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“Why are all the quarters in the Touri Empire so lavish?” Sophia mused, taking a seat in the foyer of their quarters. 

Kyda agreed with her, as their quarters looked eerily similar to that on the planet of the House of Tyli. She wondered where the Touri got the funds to provide such extravagant quarters. 

“According to your father, it is an old Empire,” Jace said. “And the House of Tyli and the House of Eli are the more powerful ones. I expected no less from both these Houses, but I doubt the quarters would be the same in the smaller houses in the Touri Empire. Enjoy these quarters while you can.”

One day had passed since they had arrived in the underground city of the House of Eli. Again, the planet had shown no evidence of the large underground city that was thriving beneath its surface. Kyda had wanted to ask Leroud, her father, why the different houses in the Touri Empire chose to live beneath the surface, but she hadn’t had the time. On the way to this planet, her father had withdrawn to one of the compartments on the Flying Chance, leaving them sitting awkwardly behind Malery, the pilot. The journey through hyperspace had been brief, but intriguing to all of them, especially Jace and Sophia. Both of them had kept their eyes glued to the view screen and even had asked Malery a few questions about flying through hyperspace. Malery had been more than willing to respond to their curiosity, but Kyda found the whole thing boring. She concluded it to be a pilot thing and, instead, chose to get a little rest. She had been tempted to head back to one of the compartments, but had dared not ask anyone. The Flying Chance wasn’t her vessel and, although she was the daughter of Leroud, she didn’t want to step over any boundaries. She also didn’t want to run into her father again. At least, not for now. The initial exhilaration of discovering her father was alive in the Gregor system had been replaced by an uncertainty that she couldn’t understand herself. Kyda had been yearning to meet him for so long, but had given up any chance of that happening. However, when the impossible had taken place and her father had appeared, she had become hesitant. 

They had arrived on the planet of the House of Eli with no fanfare, parking on a landing pad similar to that of the House of Tyli. No one had been there to greet them, which Kyda was beginning to get used to regarding the Touri species. They seemed to not believe in the pomp of welcomes and all like other species. Instead, her father had escorted them to these quarters through a myriad of corridors, none of which revealed anything much about the underground city, itself. Leroud had been silent during their walk, but his distraught face said it all. It had to be about Maya. Kyda felt sad for her father, but she didn’t feel comfortable enough to encourage him. In reality, Leroud had been an absent father for Kyda’s entire life. Both he and she would need to figure out a way to start the father-daughter relationship on the right track. Although so much had happened, Kyda hoped she and her father could get some quality time alone. She had long ago given up on making a close connection with anyone. However, with the emergence of her father, things she never imagined before were about to become a reality. Thinking of that possibility had stirred hope in her heart.

Kyda glanced around the doors, which were similar to those in the House of Tyli. “What did you think of Pandora?”

“I thought the Trix bot being alive in this system was already enough,” Sophia replied. “But was I wrong? The appearance of Pandora really made me forget about the Trix bot. She seems even crazier than the rest. Who in their right mind takes the Trix bot as a replacement daughter? Doesn’t she know that it is a bot? It makes no sense at all.”

Kyda laughed so loud that it caught both Jace and Sophia by surprise. 

Sophia looked at her with concern. “Are you okay?”

“The way you phrased the situation between Pandora and the Trix bot sounded funny,” Kyda smiled, knowing that Sophia was more worried whether she was losing her mind. “I couldn’t help myself.”

“At least now I know you can laugh for the strangest of reasons,” Jace quipped. “It is better than your usual brooding self.”

“I didn’t know you had a brooding self,” Sophia smirked. 

Kyda shot her an amused look. “I don’t. And Jace, you just haven’t noticed my different sides. You need to be more aware of ...”

A sound interrupted her. 

“What is that?” Sophia asked. 

Jace pointed out. “It is coming from the door.”

A moment later, the door swung open and Leroud stepped in. “I see you are getting used to your quarters.”

Kyda stood up, not knowing why she did it in the first place. Leroud wasn’t her boss. It was like a knee-jerk reaction to her father’s daunting presence. She still found it hard to know what to do when he was around. This father-daughter thing wasn’t going to be easy to navigate. Kyda caught Sophia winking at her and tried not to get distracted by it. 

Leroud closed the door, took a seat, exhaled a sigh and gestured for Kyda to sit back down. 

