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“Why did you tell your father that you would kill Pruni if she reverted to her evil self?” Sophia asked.

Kyda drummed her fingers on the table in the compartment. “What else was I to say? He was so adamant that Pruni would revert. You should have seen the way he spoke to me about the whole matter. He was being deadly serious. It was intense.”

“And he expects you to just obey him?”

“He thinks I will.”

Kyda hated hearing out what her thoughts had been saying ever since that difficult talk with her father. While their talk had initially brought her closer to her father, the topic of Pruni at the end had driven a new wedge between them. 

Again. 

Why had he brought up the matter about Pruni? Couldn’t he have not spoken about her? At least then Kyda would have been able to cherish the memory of a good talk with her father. Instead, now she was left with a bitter reminder of the chasm separating her from her father. It only served to remind Kyda that nothing had changed with her father. He was still the same stubborn individual who had run off from the House of Eli, leaving her behind. Some would have perceived it as him abandoning her. Kyda wished that memory would have never taken hold in her mind. But it was a memory she would need to live with for the rest of her life. 

“Your father is treating Pruni as if she is a ticking time bomb,” Sophia stated. “He is waiting for her to revert to her evil self. I think he really wants her to revert so that he can justify killing her.”

Kyda shrugged. The beginnings of a headache began to manifest itself. The more they talked about her father’s intentions, the worse it became. Not talking about it was equally problematic. Kyda didn’t want to bottle up her feelings, which had been the reason she had openly shared her worries with Sophia. Sophia was someone she could talk to without being judged. 

“But that isn’t fair to Pruni,” Sophia said.

“My father won’t see it like that.”

“Pruni deserves a chance to live life.”

The fervency in Sophia’s voice to support Pruni was never stronger.

“I know she does.”

“We aren’t in a position to be the judge, jury and executioner,” Sophia said. “Pruni has changed for the better. We have all seen it and Pruni has inadvertently proven herself time and time again.”

“I can’t tell that to my father. He won’t understand nor will he accept it. You know how he is once he sets his mind on something. His stubbornness has no bounds.”

At one time, I had believed that I could convince my father of many things. Being his daughter, I thought I would have some influence over him. However, it was a foolish dream. 

Sophia heaved a loud sigh. 

Leroud had a black and white mentality around the issue of Pruni and her recast. Kyda sensed her father wouldn’t shift in his stance or give Pruni the benefit of doubt. Although Leroud had helped with Pruni’s recovery by bringing her into Kozun’s habitat, Kyda wasn’t naive. Her father remained fixated on the danger posed by Pruni to all of them. Kyda would be the first to admit that her father’s concerns were credible. No one knew when Pruni’s recast would revert. Not even Pruni knew. Kyda hoped Pruni would never revert to her old self. But Kyda also had to be realistic. The power of the Primod to do a recast was unknown territory for all of them. Even Kozun hadn’t been able to shed much on it. She also doubted any of the remaining living Touri leaders would be able to help. 

“Have you shared your concerns with Jace and Gretu?” Sophia asked.

Kyda shook her head. “I brought it to you first to hear you out. If I shared it with them, I am sure Jace would agree with us. But I think Gretu may choose to side with my father. You remember how it was when we brought Pruni back to the House of Piren. The Touri seemed to hate the old Pruni and didn’t seem willing to accept the new Pruni. I don’t know if it is even possible to change their minds.”

Kyda wasn’t even sure she wanted to try and shift the Touri mindset about Pruni. That wasn’t her objective. She wanted to return to her system and forget about the Gregor system. 

“If we exclude Pruni, that makes it 3 against 2. I like our odds.”

Kyda offered a weak smile in response to Sophia’s attempt at levity. It had been over three days since they had begun their journey to Remod, the Primod archives planet. At least according to Kozun. Fortunately, Gretu had been skillful in plotting a route that had avoided any Primod vessels. So far, the route was without incident. They had flown past a few freighters. At one point, a pirate vessel had tried to intercept them. However, Gretu had managed to avoid direct contact with them, and the pirate vessel had stopped giving pursuit. Nonetheless, it was strange that the Primod hadn’t chased them. The Primod had been so desperate to acquire the artifact. Knowing now that it could help defeat the Primod, Kyda understood their desperation. Yet the absence of their vessels was unnerving. Meanwhile, Pruni had chosen to stay close to Gretu. No reason had been given. Despite Pruni’s transformation from the recast, the evasiveness of the Touri hadn’t completely left her. At times Pruni wouldn’t be as upfront with them. However, she was a vast improvement over Gretu and the rest of the Touri. Jace had chosen a different distraction. She had taken a seat in the small galley and begun cleaning out the environmental suits. Gretu had indicated that wasn’t necessary as the single automated cleaning bot could handle it. Kyda had been surprised to know of the presence of such a bot. However, Jace had insisted on doing it herself. Eventually, Gretu had relented and left Jace to her own activities. Kyda had also chosen not to intervene, accepting this was Jace’s way of staying busy. No one would argue about the tension in the vessel. 

