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Seated at the edge, Kyda scanned the canyon in front of her. During the last few days she had gotten into a new rhythm. Take a walk out of the Touri House of Bizop to the nearest canyon. One of the older Touri had suggested it to her and she had taken up the offer. Kyda took in a deep breath of the silence. Comforting. Every planet in the Touri Empire seemed to model common themes. Like they had been carved from the same sculptor. Incessant noise from so many Touri roaming about the underground city. Buildings jutting out of the ground of the cavern like an archipelago. Kyda chuckled. The vivid colors of the canyon continued to cast a spell over Kyda. On her first trip out here, it had taken her breath away. Even today, it still did. The sheer beauty of the canyon had a peaceful aura that Kyda couldn’t explain. The silence was broken by a sound. Kyda looked up into the sky. Sunlight momentarily blinded her. The sound continued unabated. Familiarity kicked in. A vessel’s engine. The sound began to get louder. Kyda got to her feet and flicked her eyes around the canyon walls. Nothing.

A shadow passed over her position. She looked up again. A vessel, larger than a shuttle, but smaller than a corvette, flew by her. It was in trouble. Evidence of a smoke trail from its rear was all she needed to know. The vessel wobbled to the left and to the right, as it sank into the canyon. For a moment, the vessel looked destined to impact the bottom of the canyon and explode in a ball of flames. But that moment passed. Chalk it up to luck, which Kyda didn’t believe in. At the very last moment, the vessel corrected itself and landed with a heavier than expected thud on the canyon floor. 

Kyda pulled out her cabling device and stuck it hard to the ground. Pressing on the top button, the cabling device extended its arms and gripped the surface tightly. Kyda pulled out another thin device, aimed it at a position above the vessel’s landing place and fired it. A steel cable shot out of the device in a ferocious manner. It hit the canyon wall just above the vessel. Perfect location. Kyda pulled on the cable. It was taut. She was tempted to call Jace and Sophia, but there was no time. Whoever was in that vessel needed urgent help. The whiffs of smoke emerging from the vessel was all the evidence needed to mark the dire situation. Kyda clipped the other end of the cable to the cabling device on the ground. She then pulled out a steel clip, tightened it around her hands, and clipped it along the cable. The cable should be able to hold her weight. That was what one of the Touri back at the House of Bizop had told her. But it hadn’t been tested. That was about to change right now. Adrenaline was pumping through her veins. Felt good. She had missed the feeling. Staying cooped up in the House of Bizop had taken its toll on her.

The rhythm of her daily walk to the canyon had just gone up another notch. She took a few steps back and pulled against the cable. Taking a deep breath, she raced out over the edge of the canyon, holding onto the clip fastened to the cable. As her legs lifted off the ground, she angled her body and felt herself descending along the cable at an equally fast pace. Kyda kept her eyes fixated on the vessel, as she kept descending. Focus was critical. Timing was everything. She needed to let go of the cable at the right moment. If not, she would slam into the canyon wall and end up injured or worse. By now she had crossed halfway across the canyon. The vessel was looming ahead of her, getting closer by the second. Then, her shadow fell across the vessel. Now or never. Kyda let go of the cable and her body fell to the ground. The sandy canyon surface broke her fall, as she landed on her feet. Kyda wiped the sweat off her brow, as she raced to the hatch of the vessel. It was still shut. Kyda banged against the hatch door. Nothing. Were the individuals in the vessel already dead? She doubted it. Someone had managed to land the vessel without destroying it. Unless the vessel had an automated landing sequence. Unlikely though. Kyda took a few steps back, about to race to the door and kick it down when it slid open. Kyda glanced inside without moving. A younger male Touri stumbled out through the hatch door. Kyda’s eyes widened. His black uniform had the House of Goen insignia on it. Kyda’s heart kicked up a notch. Her fingers lingered on her weapon in her holster. The House of Goen was looking for her. That was why she had kept a low profile on this planet. And yet here she was facing a Touri from the House of Goen. But he was injured. 

As the male Touri fell forward, Kyda leaned in and grabbed him by the neck. She then slowly pushed him back against the hull of the vessel. Despite his injury, Kyda was ready for a trap. The male Touri was breathing erratically. “Where ... where ...”

“You are near the House of Bizop,” Kyda admitted. “Is there anyone else inside your vessel?”

The male Touri blinked his eyes, before shaking his head. Kyda didn’t know whether to believe him or not. The House of Goen was Pruni’s stronghold. As the leader of the House of Goen, Pruni was pure evil. How could one of their vessels randomly land here? The House of Bizop was nowhere near the House of Goen. In fact, it was quite a distance away. Was this a trap by Pruni to find her? Ever since Pruni had discovered the intelligent agent Leroy’s capabilities, Kyda knew the leader of the House of Goen would be relentless in searching for them. Kyda’s mind raced through the possibilities. But one look at the male Touri in front of Kyda forced her to dismiss all those possibilities. This wasn’t a trap to catch her. The male Touri was barely alive and breathing. 

