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Kyda stared out of the viewport. One full day had passed by since Sophia had landed on Florecim, which had a few scattered cities and a small population. Although Kyda had only once heard of Florecim during a conversation with Trix, she couldn’t recall why the planet’s name had even come up in the first place. Sophia had brought the Yellow Byrd down on the outskirts of Tupoz, the capital city of Florecim. There had been no approval needed or orbital station to fly through to land the vessel, which had been a relief. The last thing Kyda needed now was to get tangled into another planet’s issues. The orb was still on the table. She hadn’t moved it. In fact, Jace had suggested hiding it someplace in the compartment, but Kyda hadn’t gotten around to it yet. The orb of Gerol was her only connection to her father Leroud. Kyda would treasure it with everything she had. Her father had risked his life to work with the Touri species to create this orb and it wasn’t something Kyda was going to take lightly. 

“Are you still obsessing over the orb?” Sophia asked. 

Kyda turned around and smiled. “Obsessing isn’t a word I would choose.”

Sophia was standing at the door. “Then what word would you pick?”

Kyda grimaced as she hadn’t even heard the compartment door open. That, itself, was a testimony to how lost she had been in her thoughts about the orb, her father and everything associated with it. 

“You haven’t left your compartment ever since I landed the vessel on Florecim,” Sophia insisted. 

“I had many things to think about,” Kyda countered. 

“Stop lying. All those things can wait.”

“They are important things.”

“Even Lydia and Germaine have begun exploring the terrain outside of the vessel. The air is fresh. You should try breathing it in. It will do you some good.”

“I am glad you are getting closer with Lydia and Germaine,” Kyda said.

Secretly, Kyda had hoped the two sisters would help Sophia forget about the group of girls she had been forced to leave behind. Although Sophia never talked about them, Kyda had to assume it would remain a painful memory for her. 

Sophia slipped into the compartment and sat down. “You are right. I hadn’t realized it, but we are getting along much better now. The two of them realizing that they were sisters has also helped a lot.”

“They do look up to you too,” Kyda said.

Sophia looked at her. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

“Where is Jace?” Kyda asked. 

“Outside of the vessel,” Sophia replied. “Can you believe it? She is also walking about. I guess she also got tired of staying cooped up inside this vessel. Who wouldn’t be tired? Everyone has been out except you, Kyda. It isn’t healthy to stay locked up in this compartment. Have you had something to eat?”

Kyda smiled and nodded. Sophia was getting into her protective and nurturing mode. Over time, Kyda had gotten used to it and appreciated Sophia’s caring nature. It was something Kyda rarely encountered with the only exception being when Trix had originally found her in Daminto. Kyda was glad that Sophia was here with them.

“At least you won’t starve to death then,” Sophia said. “If you are going to save the galaxy, you need to have food. Even you can’t do it on an empty stomach.”

Kyda had to give credit to Sophia that she was persistent in her argument. Kyda could imagine Sophia being similarly nagging with the group of girls she had been in charge of in the mining colony. 

“What are you smiling about?” Sophia asked. 

“A thought that I won’t share,” Kyda smirked. 

Sophia frowned. “I don’t care as long as you get out of this compartment.”

“A walk outside might be good for me,” Kyda said, standing up. 

Sophia raised her fists in victory. “Finally. They said I wouldn’t be able to get you out.”

Kyda raised her eyebrows. “They?”

Sophia smiled. “Actually only Jace.”

Kyda wasn’t surprised to hear that. She picked up the orb and placed it inside a cabinet, before following Sophia out of the compartment. Maybe, a change of scenery would help clear her mind. Thinking of the orb and her duty to save the galaxy had been a growing weight on her shoulders. Kyda couldn’t run away from it, but instead she had to face the challenge head-on. As she stepped out of the hatch, the cold air of Florecim smacked her on the face. 

“This feels nice,” Kyda admitted. 

Sophia nudged her. “Didn’t I tell you?”

In the distance, the towers of Tupoz could be seen. However, Kyda realized they were quite a distance away from the city, which was a good thing. She had no patience to interact with the inhabitants of Florecim. What she needed the most now was time to think. 

Sophia must have seen her gaze. “In case you are wondering, the population is primarily human. Like your home planet Onecim.”

“After everything that has happened, I don’t know if Onecim is really my home planet,” Kyda confided. 