“I’m not ready to kill Pruni if she reverts to her old self,” Kyda announced.

“But can you stop your father from doing it?”

Kyda shook her head. She had no intention of going head-to-head with her father. Her chances were slim in such a matchup. Leroud was formidable. 

“That leaves us with only one option. We need to keep your father away from Pruni as much as possible.”

For now, Leroud kept to his compartment as usual, which made things easier to control. In an ironic twist, Kyda could only hope that would remain so. However, ever since her father had emerged out of his isolation to conduct a daring rescue of her from the clutches of the Primod agents in Akron, he had taken a greater interest in their journey to Remod. During the past two days, Leroud had walked over to the cockpit on multiple occasions. Each time it had rattled everyone because it wasn’t his usual practice. He never took a seat but instead loomed behind them and spoke. Pruni had been the most affected, although the female Touri managed to keep a brave face. Her father’s attempt to kill Pruni in the past was probably not easily forgotten by the former leader of the House of Goen. 

“Maybe you should talk to him again,” Sophia suggested.

Kyda flexed her hands behind her back. “I really don’t want to.”

The last thing Kyda wanted to do was have another difficult conversation with her father over Pruni. Any conversation on the female Touri would end up with an argument. No way around it. Leroud was stubborn and fixated on the fact that Pruni would revert to her evil self. Even now he was probably thinking of ways to kill Pruni if the female Touri reverted. Kyda had to consider that possibility. Just like when her father had planned her rescue by studying the maps of Akron. 

“I can’t relate to the challenge you have talking to your father,” Sophia said. “I don’t even know my parents.”

Kyda cast a sympathetic look at Sophia. Both of their lives had been uprooted by the portal over Orilus and coming from the same orphanage.

“I know.”

“Since you still have your father with you, I urge you to try and talk to him more,” Sophia encouraged. “The more he hears from you the better the chances he will be willing to listen to you. I know it sounds like an impossible task but don’t give up. You’re the best chance of reaching out to him.”

Kyda chewed on her lower lip. One of her father’s biggest problems was that he thought he knew best. He rarely considered Kyda’s opinion on matters. Most of the time he either ignored her suggestions or downright dismissed them. And then took things into his own hands. Frustrating. He had to come to terms with the fact that she wasn’t his little girl. The stark reality was that she had never been his daughter. Kyda had grown up alone and had to fend for herself, while her father had been traveling around the Gregor system helping the Touri Empire. The very thought dredged up old memories that Kyda didn’t want to deal with. At least, not now. Kyda’s own experiences had made her the woman she was today. However, her father refused to accept that reality. Was he living in the past? Was he in denial? She couldn’t tell.

“Just think about it,” Sophia said. “We often don’t get a chance to say the things we want to say to those close to us until it is too late.”

Kyda smiled. “A wise saying, which I always expect from you.”

“I’m always at your service.”

“I will give it some thought.”

Sophia grabbed hold of Kyda’s hands and squeezed them. The encouragement was appreciated. But the fact of the matter was Kyda had a deep-seated fear when it came to confronting her father on difficult subjects. She couldn’t understand the source of her fear. Yet it was present. The comms in the compartment broke through the awkward silence. It was Gretu. “We are reaching Remod.”
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Kyda dropped herself on an empty seat beside Pruni, who had her arms folded and was staring at the viewscreen. She was surprised to find Jace already in the cockpit. Maybe the woman had gotten bored cleaning the environmental suits. 

“Gretu, I didn’t think we were going to get to Remod until tomorrow,” Sophia mused, as she sat down.

“Gretu managed to push this vessel a bit more,” Jace said. “I think it was impressive.”

“Not many things impress you,” Sophia smirked. 

Jace frowned. “Who says so?”

“What happened to your suits?” Sophia asked. 

“I’m not finished with them yet,” Jace countered. “Is there a problem?”

Sophia pouted but kept silent. 

“We need to urgently find what we need and return ...,” Gretu’s voice trailed off.

Kyda straightened herself in the chair. “What is it?”

“I don’t see anything,” Pruni declared. “Shouldn’t we have gotten a visual on the planet by now?”

Kyda stared at the blackness of space. Nothing out there. No planet of any kind. Did Gretu make a miscalculation? Or had Kozun provided the incorrect position? Kyda hoped for the former. The latter would be hard to digest.

