. As her eyes scanned it, they fell on the ramp leading from the ground in front of her up into the stomach of the craft. Looking behind her, she noticed that from this side of the barrier, she had a full view of the clearing. A quick check assured her it still housed only herself. She started up the ramp, straining to see what was held inside before she got too close. It wasn’t until she got to the top that she could start to make out the interior. Staying off to the side, she entered a cargo hold, with crates and barrels secured on the right and an exercise mat set against a wall that housed an array of weapons on the left. 
Seeing the room was empty, she moved forward a few more steps, leaping back as images jumped out of the podium in front of her, hovering in the air with clarity that seemed strange until she compared it to the invisibility barrier. She focused on the symbols floating there, not recognizing them as any language she was familiar with. She struggled as she concentrated, trying to find anything that might look familiar amongst the jumble. 
Her stomach lurched as she registered the almost unnoticeable squeak behind her. An arm came around her left side, and before she even had the chance to turn her head, she felt a sharp poke in her neck that thrust her into darkness. 






  
  Chapter 4


Maliqai entered the medical bay, his eyes moving over Trigger as he walked past her sedated body to a blank wall which came alive with information as he approached. The statistics assured him she was still unconscious as she had been for several hours, giving him time to leave Earth’s atmosphere, check in at the monitoring station orbiting there for final systems checks, and begin the long trip back home.  
He moved smoothly toward the cabinets, pulling out the items he needed. He could let a Medi-bot do the insertion, but the exhilaration he felt at finally being able to do something drove him to do it himself. After passing his hands under a blue decontaminating light, he picked up a small medical device along with a microchip. He ran the chip under the light as well before inserting it into the awaiting compartment, then placed the device on a tray that once activated, floated next to him back to Trigger. He placed one hand on the table next to her head, leaning over as he studied her pale face, knowing once she woke, he wouldn’t have the chance for a while.
He agilely maneuvered her onto her side so he could reach the base of her skull, then ran his smooth olive fingers up along her neck, determining the correct insertion location. She stirred slightly, and he quickly checked the monitor, noticing her numbers were dropping. He verified their ranges were still good should he not delay any longer. The blue light colored her neck as it scanned over her skin before the needle protruded at the touch of a button. Her skin indented as he positioned it, the pressure on the needle’s tip activating a screen to guide him. With a slight forward movement, the tip broke the skin, and a small bead of blood formed as he squeezed the sides of the device, sending the needle farther inside, installing the chip at the base of her skull. 
His own chip had been installed during adolescence. It was a vital tool for anyone traversing a universe with languages so numerous and varied. One would never get past their own planet if one had to learn each one individually, and to be truly diplomatic, one needed to know each one well. 
After wiping up the blood and placing a small amount of bandage glue on the insertion site, he shifted her onto her back again, rechecking his readings to make sure the chip was correctly positioned. Using the medical device again, this time to locate the ID chip in her wrist, he reversed the procedure, pulling the chip out and placing it in a tray. 
She won’t be needing that again, he thought to himself as he put bandage glue over the removal site. 
He then set to work removing her earrings, running his fingers over the multiple holes they left behind. He hoped someday she would put them back on. There was something about them that fit her so well. For now, they would be in the way.
Finished with his procedures, he carried her down the corridor toward the front of the ship, taking note for the second time how light she felt in his arms. He hoped she was strong enough to prevail through the training and trials to come. He entered her quarters, placing her on the bed against the back wall. She was small in it, taking up less than half the space. He sighed, rubbing his forehead. He would take up more than half of it. 
I’ll have to start her training slowly, he thought.
Leaving the room, he leaned his muscled back against the door as his stomach churned from the mixture of anxiety, excitement, and exhaustion. He gazed at the door directly across from which his bed beckoned but shook off his desire to meet it and instead turned right, heading up the short steps to the flight deck. The darkness of space pressed into the control room through the windows in front of the panel. He wearily sat in the pilot’s seat, calling up an image of Trigger’s room from a Buzzbot he placed there earlier, and leaned back, putting his feet up deftly avoiding the myriad of blinking lights. His eyes grew heavy as he fought sleep, knowing she would wake soon, but having been awake himself for two days, he quickly lost that fight. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Trigger began to sense herself again through spinning darkness, which faded to grey as she fought to regain consciousness. Her arms were dead weight that didn’t move on her first attempt. Grimacing through the pain grinding in her head as she attained control of her neck, she wrenched herself to her side to alleviate the nausea that had come on. As her body shook involuntarily, she pried her eyes open, attempting to focus through the haze. Clamping them shut again as another wave of nausea came, she focused instead on her breathing and trying to form a cohesive thought. 
A few minutes of breathing left her mind sifting through what had happened. She sat up slowly and managed to get her eyes open. A quick glance around before closing them again gave her the knowledge that she was in an unfamiliar place. Her tired brain concluded that the most obvious place she could be was probably somewhere on the ship. She cradled her head in her hands as the pounding reached its peak. Breathing through it, she noticed it finally subsided, her thoughts becoming clearer, and she sat in wonder as she compared the length of disorientation upon waking now compared to the last sedation she’d been given when she had broken her leg in her early teens and had undergone surgery.
As she started to feel normal again, she stood quickly, eager to start sorting out this mess she was in. It was a mistake that showed itself in her falling to the side, landing on her hands and knees next to the bed. She attempted again, this time slower, grabbing onto the bed and wall to help her to her feet. She stumbled over to the desk next to the bedside table and leaned against it, letting her legs get used to more weight as she examined the room. The grey walls blended with the grey floors, which blended with the grey bedframe. The only color she saw was the bedding, which was a deep red. Her eyes landed on the door in front of her, missing it the first few times she had passed over the space but finally noticing the slight indent along the wall. 
As she steadied herself on her legs, she cautiously took a step forward and then another until she reached the door, putting her hands against it for support. Her proximity awakened a screen to the left of it, and she settled in front of its bright light in hopes it was the key to getting out. As she focused on the unfamiliar symbols, they shifted, blurring and pulsing, bringing jabbing sensations to her eyes and causing her head to spin. She clamped her eyes closed again and gave her head a shake before leaning it against her arm, taking deeper breaths to ease the pulsing. Once able, she refocused her eyes again, settling on one symbol, watching as it again blurred and then formed letters she recognized that seemed to rest slightly in front of the one she didn’t. As she moved her eyes to each symbol, it blurred and shifted in the same way until at last she could grasp the meaning of the words displayed. 
Place hand on screen to open door, stared back at her in a jumble of foreign and familiar characters that both seemed to fight for the same space. Blinking away the tension in her head, she placed her right palm on the screen and watched the door slide open, disappearing into the wall. 
Hesitantly, she peered out, looking left and finding an empty corridor with several doors, then right to see the hall ended in a set of short, steep stairs heading up to a small landing. Stepping out, she turned right, holding onto the wall for support as she crept slowly forward until she could view the empty landing above. From her vantage point, she could see an open door off to the left on the back wall. Glancing behind her, she reassured herself she was alone and proceeded up the stairs, gripping the railing as she struggled with the small climb.
Trigger moved cautiously to the door, each step bringing more stability back to her movements. She quickly glanced through the opening, taking note of smooth panels of blinking lights and an image of the room she just came from hovering above them against a black backdrop, but what made her stomach drop was the male legs resting on one of the panels as they suck
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