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“What’s bothering you?” Kyda asked, as she found a seat in the compartment. 

Pruni remained unconscious, but with a glowing and peaceful facial expression. Every few hours, Gretu had stepped in to check on Pruni’s status. No change. Gretu reminded them that Pruni’s body had initiated a soruni, which was a Touri way of protecting itself from harm. Based on Gretu’s description, it was like a self-initiated deep sleep. However, there was no way to wake Pruni from it unless she chose to. At least no way the House of Piren was aware of. Nothing they could do until they reached Riboz, the ice planet. Kyda told herself that the best shot of reviving Pruni lay in Riboz. No reason to her thinking in that way. Nevertheless, it felt weird being seated beside the unconscious former leader of the House of Goen inside the compartment. 

“How can you tell?” Sophia asked, fear spelled out over her forehead. 

“I can.”

Sophia cast a pointed look out the viewport. “Everything.”

Unusual for Sophia to be anxious. In all the time Kyda had known the woman, Sophia was always the calm one. Most of the time. Even with so much uncertainty floating around. Yet today was different. Something had left the woman unsettled. Her eyes told it all.

“This is going to sound selfish, but should we be helping the Touri?” Sophia asked.

“I know how you feel about them. Not all Touri are bad. Gretu helped us a lot.”

“I agree. Gretu is different. But of all the Touri we have met, the majority are ...”

Kyda cut in. “I get what you are saying.”

Sophia lowered her head. “I told you it was going to sound selfish.”

“It isn’t. Just how you are feeling. And it’s good to speak it out. I don’t want us to keep things inside.”

“Like you,” Sophia smirked. 

Kyda raised her hands. “I am guilty of it. Returning to helping the Touri, I think it is one of the only things left for us to do. Eventually we need to have some alliances in the Gregor system. A few of the Touri would be beneficial for us. Call it part of sustaining our life in the short term.”

Sophia nodded and leaned forward. “I’m also glad we are halfway to Riboz.”

Kyda was glad they hadn’t run into any enemy vessels. Although the definition of an enemy vessel had now taken on an expanded meaning. Not only to include the ancients but the new threat. Mod was the only reference they had to this new threat. 

“But halfway is still a long way,” Sophia added.

Despite Sophia being open about her worries, there was more. “Tell me what is going on.”

Sophia had always been there for Kyda. In the worst of times. Kyda wanted to return the favor. No better time than right now. 

Sophia hesitated. “It is nothing.”

“I don’t think it is nothing. You’re worried about a lot of things. It is so obvious.”

Sophia gave a small laugh. “That bad, huh?”

“Tell me. After our crazy experience on that metallic vessel, I think I can handle anything.”

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“The hero speaks.”

Kyda snorted and shook her head. “I’m not a hero. Just trying to survive in this insane Gregor system.”

Kyda was tempted to unload her frustrations with being trapped in the Gregor system, especially with her stubborn father, but now wasn’t the time. She needed to be strong for Sophia’s sake.

“If you want to know, I’m worried. Really worried.”

“For Pruni?”

“Not only for her, but all of us. Of course, Pruni’s situation is scary. I think I’m spending too much of my time thinking of a lot of negativities and it isn’t helping. I don’t want to think about it at all, but it is hard to resist.”

“I know.”

Kyda could relate because she had been struggling with her own array of thoughts like Sophia. Three days had passed since they had left the Ring of Durtunne. So far, the journey was uneventful. Ironically, the silence itself had made things worse. 

“Being cramped in this vessel is tough,” Sophia commented. “It doesn’t help matters.”

Kyda folded her arms. “I agree.”

Despite the small vessel, Kyda had been able to avoid her father. At least, most of the time. One time the two of them had stepped out of the compartments at the same time. Kyda had locked eyes with her father briefly before heading to the small galley. Leroud had grunted and stepped back inside his compartment. Kyda couldn’t understand how he was able to isolate himself without talking to anyone. Like he had traded the cave in the House of Piren for the compartment in this vessel. 