“We should be seeing Remod any second now,” Gretu admitted.

Nothing changed on the viewscreen.

“Are you sure that we are at the right position?” Sophia asked.

“I followed Kozun’s instructions,” Gretu insisted, checking the console again.

“I double-checked those instructions as well,” Jace added.

Gretu’s fingers typed in a symphony along the console. Kyda began to drum her fingers on the side of her chair. Something wasn’t right. Gretu never made mistakes in her navigation of their vessel. According to Gretu, Remod should be in front of them. Yet it wasn’t.

“I checked my readings,” Gretu said with a sigh. “Everything is correct. I don’t know where Remod is though.”

Kyda exchanged a frown with Jace. As if on cue, Leroud appeared at the cockpit, pressing his hand gently on Kyda’s shoulder. “I heard we have reached Remod.”

“Not exactly,” Sophia mused, before sharing about the missing planet.

Leroud leaned forward. “There must be a mistake.”

Gretu shrugged. “No mistake.”

“Let me see the console,” Leroud insisted. 

Gretu stood and gave way to Leroud, who sat down in the chair and began studying the console. Sophia cast an amused look at Kyda, who rolled her eyes. Kyda also caught a glimpse of Jace staring at her, but she chose to ignore it. If her father could find something that Gretu wasn’t able to, Kyda would accept it. She watched her father’s eyes. They kept darting across the console, as if trying to pinpoint a malfunction.

“Do you need ...,” Kyda started.

Leroud cut in. “I know what I am doing. If this is the position Kozun gave us, Remod should be here.”

No hiding the impatience in his voice. To a certain degree, it reminded Kyda of Pruni’s impatience. However, Pruni had a legitimate reason to be impatient. Her kind, the Touri, were on the verge of annihilation by the Primod.

“Are our sensors malfunctioning?” Sophia asked.

“I checked them recently,” Jace replied. “They are working fine.”

Leroud then leaned back in his chair. “I think Kozun gave us the wrong information.”

“I disagree,” Jace said. “Kozun was on the verge of being killed by the Primod. There was no reason for him to lie.”

“Not all species follow the same behavior as humans?” Leroud countered. 

Sophia turned to Gretu and Pruni. “Would you know how a Touri might react in such a situation?”

Both frowned, before shaking their heads. Leroud turned to stare at every one of them. “Can each of you tell me without a shadow of a doubt that Kozun was telling the truth?”

An awkward silence descended upon the cockpit. Kyda could even hear her own breathing. Erratic. Then Sophia’s stomach growled.

“I thought so,” Leroud said. “We cannot trust any of the older Touri. Believe me when I say that. I have been fooled more than once by their intentions.”

“Even then, in this instance I don’t think Kozun was lying,” Kyda said.

“Wait!” Pruni said. “Didn’t Kozun mention something else?”

Sophia snapped her fingers. “Yes, I remember now. Ednom.”

“What is that?” Gretu asked.

Kyda was surprised that the female Touri had forgotten about the word Kozun had mentioned. Meanwhile, Leroud looked confused. Obviously, he had forgotten everything about Kozun's last words to them. Thinking of Kozun’s instructions before his vessel had been blown to bits was difficult. Kyda struggled to control her emotions. Although Kozun wasn’t someone to be trusted, in the end, he had come through for them. But looking at the viewscreen again, doubt began to fill her thoughts. Had Kozun played the ultimate trick on them? Had this journey to Remod been a colossal waste of time?

“I think it’s a place,” Pruni proposed.

Leroud stood, as Gretu took over her chair. 

“More likely, an individual,” Gretu said, as she began typing away on the console. 

Kyda continued to drum her fingers on her chair, while Leroud paced up and down the corridor. She had hated him staying isolated in the compartment. However, his presence in the cockpit was beginning to irritate her. Why couldn’t her father just stand in one corner and wait?

“I got something,” Gretu announced. “Ednom is an individual from the Gregor system.”

“Is he a Touri?” Sophia asked. 

Gretu shook her head. “He is an Arominian and lives in the Gambon space station.”

“We need to head there,” Pruni said, a bit too quickly. 

“What if this is the wrong Ednom?” Leroud asked. 

Kyda, considered the possibility, eyeing her father. “There’s no other lead for us. And staying here is useless.”

Leroud grunted, seemingly displeased, and walked back down the corridor. The decision had been made, whether he agreed with it or not.
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The only good thing about Gambon space station was that it was less than a day’s journey away. Kyda didn’t know if she could have survived through another multi-day journey in the Gregor system. Sophia appeared to share her sentiments as they sat in the cockpit with Gretu and Jace. Pruni had decided to get a bit of rest. Kyda was worried for Pruni’s state of mind. Her constant worrying about the Touri had no end. The female Touri seemed to spend every waking hour thinking of the Touri Empire under attack by the Primod. 