“Where is the med patch?” Kyda asked. 

“We ... we ... don’t have time,” the male Touri muttered. “Need ... to hide.”

Kyda scratched her head. “Hide from who?” 

According to the Touri himself, no one else was in the vessel. 

“From them.”

Before Kyda could utter a word, the hum of another engine invaded her ears. 

“Please help me,” the male Touri pleaded. “My name is Alta.”

Kyda frowned, before taking Alta by the shoulder and dragging him away from the vessel. She flicked her eyes about the canyon floor. Several caves were a short distance away. Their best chance to hide from the approaching vessel. Kyda continued dragging Alta towards them. Fortunately, Alta wasn’t heavy, and he tried his best to cooperate with her. Kyda picked up the pace as the sound became louder. The second vessel was close. Picking the nearest cave, she stepped into it with Alta beside her. Letting him lean against the cave wall, Kyda pulled out her small-arms weapon and positioned herself at the entrance of the cave. A vessel like the one that Alta had landed in began to descend into the canyon. Kyda glanced back at Alta. “Aren’t those your kind? I think they are here to help you.”

“They are my kind, but they are not here to help me.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TWO


[image: ]


Kyda’s heart shook at the determination behind those words. The male Touri wasn’t delusional. He was speaking clearly. The fear in his eyes was real. Fear of his own kind. Like nothing Kyda had ever seen before. 

Kyda cocked her head. “I don’t understand.”

“You will see,” Alta said. “Watch and wait for them. I assure you that they want to kill me. And if they find you here helping me, they will kill you too.”

The second vessel had now safely landed beside the first vessel. The hatch door remained shut. Then, two male Touri emerged from the other side of the second vessel. Probably from an emergency exit. Strange way to exit a vessel. The Touri had the same uniform as that of Alta. Kyda had suspected they could have been from another Touri House, which would have explained them hunting for Alta, but that thought died the moment she observed their House of Goen insignia. Kyda’s eyes narrowed as one of the Touri disappeared into the first vessel while the second one stood guard beside the hatch door. Kyda wished she had a HUD with her, but she had intentionally chosen not to bring one on her journey to the canyon. She had wanted to be free of everything and just enjoy the surroundings. Today, that decision looked like a colossal mistake. 

“Do you see them?” Alta inquired. 

Kyda gave a single nod. But she didn’t know what she was supposed to be looking for. 

“Watch,” Alta repeated. “You will understand when you see.”

Kyda gazed at the male Touri standing outside the first vessel. Nothing stood out. No different from the Touri beside her. 

“You will soon see,” Alta insisted. 

Kyda wasn’t taking Alta’s words as truth. Not until she saw whatever she was supposed to see with her own eyes. Her experience in the Topliea system had taught her never to put faith in an individual’s words. Instead, observe the individual first. Learn how they act from what they do. Actions always painted a clearer picture than any symphony of grandiose words. Kyda pulled out her device from her pocket and transmitted a message to Jace, who was probably still asleep at this hour. Then, the second Touri joined the first one outside the vessel. The two of them began talking in hushed tones. After a minute, both began scanning the area around them. Kyda suppressed a sigh. The search for Alta had begun.

“They know we are here,” Alta whispered. 

“They know you are here,” Kyda corrected the panicky Touri. 

“Our boot prints will give both of us away.”

Kyda frowned. She had been careless in not covering her tracks. Ever since arriving at the House of Bizop to hide from Pruni and the House of Goen, Kyda had become a bit undisciplined. Her countenance had slowly begun to smell of laziness. She had wrestled against it, with little success. She blamed it on doing nothing on this planet. Hiding from Pruni was boring. How long would they need to stay here? No one had an answer for her. Everyone else, including Jace, Sophia and Kyda’s father, Leroud, had been resigned to waiting it out on this planet. Without even knowing what that waiting period would even look like. For whatever reason, the three of them had taken it in stride. Unlike her. 

Kyda glanced back into the cave. Recalling how caves in the other Touri Houses were interconnected, she came to a decision. “We are going deeper into the cave.”

“Why?” Alta asked. 

“We can’t stay here. As you said, they will be searching for us. It is only a matter of time before they follow our tracks to this cave.”

Alta shrugged. Kyda began to wonder if this male Touri was a prisoner who had escaped from the House of Goen. That would explain being chased by a second vessel. She dared not ask him about it. Not without a clear reason. Nonetheless, that theory also didn’t add up. Kyda took Alta by the shoulder, and they began walking deeper into the cave. Her decision began to bear fruit as the cave extended deeper and deeper in. At one point, the passageway narrowed down, forcing them to walk single file. Kyda let go of Alta and let him limp ahead on his own, while keeping one eye behind them. So far, no sign of anyone chasing them. Hope tried to rise. Maybe the Touri would give up the search and leave the planet. Reality set in. Those two Touri wouldn’t give up. Chalk it up to her experience being chased by individuals. After a few minutes, the narrow passageway opened into an underground atrium. Why was she not surprised? All the planets in the Touri Empire seemed to have a common design to their caves. Apparently, the earlier Touri explorers had also come to this planet and made the necessary caverns. Kyda was yanked from her thoughts by the sound of footsteps.