Although the silence had been deafening, the food dispenser had been able to make up for the uneasiness. Surprisingly, it was able to provide a variety of food. Despite that, even the food couldn’t fight against their shared boredom. It had more to do with the slow progress by the vessel. Although Gretu had indicated this was the fastest vessel that had been refurbished by the Touri engineers, it was quite slow. Not a good sign for the House of Piren. Any other time, Kyda would have welcomed the slow journey. Downtime was good for them. Everyone needed to recharge. However, it was hard to accept that when Pruni’s life was hanging by a thread. No mistaking the situation. Although Pruni exhibited a peaceful facial expression, she was still in danger. Kyda wished the female Touri would suddenly wake up and talk to them. That would lessen the tension in their vessel. She had been tempted to ask Gretu more details about the soruni. But Kyda knew better than to go down that path. Gretu would be evasive. 

“What if we landed somewhere and got some fresh air?” Sophia proposed. 

Kyda blinked at the unexpected change in direction of their conversation. 

“I’m being serious,” Sophia mused. “But I also feel bad for even suggesting it, having Pruni beside us.”

“Gretu said Pruni is safe in that Touri deep sleep. So, I don’t think landing somewhere would put her at any risk.”

“But being unable to wake her up is worrying. Gretu doesn’t know how long Pruni could be in this state.”

“Gretu doesn’t want to tell us the details,” Kyda corrected. “That itself makes me more nervous.”

“I know.”

“But we also must trust Gretu and the natural Touri process to do its work. I am still thinking of your suggestion of landing somewhere. It is a possibility.”

“Because once we get to Riboz, we are going to be on an ice planet. I can’t even imagine the environment and conditions.”

“Our suits are going to be our best friends,” Kyda highlighted.

Sophia frowned. “That isn’t funny.”

“Landing somewhere isn’t a bad idea,” a voice boomed from behind them.

Kyda swirled. Jace grinned, standing at the ajar door to the compartment.

“I don’t believe you are agreeing with us,” Sophia said.

“Why does it sound so hard to believe?” Jace said. 
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When Kyda and Jace had proposed the idea to Gretu, the female Touri had been nonplussed. “What is wrong with you humans? Is the boredom so bad in this vessel? We have only been traveling for a few days. I really can’t understand your species.”

“It is a human thing,” Kyda smirked.

“I can see that, but it doesn’t mean I have to accept nor understand it,” Gretu said, as she continued to examine the console in the cockpit.

“What do you think?” Jace inquired.

Gretu cocked her head. “About?” 

“Landing this vessel somewhere along the way,” Jace proposed. “A change of atmosphere would be good for all of us.”

“All of you, you mean?” Gretu said.

“All of us,” Jace repeated.

“I don’t think it is a wise thing to do,” Gretu replied.

Kyda felt her heart begin to sink. She had been hopeful that they could convince Gretu to follow their plan. However, it appeared that Gretu wasn’t moved by their condition.

“I would suggest you humans just manage yourselves,” Gretu declared. “We’ll be at Riboz in another two days.”

Another two days. Sounded like a month. Could they last that long? They could but it would be painful. 

“Don’t look at me like that,” Gretu warned. “Hirti commanded me to get you to Riboz as fast as possible. The House of Piren’s survival depends on it.”

Kyda frowned. “We aren’t being ungrateful. It is just ...”

Gretu cut her off. “Even if I wanted to entertain your request, there is no planet along this route. To find a planet would force us to make a deviation, which would cost us precious time.”

Kyda sighed. The horizon of hope had begun to set. 

“No amount of making your irritable human noises will change the situation,” Gretu reminded her. “I understand all of you humans are unstable, but you need to hold it together.”

“We aren’t unstable,” Jace corrected.

“Unstable is the Touri way of expressing your current behavior,” Gretu said. “Any Touri would agree with me. I really don’t know how you humans live life.”

“We live it well,” Kyda said with a wide grin.

Then, a shudder rolled through the vessel. Kyda nearly fell headfirst into the console. Courtesy of standing around as if everything was safe. Nothing was safe out here. 

Jace took an empty seat beside Gretu. “What was that?”

“A vessel,” Gretu reported.

