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Kyda touched the purple fauna beside her, as she waited for the last days of sunlight to disappear beneath the mountains on her right. The descent into Orilus had been uneventful. A bit too uneventful for her taste. She didn’t like surprises, but the Yellow Byrd sensors had been unable to detect any signs of life, which, itself, made Kyda suspicious. There had to be inhabitants on Orilus because the planet’s atmosphere was so conducive for it and she couldn’t imagine this planet being deserted. The edge of the forest they were standing on was testimony to the fact that plant and possibly animal life did exist on Orilus. Jace had decided to join her in conducting the initial exploration of the planet. As Germaine had seemed still wary of the planet, Lydia and Sophia had volunteered to stay back on the Yellow Byrd on the other side of the planet. Despite the sensors not indicating any signs of life, Kyda wasn’t taking any chances. Her hindrance shield was on and she kept scanning the clearing beyond the forest with her HUD. 

“I think it is time we sent out the AT-15,” Jace proposed. 

That was her designation for the mini-drone that Kyda had used outside the Daglin compound. Jace pulled the mini-drone out, activated its cloak and let it go. The AT-15 climbed above their heads and began venturing out of the forest with the clearing ahead of them being empty, except for some boulders and a river. From this vantage point, Kyda couldn’t gauge the size of the river, but she could hear the sound of the rushing waters. 

“How much longer before nightfall?” Kyda asked. 

“Fifteen minutes,” Jace reported. 

Their trudge through the forest had been a quick one filled with the hum of birds. Kyda found the sounds of the birds soothing and, although she couldn’t explain why it was so, it helped ease the tension in her mind. By now, the AT-15 had approached the boulder and Kyda’s HUD began to receive a live feed from the mini-drone. So far, nothing unusual could be observed about the boulders. Then, Jace kept moving the AT-15 beyond the boulders and soon they got their first view of the river, which was bigger than Kyda had anticipated. 

Jace whistled, softly. “Now that's what I call a river.”

Kyda couldn’t agree more as the river wasn’t calm at all, but instead, the waters were moving swiftly. Kyda pointed to the left. “What is that to the left?”

Jace moved the AT-15 to the left. “It is a bridge.”

To be more precise, it was a wooden bridge, which was all the evidence Kyda needed that someone was living on this planet despite what the Yellow Byrd sensors had indicated. When she had initially heard about the lack of life, Kyda had begun to doubt her decision to come to Orilus. Had Lydia been wrong about her dream? It was a possibility that she had recalled the name of the planet incorrectly. Despite that, Kyda had felt a strong connection with this planet. If this place had something to do with her origins, she needed to confirm it. However, after observing the bridge, Kyda felt vindicated. Whoever was on this planet was intentionally keeping a low profile and there had to be a reason for it, but Kyda couldn’t understand it. At least, not yet. However, she was determined to find out who was living on this planet and what they were hiding from.

“I am going to move the AT-15 beyond the river,” Jace hummed. 

Kyda kept her eyes glued to the live feed, as a further close-up of the river came into view. The AT-15 drone was halfway over the river and, after reaching the other side, it began to move further into another tree line, which seemed similar to the one they were standing beneath. Just as it was about to reach the tree line, the live feed went dark.

“What happened?” Kyda asked.

Jace shook her head. “I lost the AT-15.”

“Did it take weapons fire?”

“It had a cloak on. I also didn’t receive any alerts from it. It just shut down.”

A cloak didn’t imply the drone was invincible. If whoever was on this planet had the technology to identify cloaked devices, the AT-15 would have been a sitting target. It also meant that Orilus could have technology far superior than that on the drone. 

Jace must have come to the same conclusion. “Anything able to disable my drone means we have a technologically superior race on this planet.”

“Then, that leaves us with only one choice,” Kyda murmured. “We need to move out.”
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Darkness had fallen over the terrain as Kyda stood still beside Jace. After the episode with the AT-15 drone, she clutched her weapon tightly, but further scans by the HUD continued to reveal nothing. It was as if her HUD wasn’t working on Orilus. She had asked Jace about it, but she had been adamant that the HUDs worked on many planets. However, Orilus didn’t seem to be like any other planet. Despite the planet being far away from other inhabited ones, Orilus was a mystery that Kyda wanted to solve. The attraction she had felt when she had first observed the planet on the Yellow Byrd had only continued to strengthen her resolve. It was beyond a feeling and Kyda couldn’t explain it. The planet was calling and wooing her in its own special way.