In fact, Onecim had been a place where she had been sent from the orphanage. Onecim became the place where she had been trying to earn enough credits to escape the dreariness of life. In an instant, all that had changed. Now, her sights were set on Orilus and closing that portal. A strong determination had grabbed hold of her and everything else was secondary. 

“I know what you mean,” Sophia said. “For all of us, Orilus should be our home planet.”

Orilus was their birthplace. No one would dispute that, but whether it was their home was another question. 

“But we don’t have any memories of Orilus,” Kyda said with a sigh.

“I know,” Sophia said. “I can’t believe that someone removed our memories. It is a violation of our minds.”

A targeted memory wipe was the most likely of reasons for none of them remembering anything about Orilus. However, it also brought one more complication. Had Kyda’s father been involved in removing their memories?

Then, Lydia and Germaine appeared in front of them. The moment Kyda saw them, she knew something was wrong. 

Sophia must have sensed it too. “What’s wrong? Did something happen?”

Lydia shook her head. “No. We need to talk.”

“Go ahead,” Sophia said. 

Lydia exchanged a glance with Germaine, who was shuffling her feet. “Here?”

“There are no secrets among us,” Sophia admitted. 

Lydia exhaled a sigh. “Okay. Germaine and I have been talking about the next steps.”

Kyda narrowed her eyes. For whatever reason, she felt she wasn’t going to like what the sisters were about to say. 

“What next steps?” Sophia asked. 

“I know you are heading to the portal on Orilus to close it,” Lydia continued. “But Germaine and I have decided not to join you.”

“What?” Sophia gasped. 
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Kyda sat back down in her compartment. After Lydia had dropped that bombshell, Sophia had ushered everyone, except Jace, who was still wandering about, back into the compartment. Sophia’s right hand had been trembling, although she would be the last person to admit it. 

Kyda decided to give Sophia a bit of time to calm herself down and turned to the two sisters. “What led you to make such a decision?”

“Nothing,” Germaine replied. “We realize opening the portal is critical, but we also know that Lydia and I would slow you down.”

“We are a team,” Sophia muttered. 

Sophia wasn’t going to take the sisters’ decision well and things were only going to get worse from this point onwards. 

“I know we are a team,” Lydia said. “But there are limited things we can do to help you. We don’t have anything special to contribute.”

“You have proven yourselves well to us on Orilus and Onecim,” Sophia insisted. “Without the both of you, we couldn’t have gotten to the Touri in the compound and retrieved the orb.”

Lydia looked at Germaine. “That is only partially true. All we did was make a distraction. Anyone could have done that. I also think Kyda and Jace could have reached the orb without our distraction.”

“Where is all this coming from?” Sophia asked, exasperation dripping in her voice. 

Germaine smiled. “Try to stay calm. We aren’t abandoning you.”

Sophia folded her arms. “It sounds like it. I don’t get it. We traveled all the way and rescued the both of you. If it weren’t for us, the Horus Legion would have taken you and you would now be dead.”

Kyda didn’t want to add the fact that both Lydia and Germaine’s dead bodies could have been reanimated into bots.

“We are grateful for you saving us,” Lydia admitted. “But what happens, if because of us, you cannot reach the portal? Neither I nor Germaine could live with that consequence. The entire galaxy is depending on you, Kyda. You don’t need the two of us slowing you down.”

Lydia made a strong argument for staying behind and Kyda had to admit it wasn’t selfish of them to do it. They were looking at the broader situation and putting the needs of others before theirs. However, staring at Sophia’s demeanor, it was evident that she still wasn’t buying their reasons. 

“We are a team,” Sophia repeated. “We all came from that same orphanage. We were all born in Orilus. We need to stick together. There are so few of us.”

“I know,” Lydia said, calmly. “Making this decision was the hardest thing we had ever done.”

“It doesn’t seem like it,” Sophia countered. 

“Staying behind doesn’t mean we are going to lose track with each other,” Lydia said. “Once the portal is closed, we can join you.”

None of that seemed to have any positive impact on Sophia’s facial expression. She was still unhappy and made no effort to hide it. 

“What if you are the reason that helps us close that portal?” Sophia asked. “Have you considered that possibility?”

Lydia smiled. “I know this is difficult, especially for you.”

“For me?” Sophia glared. “Why me? Kyda, tell them this is a really bad idea.”

Kyda stared at Lydia. “I do agree that staying together is better for us. In numbers, we have strength.”