Kyda couldn’t help noticing the anxiety on his face. “What has happened?”

Leroud shook his head. “The leader of the House of Eli wants an audience with you.”
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“Me?” Kyda asked. 

Did this have anything to do with the fact that they hadn’t had a Touri welcoming committee at the landing pad?

“All of you,” Leroud stated. “Shorun specifically requested it. I tried to stall him by indicating you had just arrived and were tired, but it was impossible. Once Shorun gets something into his mind, he is incredibly stubborn. I expected this to happen, but not so soon. There really isn’t a need for him to see you at this very moment. It could be done tomorrow or another day.”

“Why us?” Jace asked. 

It was the first time Kyda had observed Jace asking something in front of Leroud. Initially, Kyda had wondered if Jace had been scared in the presence of Leroud, which sounded ridiculous since the woman was fearless. However, Kyda had dared not ask Jace about it, fearing she might take it in the wrong way. Although her father was here, Kyda realized she trusted and depended on both Jace and Sophia more than ever. It was a strange feeling for her to so heavily be dependent on others, but, out in this system, they were like insects in the sand. Dangers were everywhere and they had nowhere or no one to turn to, but instead had to depend on themselves. 

“I asked Shorun the same question and he said he wanted to meet the humans who had the courage to defy the ancients and close the portal,” Leroud replied. “Shorun is one of the oldest leaders in the Touri Empire. I don’t know how old he is, but he is highly respected amongst all the Houses in the Touri Empire.”

“How many Houses are there?” Sophia interjected. 

Kyda frowned at Sophia’s interruption.

“Too many,” Leroud said with a sigh. “Nearly all of them are always vying for power. There is a lack of unity amongst the Houses of the Touri Empire. This disunity spurred the ancients, who observed and leveraged upon it to their advantage. The war with the ancients would have ended a long time ago if the Houses had been united in their thinking as one.”

“Has the lack of unity always been there?” Jace asked. 

Leroud touched his chin. “I have been told it has been around for centuries. While the Touri are a technologically advanced species, they have strong opinions amongst themselves that causes many divisions.”

“Like with the House of Tyli,” Jace asked.

“Yes,” Leroud nodded. “The House of Eli and the House of Tyli do not see eye to eye on anything.”

“How did you get here?” Kyda asked. 

She had been wanting to know about it ever since first laying eyes on her father. Now was as good a time as any to find out.

Leroud leaned back in his chair. “That is a long story, but I will give you the short version. After the orb was hidden, the Touri requested for me to join them in their system. At first, I was humbled by their request, but I suspected they needed my help, which sounded absurd since they are an advanced species. I accepted their invitation without revealing it to my kind. All the betrayals by Kantai and others on Orilus had taken a toll on me and I chose the easy way out by disappearing.”

Kyda stared at her father intensely. He was unlike the Leroud legend many people spoke of back in their system. Her father was simply another individual with his own weaknesses, who had chosen to run away from his problems on Orilus.

“I know it sounds like a cowardly thing to do,” Leroud admitted. 

“We didn’t say that,” Kyda said. 

She didn’t know what made her reply so quickly, but it just came out of her. 

“You don’t have to say it,” Leroud smiled. “Each of your faces is speaking to me. There were too many expectations on me and I ran. It is as simple as that. The myth of Leroud had become too great for me to handle. Too many species in our system wanted my help. I was being pulled in many directions all at once and I couldn’t take it. I know it will be hard for you to understand, but the pressures were huge. Going through the portal seemed like the only way left and obviously the Touri were happy to have me.”

From everything Kyda had heard of her father from different species, listening to his frank sharing in the flesh was refreshing. She couldn’t even imagine the pressure her father had been under in their system. 

“Why?” Jace asked. 

“For all their advanced technology, the Touri seem to lack something I have, which even up to today, remains a mystery to me,” Leroud said. 

“Did your arrival change things for them?” Sophia asked. 

“The Touri hoped it would, but, over time, they realized I alone wasn’t going to be able to help them,” Leroud replied. “Their problems transcended me. Over time the Houses continued their bitter disputes. In fact, my arrival made certain Houses more suspicious of the House of Eli. I heard that many Touri across the Empire questioned my decision to align with Shorun. Initially, I was worried that I had made a mistake by coming to the Gregor system. Eventually, Shorun befriended me and told me to stay away from the rest. Being alone in this system, I obeyed him, but later on I realized that only made matters even worse.”