Jace gestured and led her out of the forest. Kyda kept her weapon trained in front of her as they slowly inched forward. Jace wasn’t taking any unnecessary chances as she would stop every few steps and glance around. The sounds of the forest had disappeared and the only ones that remained were of the river waters ahead of them. As they neared the bridge, Jace stopped again. Kyda swept the terrain with her HUD, but again there was no indication of anything. Whoever had built that bridge must still be around here, unless they had died off years ago. At the edge of the bridge, Kyda felt the coolness of the mist from the raging river touch her hands. Jace knelt down, touched the bridge’s wooden planks and stood up. “This isn’t an old bridge. It has either been recently constructed or recently repaired. The planks are new.”

Kyda grimaced. “Do we cross it?”

Jace turned to her. “We don’t have a choice. I don’t see any other bridges. It is the only way across the river.”

Kyda flicked her eyes up and down the river, which seemed to originate from the mountains and then meander off around some boulders further downstream and disappear from her eyesight. Kyda followed Jace onto the bridge and, as they inched forward, she realized the wooden planks were not as sturdy as they appeared. She grabbed hold of the string railings on either side as they continued their slow march across the bridge. Once they reached the other end, Kyda exhaled a sigh of relief. However, during their crossing, Jace had seemed undeterred by the bridge. Kyda could only assume Jace had encountered such crossings during her travels across many planets.

Kyda noticed that Jace hadn’t moved further in after leaving behind the river. “What are we waiting for?”

“Do you hear anything?” Jace asked.

Kyda listened, but didn’t pick up on any sounds. “I don’t.”

“That’s my point exactly,” Jace murmured. “The tree line is several meters ahead of us. I would expect to hear the sounds of birds as we are close in on the tree line.”

Kyda was at a loss to what Jace was hinting at. It was likely that they would hear more sounds once they stepped into the forest. Jace began to slowly walk forward towards the tree line. Then, they spotted the AT-15 on the ground. Jace raced over to it and knelt down. Kyda joined her, as Jace examined the AT-15, which was still in one piece, although it appeared to be no longer functioning.

“What happened to it?” Kyda asked.

Jace took hold of the AT-15 and flipped it in her hands. “I can tell you for sure it wasn’t shot down by any weapons fire, but that is all I can say for now.”

She then placed it in her backpack and stood up, turning her head from left to right. 

Kyda saw the look in Jace’s eyes. “What is it?”

“I am not sure,” Jace said, as she picked up a pebble from the ground.

“I think you have an idea, right?”

“Something blocked the AT-15 from moving forward. Maybe, it was a force field. I am not sure, but it is time to find out what is really going on around here.”

Jace threw the pebble into the air, which initially flew on its own before hitting something in midair and falling back to the ground. 
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Jace pumped her fist in the air. “I knew it. We have a force field in front of us.”

The moment the pebble made contact with the force field that part of the field lit up briefly before vanishing from the naked eye.

Jace had a smug look. “Now we know what took down the AT-15.”

It was the first time Kyda had seen Jace acting so outside of her usual style. It was uncanny, but refreshing at the same time. 

“Why are you giving me that look?” Jace asked. 

“What look?”

“That exact look. Stop judging me.”

Kyda crossed her arms. “I wasn’t. I just think you are acting a bit too excited.”

“I knew you were judging me,” Jace smirked. 

Kyda sighed. “I think we need to find a way through that force field.”

To her surprise, Jace sat down on the ground and leaned back against a boulder.

Kyda narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing? We don’t have time to rest.”

“I am not resting,” Jace chimed. “I need to think. We cannot just rush towards the force field. The moment we touch the force field we could be dead. It took out the mini-drone. Imagine what it could do to us. We need a plan.”

Kyda didn’t like the fact that Jace was right because identifying the presence of the force field was only the first step. Now they had to find a way through it and she had no experience penetrating force fields as none of her jobs had ever required it. 

“For all we know, the ancients could be living inside that force field,” Jace admitted.