“See, I am not the only one who thinks in that way,” Sophia commented. 

“Please don’t make this harder than it already is,” Germaine interjected. “We spent quite a lot of time thinking this through from every different angle. While as a team we do work well together, closing the portal is a whole different thing. This isn’t about our needs. We would prefer to stay together, but we also need to think of everything else.”

The two sisters were very courageous for making such a choice. Kyda would have never imagined that the two of them would leave.

Sophia stood up. “You won’t survive on your own. What if the Horus Legion comes after you? We won’t be around to save you. Have you thought about that?”

Lydia nodded. “Yes we thought of that too. That’s why we are going to stay on this planet.”

“Here?” Sophia gasped. “Why here?”

“There is no point risking going back to Onecim,” Lydia explained. “The Horus Legion would have people there looking for us. In Florecim, our chances are better. We can blend in with the crowds and no one will know we are here.”

It appeared that the sisters had carefully weighed their options on where to stay. Florecim wasn’t a bad choice and, in reality, it was a good one considering the planet wasn’t as crowded as Onecim. 

“Where are you going to stay?” Sophia asked. “Do you even have any credits?”

Lydia looked flustered. “That was the only problem. We were thinking ...”

“I don’t have credits,” Sophia retorted. 

The anger in her tone hadn’t diminished. Kyda was amazed at how unhappy Sophia remained at the decision made by the sisters. 

“I think I can help you with some credits,” Kyda admitted. “Why don’t you head outside and let me talk to Sophia first?”

“Thank you!” Lydia said, as she and Germaine stood up and left the compartment. 

Sophia was still upset. “Why do you want to help them?”

“Why don’t you?”

“We shouldn’t reward their selfishness to leave.”

“They aren’t being selfish, Sophia. You know that, right? For them to decide to leave, knowing they don’t have any skills other than what they learnt on a farming colony, takes courage. I mean look around you. Florecim isn’t a farming colony, but yet they chose to stay here.”

Sophia paused for a long moment. “Why do they want to leave us?”

“They aren’t leaving us.”

“It sounds like they are.”

“It is their decision,” Kyda said, calmly. “I think they are right about being a distraction. Before you attack me with your words, hear me out. None of us knows what is ahead for us. Not even Jace. We are walking blindly into this portal. I wouldn’t hold it against you if you also wanted to stay here on Florecim.”

“I am not staying here,” Sophia fumed. “I will fight alongside you. We are a team.”

Kyda suppressed a chuckle. “That’s good, but for Lydia and Germaine it is a stretch. They aren’t like us. Their lives in the farming colony uniquely shaped them, which isn’t their fault. We should respect their wishes. We will come back for them at the right time.”

Sophia was on the verge of crying, as she nodded. 

“We aren’t abandoning them,” Kyda added. 

“I think they are abandoning us.”

Sophia placed her head down and began sobbing. Kyda moved over and touched her shoulder, as Jace stepped into the compartment with a bewildered look. Kyda motioned for her to remain quiet and Jace turned around, leaving the compartment. 
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Kyda stood outside the Yellow Byrd beside Jace and Sophia, staring at Lydia and Germaine, who were standing a distance away, waving their hands. Kyda and the rest waved back, as the two sisters turned around and began their long walk to the capital city of Florecim. Although Lydia had looked a bit teary-eyed, the two of them had never looked more at peace with their decision.

After breaking down earlier, Sophia had been able to compose herself and face reality. Kyda had been relieved when Sophia had accepted the fact that it was necessary to let Lydia and Germaine go and that there was no point in trying to hold them back. When Jace had heard the news, she had taken it well. Just as Kyda would have expected. Both Jace and she were far more independent than either would ever want to admit. However, that wasn’t the case for Sophia. It was the first time Kyda had observed someone struggle so much in letting go of people. Despite seeing it once on Clupoti, this round had been more intense because Kyda had also known Lydia and Germaine at a personal level. Sophia had given herself permission to get strongly attached to both Lydia and Germaine to the extent that she had been convinced they would always be together. Truth be told, it made sense. No one would have thought that Lydia and Germaine would ever want to leave, especially since they had nowhere to return too. Nevertheless, Lydia and Germaine had made the right decision for themselves. Kyda had helped by giving both of them access to one of her many accounts, which would help them get off their feet in Florecim. Jace had gone one step further by giving them a person to contact in Florecim who would help them. Both Lydia and Germaine had been overjoyed with the help, never expecting anything from them. It was the least Kyda could offer them because the sisters were taking a brave step into the unknown. 