“What about Maya?” Kyda asked. 

The moment Kyda mentioned Maya, she regretted bringing it up, as she observed her father’s countenance take a turn for the worst. 

Leroud’s face darkened. “I have yet to hear from Pandora, but she will communicate with me sooner than later.”

“How can you be so sure?” Kyda inquired. 

“Because that is how Pandora operates ever since I have known her,” Leroud commented. “That woman was ruthless in our system and is no different over here.”

“How did Pandora get here?” Kyda asked. 

Leroud grimaced. “She was an unexpected complication that no one anticipated. I don’t know how, but Pandora made an alliance with the ancients in our system.”

Kyda was stunned. “An alliance?” 

“To this day, I don’t know what she offered the ancients or how she even connected with them,” Leroud said. “Mark my words. The ancients don’t make alliances. Their code strictly forbids it, but they made an exception for Pandora.”

Her father’s words reminded Kyda of the alliance that the ancients had made with the Nithalians. Again, that alliance had been a ruse only to find them. 

“So, Pandora came through here when the portal was closed the first time?” Sophia said. 

Leroud nodded. “That is my thinking. I have no way to prove it, but since she is now here, it makes the most logical sense.”

Clinging on to her father’s every word, Kyda’s heart stirred for him. In some ways, a lot of who she was seemed to come from him. 

Leroud leaned forward. “It is time we talk about something else before I bring you to Shorun. There is a plan to investigate how the Swift Triumph was tampered and redirected to the House of Tyli. Shorun believes there are Touri in the House of Eli who were involved in the reprogramming of the vessel.”
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Kyda gritted her teeth. She had completely forgotten about the incident regarding the Swift Triumph and how it had been diverted to the House of Tyli. 

“But why focus on it now?” Sophia asked. “Isn’t there a war on-going?”

“The war with the ancients has been on-going for so long that the Touri have become accustomed to it,” Leroud highlighted. “But the reprogramming of the Swift Triumph was a big embarrassment to Shorun and his leadership. His supporters are fuming over what happened. If Kyda’s blood had been taken out by the House of Tyli, the implications could have been far-reaching.”

“I don’t understand,” Kyda said.

Her father was giving them bits and pieces of information that were too disparate and she still couldn’t understand the bigger galactic context in the Gregor system.

“The House of Tyli believes that my and your blood has something in it which will help them defeat the ancients,” Leroud remarked.

“You don’t believe that?” Kyda asked.

Leroud shook his head. “Neither does Shorun and the House of Eli. They believe it is a lie to lure us in so that they can terminate us.”

Again, there were things missing in her father’s response that didn’t help Kyda at all. Instead, it only opened new questions and frustrations that seemed to have no end. Despite that, Rufel of the House of Tyli had been quite convinced that her blood could save them. 

“Everything is so complicated,” Sophia blurted out, only to realize that she had said out aloud what was probably on everyone’s minds. 

Leroud smiled. “It should be and I don’t expect you to understand it any time soon. The Touri Empire is complex and nothing like when I used to live in Orilus amongst the tribes. It took me a long time to understand many things in the Touri Empire and, even to this day, I don’t know everything.”

Kyda exhaled a sigh of relief, drawing a look of amusement from her father.

“Even within the House of Eli, there are many wheels in motion, which I still haven’t come to understand,” Leroud stated. “My advice is for you to be careful who you talk to and about what. Nothing is as it seems. Hidden agendas are present at every turn.”

“I assume there is no way back to our system,” Sophia said.

“I was waiting for that question from all of you,” Leroud said. “No one knows of a way, except through that portal, which is now closed.”

Kyda exchanged a glance with Jace. Leroud had never said the portal was closed forever. Did that mean there were other ways to open it? Yet, they didn’t even know how the portal had been opened in the first place.

Leroud stood up. “I think we have spent enough time talking for now. Are we ready to meet Shorun? He doesn't like to be kept waiting.”

Kyda nodded. “We are ready.”

She still didn’t know what they were walking into, but the choices were limited. The leader of the House of Eli wanted to meet them and declining the request was impossible. They would have to face Shorun and hope the meeting was short and smooth. 

An hour later, Kyda was standing in the center of a large hall, which reminded her of Welia’s compound. Welia must have chosen to model the interior of her compound similar to that of the House of Eli.