Kyda paused for a long moment. She hadn’t even thought about that possibility. Prior to leaving the Yellow Byrd, Jace had checked the logs for any historical reference to the ancients, but nothing had shown up during the online search. Whatever the ancients referred to was something that this system had never encountered or predated the birth of this system, neither of which was pleasing to Kyda.

“There must be a way to deactivate it,” Kyda surmised, as she sat down beside Jace. 

“I am sure there is, but how do we find it is the question. By the way something has always been bothering me about you being the activation key.”

Kyda was surprised by Jace. “What do you mean?”

“If you are the activation key, why do they need the rest of the girls? Why not just abduct you alone?”

Kyda frowned. 

“Don’t look at me like you never thought about it. I am sure you have considered it, right?”

The reality was that Kyda hadn’t thought too much about it. She had been so caught up in the chase by the hooded figure and rescuing the remaining girls that she hadn’t had the time to sit down and reflect on what all this had to do with her. 

Jace’s eyes widened. “I can’t believe you never thought about it.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You don’t have to. It is written all over your face.”

Kyda rolled her eyes. “There has to be a reason why they needed all five girls. We just don’t know it yet.”

She had hoped that Welia would have enlightened her to why the hooded figures were chasing them, but Welia’s betrayal had made that an impossibility. 

“I think the answer is here on this planet,” Jace mused.

Kyda narrowed her eyes, in confusion. 

Jace jabbed a finger behind her. “As I said just now, that force field is protecting something significant. In all my travels, I have never encountered such a massive dome like force field. It doesn’t mean there aren’t such force fields around, but I have never seen one of such a magnitude. I believe the force field is the reason that the Yellow Byrd sensors detected nothing. Even now our HUDs are unable to detect the presence of the force field, but we both know there is a force field a hundred meters north of our position.”

Kyda was starting to lose her patience with Jace, as the woman continued to ramble on about nothing of relevance instead of trying to find a solution to penetrating the force field. Ever since they had crossed the river, that feeling of wooing had gotten stronger. So far, Kyda had chosen not to say anything to Jace. At least, not until she knew what was inside the force field. Jace’s thought that the ancients might be inside the force field was something Kyda couldn’t discount. However, she had a feeling that wasn’t the case. 

Kyda stood up. “I don’t want to sit and wait around.”

“What is it with you orphans?” Jace countered.

Kyda ignored her. “I am going to try and find the entrance through the force field. It has to be somewhere.”

“We don’t even know how large that force field is,” Jace insisted. “The dome could cover miles and miles of terrain. Are you planning on walking for days around this planet because that is what will happen with your plan to find the entrance?”

Then, a smile curled around the corners of Kyda’s lips. 

Jace noticed it. “What are you smiling about?”

“I know how to get through the force field,” Kyda announced. 

Jace stared at her intensely, but remained quiet. 

Kyda pointed ahead. “We use the river.”
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When Kyda had finished explaining the plan, Jace initially had been reluctant to accept it. Jace seemed to have many doubts, which forced Kyda to pester her more on it until she had agreed with the plan. Jace had then informed Sophia of their discovery of the force field and their intention to use the river to penetrate it. Sophia had insisted on joining them, but Jace had advised against it. Kyda had also told Sophia she needed to be there with Lydia and Germaine, in case things don’t go as planned. In the end, Sophia had indicated that if she didn’t hear from them within a day, she would come looking for them.

Prior to coming up with the plan, Kyda had noticed that the river bent inwards further downstream and she hoped that it went through the force field. They just needed to get to the edge of the force field on the river and swim beneath the waters to get through it. Although it sounded like a simple plan, there were many unknown risks. They couldn’t afford to make contact with the force field as there was no telling how it would affect them and they had to precisely navigate themselves down the river. There was also the bigger question whether the force field was active within the river bed. Surprisingly, Jace had indicated it could be true or not, depending on the type of force field on Orilus. Either way, Kyda realized they were going to have to risk it.

However, there was an even bigger risk to the plan. How were they going to travel along the river? That was where Jace had finally come through with an idea. She had suggested disassembling the wooden planks on the bridge to produce a makeshift raft. Kyda had thrown her an incredulous look, but eventually realized it was a sound plan.

“I need your help here,” Jace hollered.

