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Kyda’s eyes fluttered open. The throbbing pain had disappeared, as she turned her head from side to side. She was able to see the outline of a figure leaning over her.

“You look much better, daughter of Leroud,” the figure remarked.

“Where am I?” Kyda asked, looking at the figure and realizing it was a female humanoid.

“In the House of Piren,” the female humanoid replied. “My name is Gretu.”

Kyda suspected that this planet had to be one of the habitable ones that Yensin had mentioned. 

“How long have I been sleeping?” Kyda inquired.

“Several hours since the last time we spoke,” Gretu smiled.

Kyda discovered she was on a wooden bed, as she stood up and stretched her body. Several hours was a long time, but she felt much better than before. There was no hint of any of the aches and pains when she had momentarily woken up before and sipped from a container.

“You needed sufficient rest after we found you in your vessel,” Gretu highlighted.

“Found us?” Kyda asked.

“Several of us were on a walk when we observed your vessel crash land on the surface,” Gretu replied. “Then, we ran towards it and found all four of you inside, unconscious. Fortunately, all of you were still alive. We dragged each of you out of the vessel carefully and then carried you over to the House of Piren.”

Kyda was still coming to terms with the fact that these Touri had carried them over to this cave. “How far did you carry us?”

“It wasn’t difficult,” Gretu replied.

“You are Touri, right?”

“Who else would we be?” 

Kyda smiled, weakly, realizing she had asked a stupid question. Since Gretu had said they were in the House of Piren, it was inevitable that she was a female Touri. However, Kyda found it strange the female Touri was older. Other than Shorun, Gretu was the first older Touri that Kyda had set eyes upon. 

“I can see it in your eyes,” Gretu said.

“You mean the resemblance to my father?”

“No, the human curiosity as to why I look older for a Touri.”

Kyda was embarrassed that she had been so obvious, but was intrigued by Gretu’s reference to humans. “I didn’t mean ...”

Gretu waved her hand. “It is okay. We rarely get off-worlders to this planet and, each time we do, they are curious as to why we look old compared to others of our kind. Eventually, we have gotten used to the strange stares. Normally, all Touri look younger and not as old as us, but that isn’t the truth of the matter at the House of Piren.”

Kyda wasn’t sure what to say and she found it awkward to delve deeper for further information, knowing how evasive the Touri species were in their responses.

Gretu cocked her head. “I am surprised.”

“Why?”

“Knowing humans, I expected you to ask the question.”

Again, Kyda wondered how Gretu knew so much about humans on a planet where, according to the female Touri, they didn’t encounter many off-worlders. 

“The question?” Kyda asked, baffled. “I don’t understand what you mean.”

“I know you want to ask me about it,” Gretu smiled, leaning forward.

Kyda found this female Touri different from all the rest she had encountered. The closest that Kyda could think of was Xena in the House of Eli. Despite that, she couldn’t put her finger on what was different, but something was.

“Not every Touri you meet is supposed to be the same,” Gretu commented. “It is a myth that needs to be debunked.”

Kyda gave in to her curiosity. “Why do you look older?”

“Finally, you choose to ask the question, daughter of Leroud.”

“You are different from the rest,” Kyda said. 

“In what ways other than my appearance?”

“I don’t know,” Kyda hummed. “Just different.”

Gretu flashed a broad smile. “Welcome to the House of Piren. We are a much smaller House in the Touri Empire, in case you haven’t figured that out by now. We aren’t as powerful as the House of Eli, which is where your father chose to align himself with.”

Kyda swallowed hard, as she heard those words referring to her father’s loyalty. They weren’t menacing, but had a certain disappointing tone behind them.

“What does my father have to do with you?” Kyda asked.

“Everything.”

Kyda still found it hard to believe that her father, a single individual, seemed to have had far-reaching impacts on the Touri Empire. 

“How do you know I am the daughter of Leroud?” Kyda asked.

It had been bothering her ever since she woke up, as it wasn’t like she had a nametag that proclaimed her given title.

“Everyone knows,” Gretu replied. “The closure of the portal was one of the great events in recent times. I suppose you don’t know much about the Houses and the Touri Empire. Is that a correct assessment?”

Kyda nodded. The limited information she had gained was through her brief interaction with her father. Even then, it had been only drips of information that prevented Kyda from understanding the entire Touri Empire. Her father had decided she wasn’t ready to hear it, but her father was wrong. She was ready and waiting to understand everything. It was a shame he hadn’t trusted her enough before surrendering himself to Pandora. 