“This looks familiar,” Sophia whispered, standing beside Kyda.

“I prefer not to think too much,” Jace muttered.

The three of them had been escorted to the center of the hall by Leroud, and before Kyda could ask her father something, he had disappeared, leaving them alone. Her father really had a penchant for disappearing when Kyda least expected it. However, they weren’t really alone. Along both sides of the hall were Touri armed guards wearing brilliant blue uniforms, which made them stand out amongst the dimly-lit areas in the hall. About a hundred meters ahead of them was a large golden chair, flanked by two more guards. However, both these guards were adorned in gold-plated uniforms. Behind the golden chair was a large mural that went from the bottom to the top of the ceiling. It was the largest mural Kyda had ever seen anywhere, even outdoing those in Welia’s compound. For whatever reason, the Touri had a distinct fascination with murals. Kyda looked down at the polished marble floor and suspected this hall must have been constructed centuries ago. 

A sound of clapping broke Kyda’s thoughts, as an older humanoid appeared from the right corner of the hall. He walked slowly with four others behind him. Along the way to this hall, Leroud had briefed them that Shorun would arrive with his advisors, which Kyda presumed were the four of them. Reaching the golden chair, Shorun sat down while the four advisors split up, two standing on each side. The two guards in the gold-plated uniforms now had taken a step back behind the golden chair. Kyda didn’t see her father anywhere. Where was he? Wasn’t he supposed to also be here? She realized she and the rest had made an assumption that he would be present and formally introduce them to Shorun, but that appeared to no longer be the case. Kyda was disappointed that her father wasn’t around and that they were going to have to face the leader of the House of Eli on their own. Despite that, Kyda kept a determined facial expression, refusing to bow in fear to Shorun. 

“Finally, we meet,” Shorun said. “I have been waiting to see you all ever since I was informed that the portal had been closed.”

His words came out slowly and softly, forcing Kyda to strain her ears. 

“You may come closer,” Shorun gestured. 

Without looking at either Jace or Sophia, Kyda led the way in closing the gap between themselves and Shorun. 

“Which of you ... I don’t need to ask, the eyes say it all,” Shorun said. 

His voice was a bit louder, but only marginally. Kyda sensed that Shorun was quite old compared to his advisors, who seemed half his age. Although the Touri’s natural form wasn’t humanoid, Shorun had chosen to represent himself as old, which was unusual. Despite that, Kyda intentionally avoided leaning forward to hear his words. Her father hadn’t told them anything about Touri protocols to follow in front of Shorun, but Kyda had no intention of making any mistakes in this hall. 

Kyda smiled and bowed. Just as Shorun was about to say something, a loud commotion erupted behind her.
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Kyda slowly turned around to discover two male Touri approaching their position. Both of the males looked younger, were wearing brown robes and seemed highly agitated. Four armed guards jumped from their position along the sides of the hall and stopped their approach, by forming a blockade.

“Shorun, I demand an audience with you!” a voice boomed. 

Kyda turned her attention back to the House of Eli leader, only to find two advisers whispering into Shorun from either side. The two armed guards with golden uniforms had taken up positions in front, protecting the leader of the House of Eli. Then, one of the advisors stepped forward and motioned to Kyda. “This way, please.”

Kyda turned and walked with Jace and Sophia to the left side of the hall.

“This is going to be interesting,” Sophia whispered.

Jace cast her a frown.

The two male Touri, who had been stopped by the blockade of armed guards, were permitted to approach Shorun. Once they reached near Shorun, one of the male Touri pointed a finger at him. “You can’t stop us from meeting you like that. It is unacceptable.”

One of the advisors pointed a finger back at the male Touri. “Sepit that is not the way to address the leader of the House of Eli.”

Sepit frowned. “You started it, by not responding to our concerns, which are those of the House of Eli. I am only here, on behalf of the Touri.”

Kyda swallowed hard, as she observed the tone used by Sepit. Although her father had warned her that the Touri had many disputes, she hadn’t expected to witness one so soon after her arrival to the House of Eli.

“I am also a member of the House of Eli Council,” Sepit scowled. “I deserve some respect.”

Shorun leaned forward. “Sepit, no one here is trying to disrespect you. We are in the midst of challenging times that require a lot of security. As a member of the Council, I know you are aware of that. The reprogramming of the Swift Triumph by someone necessitated the additional security. I am sure you will agree with the measures that we have taken.”