The sky was still dark, as Kyda walked over and began helping Jace assemble the wooden planks together. Jace had been able to carefully remove as many planks as they needed without totally destroying the bridge. However, one look at the bridge now wouldn’t make anyone think of it as a bridge or even contemplate crossing it. 

“It is done,” Jace concluded. 

Kyda stood up and looked at the wooden raft, which was just enough to hold two people. It didn’t look so sturdy, but Jace had assured Kyda it was. Jace had also been able to make a small railing to hold onto and a mechanism to navigate the raft. Kyda was impressed. “Where did you learn to do all this?”

“I was taught how to make a raft by another species,” Jace replied. “That was before the time of the Yellow Byrd and my current job.”

“Current job?”

“What I do now I mean.”

“Searching for people you mean,” Kyda asked. 

“Not that. I told you I had a debt to repay to Welia. Finding you all was a one time job.”

“What exactly do you do?” 

“I am a trader,” Jace replied, as she hoisted the raft with her hands to the edge of the river. 

Somehow Kyda couldn’t believe that Jace was a trader. Nothing in her vessel pointed to that reality, but Kyda didn’t want to waste time talking about it. They needed to focus on getting through the force field. She didn’t want to speculate on how much time was left before the first rays of daylight struck out over the sky, but with it would come greater exposure and danger. Jace stepped slowly onto the raft and, to their fortune, the river currents had begun to slow down. It probably had something to do with the time of night, but they couldn’t hope it would last like that for long.

“This is going to be our best chance,” Jace said.

Kyda nodded and stepped onto the raft. Then, Jace began navigating the raft into the center of the river. There was no looking back.
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The raft began to slowly gather speed as they went down the river. The river bend that Kyda had observed earlier turned out to be a much bigger bend that weaved away from the forest. At first, Kyda had suppressed a sigh. What if her estimation about the river’s path had been wrong? If the river meandered away, they would end up putting a greater distance between themselves and the forest with the force field. However, her despair was short-lived, as the river took a sharp bend back in the direction of the forest and hopefully the force field.

“Keep throwing those pebbles,” Jace advised.

Kyda had been given the task of throwing pebbles further down the river with the hope of finding the point at which the force field crossed the river. Initially, the idea proposed by Jace had sounded like a tedious one, but it was working. Kyda had brought a large bundle of pebbles and put them in her holster and pockets. The weights of all the pebbles had been a drag on her, but as she slowly discarded them one by one, she began to feel lighter.

“This seems so stupid,” Kyda remarked. 

“But it works, right?” 

Kyda nodded, grudgingly. 

“I don’t know how long the river current will ...,” Jace’s voice trailed off. 

Kyda froze, as one of the pebbles hit the force field and fell into the river. Jace tried to slow down the raft, but Kyda realized the river current was starting to pick up its pace. Jace pressed further on the navigation stick, but the raft didn’t want to budge. 

“Jump off now!” Jace ordered. 

Kyda didn’t think twice and leaped off the raft, landing neck deep in the river beside Jace. To Kyda’s horror, the raft continued its pace down the river, crashed into the force field and burst into flames. In a matter of seconds, there was no evidence left of the raft. It was as if the raft had never even existed. 

Jace nudged her. “That was close. Are you ready for the swim?”

There wasn’t any choice as this was what they had traveled along the river for. Kyda’s skin began to shiver as the cold river currents washed around her. She nodded, as they slowly approached the force field over the river. 

“Don’t get too close,” Jace warned. “I don’t want the activation key to die before we reach whoever is on the other side of the force field.”

Kyda ignored her, raised her hand to signal the start of her swim and lowered herself further into the river. There was no way to know how far they had to swim, but she guessed it would be a short one. Her HUD remained active, giving her a clear view while pumping oxygen into her. Kyda hadn’t expected the HUD to work underwater, but Jace had explained that the HUDs she acquired were for all types of conditions. She wondered what Jace meant by all conditions, but had decided to not ask the woman because the last thing Kyda needed was for Jace to ramble on again. She slowly swam forward along the riverbed, but one thing that her plan hadn’t taken into consideration was how far they had to swim to pass below force field. Jace had suggested it was probably ten meters at most. Kyda had felt it was shorter than that. In the end, they both had agreed to swim at least ten meters before rising up to the surface. Kyda kept pushing forward as she estimated how far she had to go. Strange small creatures lurked along the riverbed and, while they didn’t seem dangerous, most of them moved away from her. Despite that, their movements confirmed that the creatures weren’t aware of any force field within the river waters and seemed to be moving freely ahead of her. Kyda checked her HUD, realizing the time had to be right as she rose up. Once her head came about the waters, Kyda glanced back. She had overshot the distance, but it didn’t matter. Jace’s head popped up a few seconds later. Kyda threw a last pebble behind her to confirm that they had indeed cleared the force field. 