“Nearly all of us in the House of Piren are older,” Gretu announced. 
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Kyda looked stunned at that revelation. “How is that possible?”

“But it is, daughter of Leroud.”

“You can call me Kyda. It is easier.”

“That is the way it has been in the House of Piren for a long time,” Gretu replied, as she turned around. 

Kyda shouldn’t have been surprised by the evasive response. She had expected it, but nonetheless, was disappointed by it. Maybe Gretu wasn’t that different from all the Touri she had previously met.

“Why?”

“I will explain things soon, but it is time you go and meet your friends. They should be up by now.”

Kyda got the implication. “What was in that container I sipped from?”

Gretu smiled. “A special medication that helps you heal and rest. I was wondering how long it would take you to figure that out. Humans have an uncanny ability to figure things out quickly. It is something that has fascinated me about your kind.”

With that, Gretu began to walk away from Kyda. Kyda hurried behind the female Touri out of the cave. “How do you ...”

Then, she stopped and gasped. Kyda had assumed they were in a cave, which wasn’t exactly the case. The cave opened up into a large underground cavern. Ahead of her, there were similar caves on different vistas at different heights spread out across the underground cavern. Winding paths went up and down to the different vistas, which were occupied by caves. Surprisingly, Kyda didn’t notice any towers or monorails of any kind. Despite the underground cavern’s size, it wasn’t as big as the underground cities of the Houses of Tyli and Eli. In fact, the place looked, at least, several times smaller in size. Was that what Gretu had meant when she had indicated that the House of Piren was a smaller house? Gretu motioned to her left and it was only then that Kyda realized there were similar caves to the left of her one. 

“What is this place?” Kyda asked. 

Gretu threw an amused look at her. “It is the House of Piren. Isn’t it very different from the House of Eli?”

It is beyond different. Kyda thought. 

“Have you been to the House of Eli?” Kyda asked.

“I have heard and seen images of it,” Gretu replied.

There was an unmistakable sad tone behind her reply, which again piqued Kyda’s curiosity. As she walked to the leftmost cave, Sophia came running out and hugged her. Kyda smiled back. “I am glad we are all alive.”

Sophia nodded. “Did you have someone taking care of you too?”

Kyda gestured at Gretu, who was standing a distance away and looking at the both of them in amusement. 

“So did I,” Sophia said. “I don’t understand how come we slept so much.”

“They slipped us a special medication,” Jace muttered. 

Kyda turned and was glad to see her. “Where is Yensin?”

“Right behind you,” a voice replied. 

Yensin had a few marks on her face, which Kyda presumed had occurred during the crash landing. However, other than that, the Clopi princess looked fine. Kyda considered it fortunate that the Clopi princess had survived the crash landing of their vessel. Sophia approached the Clopi princess and looked at her face. 

“Just a few bruises,” Yensin remarked. “Nothing that can’t be fixed with a medical device. The most important thing is that we are alive and together.”

Yensin’s joyful attitude was stubborn and infectious. She didn’t seem to realize how close they had come to death and, if not for Gretu and the other Touri, they would have succumbed to the hostile terrain of the planet.

Kyda turned back to Gretu. “Were there any other vessels near the crash site?”

Gretu shook her head. “We also burnt the rest of your vessel.”

“What?” Jace gasped, visibly irritated. “Why?”

“Your vessel’s wreckage would attract others, which I believe you don’t want either, right?” Gretu stated. 

Jace pursed her lips. “We don’t.”

Kyda understood Jace’s concerns. Without a vessel, they were now stuck on this planet in the Ring of Durtunne. That had never been the plan, but their encounter with the ancients had altered everything. Kyda couldn’t believe how close she was to her father, but still unable to reach him. She could only hope that he was trying his best to resist Pandora. 

Sophia must have sensed her discomfort. “We will get to your father soon.”

Kyda smiled, weakly.

Gretu turned to them. “Are you ready?”

“For?” Kyda asked. 

“The leader of the House of Piren wants to meet you, Kyda and your friends,” Gretu admitted. 

Kyda gave a single nod. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she had expected it to happen. After visiting two Touri Houses, the chances of not meeting the leader of the House of Piren seemed remarkably slim. While it seemed like a rite of passage at each Touri House, Kyda resigned herself to the stark reality of facing another Touri leader.

“I must warn you first that my leader may not be as friendly as I am,” Gretu advised. 