Sepit seemed to calm down. “I do agree. That is why I am here with my request that a tribunal be set up to investigate the reprogramming of the Swift Triumph. Unless you feel such a tribunal is not warranted by what has happened.”

Shorun nodded. “A tribunal is an excellent suggestion. I will request my advisors to prepare one and I want you to chair it.”

Sepit seemed taken back by Shorun’s reaction to his suggestion, but Kyda felt it was a good move by the leader of the House of Eli, to calm the situation.

“Are you agreeable to the terms?” Shorun asked. “You are free to select the composition of the tribunal committee.”

Sepit nodded. “I will chair the tribunal and get to the bottom of the matter.”

“Then, there is no longer an issue here to discuss,” Shorun concluded. “Sepit, I await to hear of the outcomes of the tribunal.”

Kyda was impressed with Shorun’s acumen to quickly diffuse the situation regarding his Council member, Sepit, who nodded and slowly left the hall. Shorun then turned in Kyda’s direction. “I would like to speak to Kyda alone.”

It was as if his words were a clear signal, as everyone around Shorun began to leave the hall. The advisor beside Kyda motioned for Jace and Sophia, and they also followed him out of the hall. In a matter of seconds, Kyda was left standing to the side with Shorun still seated in his golden chair.

“You may come closer,” Shorun motioned.

Kyda took a deep breath to muster up her courage as she walked over to the leader of the House of Eli. Her heart was pounding, knowing this male Touri had probably lived for centuries ruling the House of Eli. She didn’t know why he wanted to talk to her alone, but she anticipated it wasn’t going to be a good thing. Although Shorun appeared old, the way he handled the intrusion by the male Touri demonstrated someone with deep experience in managing issues and individuals.

“I apologize that you had to witness such a dispute so publicly,” Shorun said.

Kyda smiled, weakly. She didn’t know what else to say in front of him.

“I understand that you met Rufel from the House of Tyli,” Shorun continued.

“Yes, we did,” Kyda said with a single nod.

“It was unfortunate that the Swift Triumph was redirected to the House of Tyli,” Shorun said. “The moment we found out, your father was dispatched to rescue you even at a risk to himself. Rufel is a cunning leader, who will go to all lengths to destroy the Touri Empire.”

“Destroy?” Kyda asked.

“Rufel’s goal is not about uniting the Houses in the Touri Empire. He only wants to rule the Touri Empire. Nothing else. Until he achieves that he won’t stop his agenda. He has been at it for years. I must say that the reprogramming of the vessel was a brilliant move by him, but we managed to avoid the serious consequences if he had succeeded in killing you.”

Kyda still didn’t understand why the leader of the House of Eli was sharing all this information with her. “Can no one stop Rufel?”

“I wish it was that simple. The Touri Empire doesn’t have a single leader because the empire is too vast for any one individual to govern. Instead, the original founders of the Touri decided to rely on the different Houses to work together for the good of the Touri Empire. Unfortunately, the founders’ vision never materialized. Instead, the Houses challenge each other at every turn. The House of Tyli is a strong house, like the House of Eli. Both Houses have fought each other over the years. But that is not why I wanted to speak to you alone today. The reason I called for you without your father’s presence is because I wanted to talk to you about him.”

Kyda began to realize that her father’s absence in the hall was by design.

“My father?” Kyda stammered. 

“I need your help to talk to him.”

Kyda struggled to control herself as she listened to the leader of the House of Eli. What was he expecting of her?

“Talk to him?” Kyda asked. 

“Leroud is a great Commander for someone outside of our species,” Shorun said. “He was able to integrate into Touri society faster than anyone else I have seen. Without him, the House of Eli could have collapsed. His strength and convictions have made us stronger. But he needs to be less impulsive. Right now, he is very emotional, especially since he heard about Maya being held by Pandora.”

Kyda’s eyes widened, as she began to understand the direction of this conversation. 

“This is why I need you to talk to him,” Shorun explained. “I have never seen him so distraught about someone before. When he wanted to go and rescue you, I didn’t hesitate because you are his daughter and you helped close the portal, which is a remarkable achievement. Leroud was confident you would be able to find what he left for you and close the portal, but I wasn’t so sure a mere human being could do it. However, I
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