Jace smiled. “That wasn’t too bad.”

Kyda flicked her eyes around the river, but there was nothing of significance that stood out. She swam to the river bank and walked out of the waters. Although being in the river had been refreshing, she felt better on land. Maybe, she wasn’t the kind of person who enjoyed dipping into the river. Kyda suppressed a chuckle, as that thought made its way through her mind. 

Jace walked up to her. “Is your HUD detecting anything?”

“I don’t see anything.”

The forest in front of them was similar to the one outside of the force field as Kyda continued to scan the terrain.

“It is possible our HUDs are still not working,” Jace whispered.

She then opened a comms to Sophia and informed her that they were inside the force field. Kyda was relieved that the communications were still functioning within the force field. If not, Sophia might end up doing something rash that could endanger everyone.

“We better get moving,” Jace motioned. “I don’t want to be out here once daylight appears.”

Kyda agreed, as they began to walk into the tree line at the edge of the forest. She kept her weapon trained in front of her. Then, Jace raised her hand, stopped and pointed to the ground. There were footprints and, from the looks of it, they were humanoid, but not human. Kyda was able to make out three toes in each footprint, which again confirmed that someone was living within this force field.

Just as they were about to step into the tree line, a blood curdling sound pierced the night sky. 
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Kyda swirled around with her weapon, but she couldn’t see anyone. “Where is that coming from?”

“Find cover within the forest,” Jace murmured.

Kyda followed her into the forest and they stopped at the first few trees and waited. Her heart was pounding. Had they been detected by whoever was living inside the force field? She couldn’t tell whether the sound had come from a humanoid or an animal. Jace kept turning around slowly. Then, the sound repeated itself, this time being louder. Jace knelt down on the underbrush and Kyda followed her. She kept scanning the area with the HUD, but there was nothing. Kyda was realizing more and more that her HUD was useless out here. Something had to be interfering with the HUD sensors. Just as she was about to say something, a red figure appeared on her HUD. Kyda pointed in the direction where the red figure had appeared.

“I got one contact too,” Jace whispered.

Whoever the humanoid was, it was moving slowly through the forest. Then, it stopped. Kyda narrowed her eyes. A second red figure appeared on her HUD, followed by a third and a fourth. It was a group and they were spread out, as if they were tracking something.

“Are they armed?” Kyda asked. 

“My sensor indicates that they are holding spears.”

Kyda grunted. Spears would be no match for their weapons, but she found it strange that the figures were using such archaic weapons. Jace mounted her weapon on her shoulder and was about to pull the trigger, when Kyda brushed her weapon aside.

Jace glared at her. “What are you doing?”

“We don’t want to hurt them,” Kyda insisted.

“I think their spears are going to hurt or even kill us,” Jace said.

“I may have come from their group,” Kyda said. 

Jace turned to her. “Come from them? What are you talking about?”

Kyda realized she had a slip of the tongue, but it was better to share her thoughts before things escalated. “I have this feeling that I may be from Orilus.”

“From Orilus?”

“Meaning I could have been born here,” Kyda suggested. 

“And you decide to share this with me now?” Jace muttered. “It would have been better to tell me and the rest before we stepped foot on this planet.”

“I wasn’t sure. It was just a feeling. So, can we try not to kill any of them? At least, until we know more about them.”

“I really don’t get you at times,” Jace complained.

Kyda suppressed a sigh of relief. Convincing Jace hadn’t been easy, but if they fired the first shot and killed one of those figures, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself. She could have been born amongst them. It was something Kyda had to consider and, in reality, those figures may not even be the enemy. If anything, Kyda and Jace were trespassing on their terrain.

“They are fanning out,” Jace hummed.
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