That was the last thing Kyda wanted to hear. With that, she and the rest followed the female Touri down a winding path from the caves to the floor of the underground cavern. 
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The journey to the structure housing the leader of the House of Piren was a short one with the winding path descending rapidly to the floor of the underground cavern. As Kyda walked down it, the caves on the vistas gave way to a steady stream of hut-like structures, which dotted the entire floor of the cavern. The more Kyda saw of the House of Piren, the more she understood Gretu’s meaning of it being a smaller house. Nearly every structure appeared poorly constructed, which went against every notion Kyda had of the great and sprawling Touri Empire. Kyda was tempted to stop Gretu and ask her about the poorly built structures, but she decided to wait. Kyda’s initial assessment of the House of Piren being a smaller house had more to do with its size and population. However, glancing around, Kyda realized that was far from the reality in front of her. The House of Piren seemed to lack many necessities that Kyda had taken for granted in the House of Eli. The hut-like structures looked as if they might collapse in a second. Never would have Kyda imagined such a scene from the Touri Empire. Kyda caught Jace and Sophia exchanging glances with her, but thankfully neither of them nor Yensin made any comments. The shabby structures weren’t the only thing that caught Kyda’s attention. Everywhere Kyda looked older Touri, just like Gretu had indicated, mingled about, either seated or standing. Some of them cast a curious glance at them, while others kept their heads lowered. It didn’t take a genius to sense the despair, which loomed in the air in this underground cavern. 

Sophia came alongside her. “The Touri in this house are all old. What’s going on here?”

Kyda shrugged. While Gretu had admitted that the Touri in the House of Piren were older, she had failed to explain why it was so. There had to be a reason for it and Kyda was fearful they were going to find out soon enough. 

“I can’t even call this a city,” Sophia whispered.

Kyda didn’t want to engage with Sophia at this point and hoped that Gretu wouldn’t hear the woman’s words and be offended. Although Gretu was friendlier than any other Touri Kyda had met, she wanted to take a wait and see approach with the female Touri.

Gretu turned around. “Remember what I told you about my leader.”

Kyda gave a single nod. For Gretu to have reminded her of it twice meant they were walking into a complicated situation. Kyda suppressed a sigh, knowing all she had wanted to do was save her father and not deal with another House in the Touri Empire. At the start, it had been a simple mission, but again Kyda realized how naive she had become. Nothing was simple in the Gregor system. Now being stuck on this planet, they were about to face more issues with the Touri. It was like wherever they went, the Touri kept coming back into the center of her way forward.

Gretu came to a stop at a hut-like structure, which looked no different from those they had passed by along the way. There was no signage nor anything to indicate that the leader of the House of Piren was inside. The door was shabby, without any panel or restricted access. The wooden door groaned, as Gretu pushed it and stepped inside, gesturing for them to follow her. 

Kyda was surprised by many things inside the structure. The fresh air smacked her on the face as she took in the larger than expected space and carpet on the floor. At the opposite end there were thin red curtains and a seat. Neither the curtains nor the carpet echoed the majesty of meeting the leader of House of Piren. Rather, both fitted nicely into the shabby surroundings of the structure and everything outside of it. On the seat sat an older female Touri, wearing a blue robe, who scowled at Kyda. On either side was a female Touri in a gray robe, who Kyda presumed were advisers to the leader of the House of Piren. At least, the advisers seemed to draw parallels to Shorun and the House of Eli. Kyda flicked her eyes to the left and right and noticed there weren’t any guards around. She could only presume that the leader of the House of Piren didn’t require any protection. As her attention returned to the leader of the House of Piren, she realized that this structure was far removed from the hall in which Kyda had met Shorun. 

Gretu bowed. “I have brought the humans. They have recovered from their injuries and ...”

The older female Touri stared at them. “Gretu, I don’t need to know the details. They all look like they have recovered, which is enough for me. My name is Hirti, leader of the House of Piren. Which one of you is ...”

Then, Hirti’s eyes locked with those of Kyda. “You are her. The one who closed the portal.”

Kyda struggled to control her emotions, as Gretu stepped away from them to one side of the structure. 

“Come closer,” Hirti ordered. “I can’t see you so clearly.”

Kyda hesitated.

“If I wanted you dead, I would have done it already,” Hirti snapped. 

Kyda took a step forward, leaving Jace, Sophia and Yensin behind. 

“Why are you here?” Hirti asked. 

Kyda frowned. “We crash landed on this planet.”

“On my planet,” Hirti corrected. 