“Are you going to be okay?” Jace asked, turning to Sophia. 

Sophia was trying her best to push back her tears, but it remained a struggle. “Yes I will be. Give me a little while.”

Jace nodded, as she turned around and strolled back into the Yellow Byrd. 

Kyda put her arm around Sophia. “Lydia and Germaine will be okay here. They are much stronger than we both thought.”

It was the only thing left to say, but Kyda felt strongly that the sisters would be much safer here than anywhere near the portal. If something were to happen to either Lydia or Germaine at the portal around Orilus, Kyda would never be able to forgive herself. Although it was selfish of her, Kyda felt this was the best case scenario for everyone concerned.

“As long as we shut that portal down,” Sophia whispered. “If not, no one is safe.”

“We are going to shut the portal down,” Kyda said.

Kyda surprised herself with the conviction of her own words, as she looked at the two sisters one last time, before turning and following Sophia back in through the hatch and to the front of the vessel. They found Jace seated waiting for them. 

“It is time we focus on the task ahead of us,” Jace announced. 

Kyda took a seat and pulled out the device that Rupert had passed to her in the compound in Cretium. She hadn’t had the chance to find out what was on the device until now. 

“I want to know what Rupert gave us,” Jace said. 

By now, Sophia appeared more composed and her eyes were filled with a look of fierce determination. The Sophia that Kyda had met on the mining colony was back. Kyda inserted the device into the console in front of her and it took a few seconds before a projection appeared in front of them. 

Sophia leaned forward. “What is it?”

“A star chart,” Jace replied. 

Kyda examined the star chart, which showed a few planets with one highlighted in yellow. “I assume whatever we are looking for is on that planet.”

“Did Rupert tell you what we are supposed to be looking for?” Sophia asked. 

Kyda shook her head as the male Tourian had been evasive and not revealed anything. Kyda wished she had asked him about it, but the attack by the Trix bot had interrupted them. 

Jace began pressing on the console, until another star chart appeared in front of them. “If you look at both star charts, you will see the similarities.”

Kyda noticed the same planet on both star charts. “How far is this planet?”

“This planet is Nithal and its two interspace junctions away from here,” Jace replied. 
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Kyda opened her eyes, as she felt the Yellow Byrd emerge from the first interspace junction. The journey away from Florecim had been uneventful, but, not wanting to take any chances, Jace had kept a close eye on the sensors. There was no telling how fast the ancients’ fleet would move beyond Orilus. Sophia had decided to get some rest, which Kyda felt was something the woman really needed. Although she would be the last person to admit it, the emotional energy of letting go of the sisters had taken a heavy toll on Sophia. Kyda still couldn’t come to terms with Sophia’s strong bond with Lydia and Germaine. Kyda had never been in such a position to be so strongly attached to someone, which also explained why she came off as a bit aloof when Lydia and Germaine had announced their major decision. She wondered if Sophia had been upset with her lack of reaction, but it was too late to ponder on it. Secretly, Kyda wished she had such a strong bond to someone, but growing up as an orphan had made that impossible. In some ways, Kyda had grown to prefer the isolated and independent life, despite being wary of its dangers. Sophia was different, as she had always had people around her to care for and help. That also was another reason why Sophia had felt the greatest loss after Lydia and Germaine had left. 

Jace must have sensed Kyda’s concern about Sophia. “Sophia will be fine.”

“I hope so.”

“It is hard to let go of people,” Jace murmured. “But Sophia is strong. She will overcome it and move on.”

Jace’s tone failed to hide a tinge of regret.

“I am receiving a transmission,” Jace announced.

“Out here?” Kyda asked.

Her eyes swept the view screen. The darkness of space smiled back. Ever since leaving Onecim the first time with Jace, Kyda had begun to grow accustomed to space travel. The initial excitement had slowly worn off and now it had become a natural extension of her life. After all this was over, Kyda wondered if she would ever be satisfied simply being on a single planet.

“It is from Captain Sheldon,” Jace replied, as she pressed on the console. 

The darkness of space on the view screen was replaced by Captain Sheldon’s face. He looked much better than the last time they had watched him fighting for his life on the bridge against the ancients. Any evidence of traces of blood smeared across his face from his last engagement were all, but gone.