“A metallic one?” Kyda asked, as she settled herself into a chair and fastened the safety harness around her.

“Negative,” Gretu replied.

Despite that, the uncertainty in the female Touri’s voice rang out clearly.

“I think it is another vessel,” Gretu admitted. “Pirates possibly.”

Pirates. Not again. Kyda thought.

Gretu took charge of the controls. The vessel banked to the left. Kyda’s body jostled against the seat with the safety harness biting into her shoulder. Kyda winced but managed to keep her eyes on the viewscreen. Another shudder rolled through the vessel. Gretu bit her lip. “I don’t believe it.”

Kyda felt her seat vibrate, as the barrage of weapons fire left the vessel.

“It is one lone vessel,” Gretu reported. “I will deal with it.”

Kyda gazed at the viewscreen. The vessel came into view. It was of the same configuration and size as their own one. Except for the two large turrets which were mounted on its front.

“Shields are holding,” Gretu reported. “Incoming weapons fire.”

The vessel banked again to the left. Then, to the right. Kyda’s stomach took the brunt of the sharp turns. Fortunately, her last meal had been a few hours ago. If not, Kyda would never be able to explain a sudden explosion in her stomach. At least not to Gretu. 

“Hang on,” Gretu warned, as the vessel lurched forward. 

Then, the pirates’ vessel in front of them turned into a debris field. Just like that. 

“Nice work, Gretu,” Jace muttered. 

“I didn’t do anything,” Gretu admitted. “That vessel was able to dodge my weapons fire.”

A sound emerged from the console. Kyda was all too familiar with that sound. A hail. Someone wanted to talk to them. 

“Who’s that?” Kyda asked. 

“Another Touri vessel,” Gretu growled, surprising Kyda. “Putting them on screen.”

The viewscreen changed and a tall female Touri in a blue uniform appeared on the screen. “You are from the House of Piren?”

How did this female Touri ascertain that? Maybe there was a vessel transponder that was assigned to each Touri House in the Touri Empire. 

“You are from the House of Eli?” Gretu asked. 

Things began to make sense. Now Kyda understood Gretu’s displeasure at encountering this Touri vessel. Despite that, with Shorun dead, Kyda wondered who had taken over as leader of the House of Eli. 

“My name is Kreti,” the female Touri said. “What are you doing out here?” 

Kreti’s eyes shifted to Kyda and Jace before returning to Gretu. The curiosity in Kreti’s eyes was obvious. No need to imagine what the female Touri must be thinking of Gretu with two humans. 

“We are on a mission from the House of Piren,” Gretu replied, without introducing herself. 

Kreti arched her eyebrows. “Mission? The Touri are under attack, and you are on a mission.”

“What attack?” Gretu asked. 

“Don’t tell me that you haven’t heard of the new species trying to take over the Gregor system,” Kreti remarked. “And I am not talking about the ancients.”
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Kyda struggled to control herself at the mention of the new threat. Gretu didn’t flinch. “What new threat? What are you talking about?”

“I think you are lying to me,” Kreti scowled. “Even you can’t be so stupid. The House of Piren is under siege. So, are the other Touri Houses, including the House of Eli. The new threat is unknown, but they travel in metallic sentient vessels.”

Impressive. Kreti and the House of Eli had been able to uncover the sentient nature of those enemy vessels. 

“I didn’t say I wasn’t aware of these metallic vessels,” Gretu huffed. “I am on a separate mission from my leader, which I can’t say anything more about.”

Kreti didn’t give up on feeding her curiosity. “What mission could be more important than defending your Touri House? Or are you running away like a coward?”

“I am not running away,” Gretu scowled. “I will pretend you didn’t say that to me.”

The bad blood between the House of Eli and House of Piren was on full display. It was sad. The Touri couldn’t even put aside their differences to unite and fight against the new threat, which could possibly annihilate them. 

Gretu tried to steer the conversation away from them. “I want to thank you for coming to our aid. That pirate ...”

Kreti interrupted her. “We’re all Touri. We must stand together as one. Although the ancients have left, this new threat is worse than them. I am heading back to the House of Eli to help them. Whatever your mission is, get it done and return to help the Touri Empire. We are facing a crisis.”