“We were attacked by the ancients’ and were forced to land here,” Kyda highlighted. 

“That is a pathetic excuse,” Hirti said.

“We were caught by the ancients and managed to escape from them,” Kyda insisted.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Hirti demanded. “What brings the daughter of Leroud to the Ring of Durtunne?”

“I was trying to stop my father,” Kyda replied. 

Hirti rubbed her chin. “Stop him from joining forces with Pandora and the House of Goen.”

Kyda was surprised that the leader of the House of Piren was aware of such details of her father and his actions. Why would Hirti then ask a question if she already knew the response?

“Don’t look so surprised, daughter of Leroud,” Hirti scowled. “Ever since Leroud came here, he has ruined the Touri Empire with his antics and drama. It was Shorun’s worst mistake to invite your father into the Gregor system. Because of him we are still fighting the ancients and Pandora’s emergence has made things even worse. I never expected two non-Touri individuals to create such havoc in the Touri Empire.”

Kyda kept quiet, not wanting to defend her father, as she didn’t have enough information to make a case about what he had been doing in this system all these years. As for Pandora, that wasn’t Kyda’s problem to deal with. 

Hirti eyed her. “Aren’t you going to defend him? Isn’t that what you humans like to do?”
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Jace cleared her throat. Hirti looked past Kyda at her. “Do you have something to say since the daughter of Leroud refuses to answer me?”

“No,” Jace replied. 

“I don’t know my father well enough to respond to your question,” Kyda said. 

“And yet you are here in the Ring of Durtunne, trying to save him from what you think is his biggest mistake,” Hirti commented. “Isn’t that correct?”

“Kyda is doing what any daughter would do,” Yensin said. 

“Who are you?” Hirti asked. “You aren’t human. Why are you here on my planet?”

“I am from the Clopi species,” Yensin admitted. 

Hirti’s eyes widened, as her two female advisers muttered something under their breath. “Why wasn’t I told of her presence?”

Gretu stepped forward. “I was tending to them and it must have slipped my mind. Forgive me, Hirti.”

“That is unacceptable,” Hirti growled, before turning her attention back to Yensin. “Does the Clopi species know you are here?”

Yensin hesitated. 

“Answer me,” Hirti demanded. “What is wrong with all of you? If Shorun had been seated in my place, I am sure you would have answered him promptly. Don’t think for a second I don’t have the power to imprison all of you. The House of Piren may be smaller, but its rules are equally harsh.”

“No, they don’t know I am here,” Yensin replied. “I snuck away on Kyda’s vessel.”

Hirti shook her head, in dismay. “Daughter of Leroud, you are just like your father. Do you know what you have done by bringing this Clopi here? I won’t wait for your feeble reply. You risk the House of Piren going to war with the Clopi species. I won’t have that happen on my watch. I am aware of the power of the Clopi species. Even the great House of Eli couldn’t subdue the Clopi species after so many years of war. What can I do? And yet, I find myself with a Clopi on my planet.”

“The Clopi aren’t going to go to war with the House of Piren over me,” Yensin said. 

Kyda wasn’t convinced by Yensin’s words. If her father discovered that she had been captured by the House of Piren, he would assume the Touri had some hand in her disappearance and attack Hirti and her Touri. Although it may not be because of his daughter, the Clopi Chancellor may have no choice but to act. If not, the Clopi would be seen as weak and open to assaults by other species. 

“What is your designation in the Clopi species?” Hirti asked.

Yensin paused for a long moment. Kyda’s heart began to race. Would Yensin be forced to tell the leader of the House of Piren the truth?

“Are you a slave in the Clopi city?” Hirti asked, visibly frustrated by Yensin’s slow response. “From your attire, I highly doubt so.”

Kyda exchanged a glance with Sophia. How long could Yensin pretend to be someone else? 

“I am the Clopi princess,” Yensin blurted out.

The silence was deafening. The two advisors looked as if someone had slapped their humanoid faces with the barrel of a weapon. 

“You are the Clopi Chancellor’s daughter?” Hirti asked.

The fury in Hirti’s eyes had no place to hide. If Hirti hadn’t been feeble, she would have stepped forward and hit someone. 

“Yes, I am,” Yensin replied.

Hirti turned to Gretu. “Did you know of her status before you brought her here?”

“I wasn’t aware,” Gretu said.

Kyda wished Yensin hadn’t spoken up for her. The situation was going from bad to worse for them.