“Jace, if you are still alive, this message is for you and the daughter of Leroud,” Sheldon said. “Our reinforcements arrived just in time and we have been able to force the ancients to hold their position around Orilus.”

“I am ...,” Kyda began. 

Jace interrupted her. “Let’s hear the rest.”

“But we won’t be able to hold them for too long,” Sheldon continued. “My vessel is currently being repaired and I will be returning to Orilus shortly. I assume by now you have the orb in your hands. You must do what is necessary to close that portal. Our sensors indicate that the pace at which the ancients’ fleet is entering our system is increasing. It will be only a matter of time before they start advancing onto other nearby planets. To the best of our knowledge, Orilus and its inhabitants have been wiped out. We will try to hold the ancients off until you return with the orb.”

Then, the transmission ended. For a few seconds neither Kyda nor Jace said a word. Kyda’s heart sank at hearing that all the inhabitants of Orilus had been killed. All of them were part of her heritage that was now lost forever. Kyda clenched her fists, as thoughts of the ancients’ killing the tribes overwhelmed her mind. 

“I know I am going to sound selfish, but he shouldn’t be returning to Orilus,” Jace sighed.

Jace’s remarks caught Kyda off-guard, as it was one of those rare moments where Jace hadn’t tried to hide her concern for the well-being of Captain Sheldon.

Jace rubbed her eyes. “I don’t think he will survive if they return to Orilus. Sheldon’s vessel took a huge beating the first time they encountered the ancients and that was only against two smaller vessels. Imagine the onslaught he would need to face when he has to take on the ancients’ fleet.”

Kyda didn’t know where she got the strength to encourage Jace. “Captain Sheldon has survived before against the ancients. I think he will survive again.”

It was the truth. During their last encounter, Kyda had been certain that Sheldon would have died fighting the ancients on his bridge. The fact that he had survived that encounter and was in the process of repairing his vessel was a testimony to his strength.

Jace turned to her. “You think so?” 

Kyda nodded. “If he survived the ancients once and then again on his bridge, there is nothing stopping him from doing it again.”

Jace nodded. “We will be at the second interspace junction in a little while.”

“Do you think everyone is dead on Orilus?” Kyda asked, in a shaky voice.

Kyda hadn’t wanted to talk about it, but she couldn’t keep it all inside of her. It was just too much to bear.

“There might be pockets of survivors,” Jace replied. “But we need to be ready for the worst case. The tribes would have been no match for the ancients’ fleet.”

Kyda exhaled a loud sigh.

“I know that is all your people down there on Orilus,” Jace admitted. 

“They were all my people,” Kyda commented. “Now they are all dead.”

The finality in her tone said it all. She never had the chance to learn more about the tribe her father had come from. Everything had happened so fast and now she would never have another chance.

Jace leaned forward and frowned.

“What is it?” Kyda asked.

“Sensors detecting two vessels approaching us from the starboard side,” Jace announced. “Powering up weapons.”

Kyda looked at the view screen, but she still couldn’t see anything resembling a vessel. 

“I think one of the vessels is being chased by the other,” Jace said.
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The first signs of the two vessels began to materialize on the view screen. Their trajectory was as Jace had mentioned with one vessel flying ahead and another behind it. The weapons fire streaking from the second vessel was another confirmation of a pursuit in play.

“I am receiving a distress call from the first vessel,” Jace reported. 

She pressed on the console, the view screen changed and Kyda gasped. She couldn’t believe it. Maya from the Shutal tribe was on the view screen.

“Anyone out there?” Maya said, as her eyes kept shifting around. “We need immediate help.”

No one had to say another word, as the Yellow Byrd accelerated and set itself on an intercept course to the two vessels. 

Kyda’s mind was still reeling from the fact that Maya had made it out alive from Orilus, especially after hearing Sheldon’s message. 

Sophia came to the front. “What’s going on?”

Kyda updated Sophia, as she took a seat beside Jace.

“We are coming up on them now,” Jace muttered. 

“Is the second vessel the ancients?” Sophia asked. 

“It won’t matter,” Jace replied. 

By now the view screen had a clearer image of the two vessels. The first one appeared to be an older vessel while there was no question to be asked about the second one. It was an ancients’ vessel similar to the ones that had chased them around Orilus. 

“Can we hail them?” Kyda asked, as she gripped the sides of
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