Gretu raised her fist. “The Touri Empire will survive.”

Kreti narrowed her eyes. “I’ll leave you now.”

With that, the viewscreen went blank. Gretu let out a long breath of relief and leaned back in her chair. “That was difficult.”

“I don’t think you’ll ever trust the House of Eli,” Jace remarked. 

“Impossible, especially since they still control the stockpiles of wantium, which is essential for every Touri’s survival,” Gretu said. “But the news from Kreti was also difficult to listen to. It seems that the new threat is not only going after the Ring of Durtunne. They are expanding beyond it.”

A wave of guilt flooded Kyda’s thoughts. “We should keep going to Riboz.”

Jace offered a nod. 

Gretu stared at them for a heartbeat. “Are you certain? A few minutes ago, both of you were quite adamant on landing somewhere and taking a break.”

“We changed our minds,” Kyda updated. 

Gretu shook her head. “I don’t know what to say.”

“With us humans you mean?” Jace said. 

Gretu grunted, as she turned the vessel about and resumed their route to Riboz. The new threat seemed to want to take over the Gregor system. With that knowledge, no way Kyda could force Gretu to take a detour. Just to satisfy their anxieties of being crammed inside a vessel for so long. The Touri Empire’s existence was at stake.

“I have given up trying to figure you humans out,” Gretu declared.

Kyda stifled a laugh. “It’s okay, we haven’t given up on you.”

Gretu turned to her briefly, looking even more confused, before returning her attention to the viewscreen. The remaining few days passed faster than expected. With it, brought a newfound level of enthusiasm on-board their vessel. Sophia was more upbeat, which helped spread the cheer over the majority. Everyone now sat in the cockpit except for Pruni, who remained in her soruni and Leroud, who kept to himself in his compartment. At one point Kyda had been tempted to go to her father and have a talk with him. However, in the end, Kyda’s frustrations had relented and kept her away from her father. The constant wrestling with her thoughts had been draining. Whether to talk to her father or not. She could never have imagined having to entertain such thoughts with regards to her own father. Things shouldn’t be this complicated. But unfortunately, it turned out to be what it was. 

“Riboz is coming up,” Gretu said.

The ice planet crawled into the center of the viewscreen. It was so white. Unlike anything Kyda had ever seen. One moon stood beside the planet.

“Wow!” Sophia gasped.

“We are in for a lot of firsts on Riboz,” Jace muttered.

Kyda could handle a lot of firsts. Every time she took a job back in Daminto, she had to expect the unexpected. No two jobs were ever the same. Although every compound she had to penetrate had common security measures, she never took it for granted. Despite that, Kyda didn’t look forward to being on the surface of Riboz. She couldn’t tell what was bothering her, but something was. The only hope was that they could find Kozun quickly and get the necessary information from the male Touri and leave the planet. Nothing about being on an ice planet looked tempting. Nothing at all. Kozun, an older Touri, was the key to finding more answers about the new threat. 

“Bringing us into orbit,” Gretu highlighted.

The sight of the planet took Kyda’s breath away. Astonishing. 

“How cold is it down there?” Sophia asked.

“Too cold for us to walk around without a suit,” Gretu reported. “If we even tried to step out in our current uniforms, we would freeze in less than ten seconds.”

“I hate the suit,” Sophia complained.

“As Gretu mentioned, freezing to death is always an option for you,” Jace smirked.

Sophia rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say I won’t get into the suit.”

“Do we have a position for Kozun’s home?” Kyda asked. 

“Who can even live down there?” Sophia asked. 

“I have Kozun’s position,” Gretu confirmed. “There are two large land masses across Riboz. Kozun lives on the eastern land mass.”

“Assuming, Kozun is still here on Riboz,” Jace stated.

“What covers the rest of the planet?” Kyda asked. 

“Water covered by massive ice sheets,” Gretu reported. “That is what our Touri records show of the planet. Sensors also confirm the thick layer of ice sheets.”

“Sounds exciting,” Sophia said with a hint of sarcasm.

“I am bringing the vessel down,” Gretu announced.