“Was that a Clopi vessel you crashed in?” Hirti asked. 

Kyda struggled to control herself. “Yensin helped us get a vessel from her father.”

Hirti glared at Gretu. “And you weren’t even able to identify the vessel?”

Gretu bowed her head. “It was in pieces. I admit it was an oversight by me.”

Hirti grunted. “An unacceptable oversight.”

“The Clopi mean no harm to the House of Piren,” Yensin insisted. 

“Is that the official position of the Clopi authorities or your own personal opinion?” Hirti demanded. 

Yensin stammered. “It ... it is my own ...”

“For someone so young, you are defiant and foolish,” Hirti snarled. “Is there anything else you want to say?”

To Kyda’s relief, Yensin shook her head. More than enough information had been shared.

Hirti turned her attention back to Kyda. “I don’t believe it. What made you think you could kidnap the Clopi princess and get away with it? You are as bad as your father.”

“Kyda didn’t kidnap me,” Yensin interjected. “She didn’t know I was on-board until it was too late.”

“It is never too late,” Hirti said. “The daughter of Leroud could have returned you back to your species without bringing you into the Ring of Durtunne. Your presence here complicates everything even more. There is already enough animosity between the Touri and the Clopi.”

Kyda began to doubt her decision to bring along Yensin. Despite Hirti’s tone, the leader of the House of Piren was correct on one point. Once Kyda had discovered Yensin on-board the vessel, she should have returned the Clopi princess to her city. 

Hirti shook her head. “Daughter of Leroud, I wish you had never crashed landed on my planet.”

So do I. Kyda thought. She was beginning to realize that the House of Piren was the last place she ever wanted to be. Even the House of Goen would have been better than facing Hirti and her disdain for humans and her father. 

“You really shouldn’t have come here,” Hirti snapped.

Despite starting to regret her decision, Kyda was beginning to get irritated by Hirti. “It wasn’t our choice.”

“You made it your choice by coming after your father,” Hirti mused. “By now you should know that I despise your father.”

Kyda had enough of the leader of the House Piren. “Why do you despise him? You have never even met my father.”

A small gasp was heard behind Kyda, but she didn’t flinch. She was tired of being scolded for being the daughter of Leroud. Enough was enough. Hirti had no right to judge her father.  

“Feisty, aren’t you?” Hirti smiled. “Do you really want to know why I hate your father?”

Kyda remained silent. 

“Because he chose to align himself with a House of Touri that enslaves us,” Hirti admitted.

“I don’t believe you,” Kyda said.

“It is the truth,” Hirti said. “Ask Gretu over there.”

Kyda looked at Gretu, who nodded, reluctantly. Kyda suppressed a sigh. Was this ugly truth part of the things that her father had been unwilling to share with her? If so, she understood why he had been hesitant to tell her, but she didn’t understand why he chose to stay with the House of Eli, knowing what they did.

“It doesn’t serve me to deceive you about our enslavement,” Hirti commented.

“How does the House of Eli enslave you?” Jace asked.

“Have you heard of wantium?” Hirti asked.

All of them shook their heads.

“I suspected as much,” Hirti highlighted. “The Touri’s natural state can only be maintained by a special mineral called wantium. Don’t ask me why that is the case. That is how it has been for centuries. However, in the past many years, several Houses have begun to consolidate their hold on the wantium available in the Gregor system. The House of Eli is the biggest hoarder of wantium in the Touri Empire. I must give credit to Shorun for quietly gathering all the known stockpiles of wantium and bringing them under his leadership and control. He was crafty and none of the other Houses knew about his clandestine efforts, until it was too late.”

Kyda swallowed hard, listening to Hirti talk about Shorun and the House of Eli. She had no reason not to believe the leader of the House of Piren and, with Shorun dead, there was nothing for Hirti to gain. 

“Then, when the portal was opened and closed the first time and Leroud appeared in our midst, Shorun was quick to secure his loyalty,” Hirti scowled. “It was another insult to the rest of the Touri Empire. Not only had Shorun stockpiled all the wantium, but now he had won over the loyalty of Leroud.”

“But my father wouldn’t have known about the wantium,” Kyda protested.

“I agree,” Hirti nodded. “But the fact that he stayed with the House of Eli shows his loyalty to them. Maybe, by now, he knew about the wantium and still he chose to do nothing about it. Although I have never personally met Leroud, from what I heard of him, he is an individual of principle. I was shocked that he would tolerate the way the House of Eli enslaves the smaller
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