A sudden lurch woke Kyda up. She was surprised to have fallen asleep in the cockpit. Kyda looked about. “What’s going ...”

A wail of sirens popped up all over the console. 

“Get into your suits,” Gretu ordered. 

“What?” Sophia exclaimed. “What’s going on?”

“There is a structural breach in this vessel,” Gretu replied. 

Jace shot out of her seat and raced down the corridor. In a matter of seconds both Leroud and Pruni stumbled forward. 

“What is all that noise?” Pruni asked, still rubbing her eyes. 

Leroud had a worried facial expression. “Did someone attack us?”

“Negative,” Gretu replied, as her fingers kept furiously typing away at the console. “I’m trying to bring the vessel under control.”

Jace scurried to them. “Get into your suits, now!”

The authority in her voice pushed everyone to action. Kyda, Sophia, Pruni and Leroud raced back to the cargo bay. The suits were on the floor. Courtesy of Jace. 

“I’m glad you ...,” Sophia began. 

Jace raised her right hand. “Not now.”

Kyda didn’t understand the concern, but Jace and Leroud’s facial expressions were enough to know they were in a dangerous position. 

“Faster,” Leroud said. 

Kyda looked over and was stunned to see that her father had finished zipping up his suit. He then picked up the last suit and bolted to the cockpit. His actions reminded her of how he had been in Akron when he had rescued her. 

“Kyda, I need your ...,” Sophia started. 

Pruni interrupted her, helping Sophia get into the suit. By the time Kyda had finished zipping up her suit, everyone else was in their suits. Kyda picked up her helmet and waited. The sirens were still wailing from the cockpit. What was really going on? Did someone or something mount an attack on them? But Gretu had confirmed that wasn’t the case. Kyda bent her knees to get herself oriented with her suit. She couldn’t believe they were back in their suits. She would’ve never imagined that would happen so soon again. 

Leroud stomped down the corridor. “Gretu is ready.”

“Ready for what?” Sophia asked, impatience dripping from her voice. 

“I meant she is in her suit,” Leroud growled. “Put on your helmets.”

No one questioned Leroud, as they placed their helmets over their heads. A clicking sound reached Kyda’s ears as her helmet sealed into place around her head. Oxygen began to flow through the helmet. For now, they were safe. But safe from what was the question? Then, the vessel banked hard to the right. Kyda gripped the handle on the side wall to steady herself. Sophia nearly toppled to the floor if not for Leroud grabbing her by the helmet. 

“Can everyone hear me?” Gretu asked through the comms. 

Everyone sent an acknowledgement.

“What exactly is going on?” Pruni demanded.

Kyda shared in the female Touri’s frustrations. Gretu didn’t reply immediately, which made matters worse.

“Gretu, are you there?” Kyda asked. 

Gretu then walked into the cargo bay, pressed on a side panel, activating a shield around it. “This vessel is no longer usable.”

“Which means what?” Sophia asked.

“The vessel had a breach in the hull around the cockpit,” Gretu reported. “Fortunately, I was able to reroute power to hold everything together until we got into our suits. I don’t know the source of the breach. Maybe the vessel was impacted by space junk. Or ...”

“Or what?” Sophia asked.

“The vessel is starting to fall apart,” Gretu admitted.

“I thought this was the best vessel from the House of Piren,” Kyda remarked.

Gretu offered a nod. “It was.”

The sirens continued to blaze down the corridor, informing everyone of an impending breach. Then a whooshing sound invaded Kyda’s ears. The blackness of space was about to invade the sanctuary of their vessel. Unthinkable a few minutes ago.

“Is that from the breach?” Sophia asked. 

“I’m afraid so,” Gretu said with a sigh. 

Jace began walking around the cargo bay while Gretu opened a panel on one side and studied it. 

“It’s better if both of you share what’s going on in your heads?” Sophia asked. “If not, you are making the rest of us nervous.”

Jace turned to Sophia. “I need everyone to stay calm. I’m just checking the integrity of the cargo bay.”

“Will the vessel break apart?” Kyda asked, her voice full of disbelief.

Silence filled the cargo bay. Even Gretu stopped and turned to her. 

“Well?” Sophia prodded. “Does anyone know? I would like to know my chances before I am sucked out into space.”

Jace lowered her voice. “The chances are even that might happen.”

“Oh,” Sophia said, gripping her helmet tightly. 

Gretu returned her attention to the panel. 

“Oh no, the artifact?” Kyda hollered. “I forgot about it. It’s still in the compartment.”
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