They had been waiting to arrive at Riboz. And they had finally made it. Now it was time to meet Kozun and find out how he could help them stop the new threat.
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Kyda watched in awe as Gretu brought the vessel slowly down through Riboz’s atmosphere. Her body swayed as the drifting winds tried to shake the vessel and whiteness engulfed the viewscreen. Remarkable. Like nothing Kyda had ever witnessed. On Daminto, Kyda had heard stories of such planets. But hearing about them and experiencing them were two different realities. 

“We are reaching the surface,” Gretu reported.

“I don’t know how you can even see it,” Sophia mused.

Gretu tapped on the console. “The sensors are our lifeline on this kind of planet. Without it, I wouldn’t know where we were in this storm.”

Was storm even the best word to describe the conditions outside the viewscreen? Kyda couldn’t tell. Glistening ice stretched out in all directions as they approached the surface. Then, their vessel was traveling along the surface. Kyda leaned forward. Whiteness again was only visible for miles on end. The ice sheets were smooth. An incredible sight.

Sophia pointed to the left. “Are those mountains?”

Kyda turned her gaze in the direction of Sophia’s fingers. 

“Yes, Riboz has multiple mountain ranges across the two land masses,” Gretu confirmed.

The mountains weren’t simply snow-capped at their peaks. Instead, they were entirely covered by snow. Surrounding them were frozen monoliths that rose above the ice sheets. Some of them looked like they had been sculpted by the harsh elements of the planet.

“Those jagged structures look fascinating,” Sophia remarked.

“Fascinating is one way to think about it,” Jace countered. “If they toppled on you, I wouldn’t think you would be looking at them in the same way.”

Kyda chuckled at Jace’s sarcasm.

“I doubt there is any vegetation on Riboz,” Sophia said.

“Don’t be so sure,” Jace replied. “I have heard small bands of vegetation can exist near the equator of an ice planet.”

“How is that even possible?” Sophia inquired.

Jace shrugged. Straight ahead another mountain loomed. Based on the trajectory of their vessel, Kyda presumed Kozun’s habitat lingered around that mountain. More jagged sculptures stood like desolate creatures around the mountain. Then, Gretu brought the vessel to a stop, without landing it. “We have arrived.”

“I don’t even know what we have arrived at,” Sophia hummed.

“According to my data, Kozun’s position is several hundred meters ahead,” Gretu stated. “I believe the entrance is at the foot of that mountain. You aren’t going to find anything else living out here in the cold.”

“Why would anyone choose to live here?” Sophia questioned. 

“You can ask Kozun that when we meet him,” Jace replied wryly. 

Sophia rolled her eyes.

“Are you sure the vessel can land on the ice sheets?” Jace asked.

Gretu offered a single nod. “According to the profile of this planet, the ice sheets are tens of meters thick. They should be able to support the weight of this vessel.”

Although Gretu’s words had a quiet confidence behind them, Kyda had her concerns. If the ice sheet broke and their vessel sank into the ocean, they would be trapped on Riboz forever. With no way to contact anyone. That was also assuming they could escape the vessel before it sank into the icy waters. Only a few seconds in those icy waters would be needed before they died. Kyda pushed those thoughts out of her mind. She couldn’t dwell on them. Not now. The surface of an ice planet beckoned them. 

“I’m going to land the vessel now,” Gretu said.

Kyda grabbed hold of her chair and took a deep breath. After a few seconds, the vessel landed with a soft thud. Kyda waited, listening for any sounds of cracks of the ice sheet. She caught a glimpse of Sophia also intensely listening. But there were no sounds. Not that they could have easily heard even the faintest of cracks.

“Sensors indicate that the ice sheets are supporting the vessel,” Gretu reported. “I told you that there was nothing to worry about at all. It is time for us to get into our suits.”

Gretu’s reassuring words still didn’t make a believer of Kyda. She would need to see it with her own eyes once they stepped off the vessel. 

“What about Pruni?” Sophia asked. “We can’t leave her here.”

“We aren’t going to leave her,” Gretu confirmed. “We will need to put her into a suit as well and take her with us. Leroud also must
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