“They are following us,” Alta winced. 

He was in pain. No doubt about it. No visible external injuries. Possible internal ones. Kyda had no time to think about easing his pain. Instead, her priority was staying one step ahead of their pursuers. She pulled Alta gently into the atrium and they took cover behind a rock formation. While Alta leaned against the rock, Kyda peeked around it. From her vantage point, she could clearly see whoever walked out of the passageway. 

“Help me,” Alta said. “I know you are Leroud’s daughter. I can see the resemblance.”

Kyda was stunned by the Touri’s frankness. Everywhere she went it was hard to get away from her father and his history with the Touri Empire. She would never get used to it. She always preferred being in the shadows. But that was impossible in the Gregor system. Kyda now understood how those famous people felt. Unable to go anywhere without being noticed. Notoriety was a sacrifice. Very few could imagine it until they lived through it. 

“Isn’t that what I am doing so far?”

What had put so much fear into this male Touri? Kyda pursed her lips, as she fixed her eyes on the passageway. Faint sound of water droplets could be heard in the distance. Then, the two Touri emerged from the passageway. How they had been able to find them so quickly remained a mystery. Had to be the boot prints. Nothing Kyda could do about it now. 

“Do you see it?” Alta asked. 

Kyda clenched her jaw. “See what?”

She was beginning to get irritated by Alta’s obsession with making her see something. Why couldn’t he just come out and say what she was supposed to see without making her read his mind?

“Look at their eyes!”

Kyda narrowed her eyes and looked at the two Touri standing at the edge of the entrance to the passageway. She then noticed it. Both pairs of eyes were red. Not like a usual red, but a striking red. 
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Kyda blinked her eyes. Twice. Was she imagining it? The Touri didn’t have red eyes. That much she was certain of. Traveling across multiple Touri Houses in the Touri Empire, all of them shared black eyes. Not once had she even encountered a different eye color. But then again Kyda wasn’t the kind of individual who noticed such minute details. Sophia maybe. Even Jace. But not Kyda. Alta must have observed her facial expression. “You finally saw it. I told you so.”

“I still don’t understand.”

“Those Touri were recast.”

“Recast?”

“By our enemy.”

“The ancients?”

“No. The same enemy that attacked the House of Goen.”

“What happened?”

“We were under attack when I escaped and was chased by the recast.”

“Who are they?”

“I don’t know. It was like ... something was awakened and attacked us.”

Kyda’s heart shuddered at the words the male Touri had spoken. Something was awakened. She recalled the intelligent agent’s last words. My awakening has only begun. Was it a coincidence?

An explosion ripped near them, and Alta’s body was flung against the wall. Kyda managed to steady herself, before turning around and returning fire. They had been detected. She pulled the trigger repeatedly. The entrance to the passageway was empty. Kyda stopped firing and glanced back at Alta. His body was slumped against the ground. She hurried over, knelt beside him, and checked his body. He was dead. Kyda shook her head in dismay. A clicking sound invaded her ears. Kyda didn’t hesitate but jumped away. Another explosion blew up the rock formation that she had just been standing at. Debris and dust spewed into the air of the atrium. Kyda began to crawl on her knees as she circled around to another rock formation. She held her breath, waiting for the next explosion. Silence prevailed. The two male Touri were still somewhere in this atrium. She strained her ears but couldn’t hear them. Kyda crept to the side. Weapons fire screamed past her. She rolled to her side, trying to catch the direction of the weapons fire. It had originated from her right. She got on one knee and fired her weapon. Silence returned. Kyda ducked behind another boulder and waited.

“Human, you cannot hide here forever,” a voice boomed out.

How did the Touri know she was a human? There were only three humans in the Gregor system. What were the chances that the Touri had been able to recognize her? Minimal. 

“We will destroy this cave if you don’t come out,” the voice warned.

The tone of the voice was different. Unlike the male Touri, who had just died. Sounded more automated. Did the strange voice have anything to do with being recast? Kyda wished she had been able to uncover more information before Alta had died. But that opportunity was gone. Kyda refused to take the warning lightly. These Touri were different from those she had encountered in the past. They could be capable of anything and everything.

“I am coming out,” Kyda hollered.

Kyda put her weapon in her back pocket, raised her hands and walked from behind the boulder. At first, the atrium was empty. 

“You are such a fool,” the voice scowled.

Kyda spotted the direction the voice was coming from. She didn’t hesitate, knowing it was a trap. She rolled to the left, avoiding the oncoming weapons fire. She crawled on her knees behind another rock. But this time she didn’t wait. She went to her pockets, but realized she had no grenades with her. Another mistake. Once she got out of this situation, Jace would nag her for not taking enough weapons with her. Yet, who could have anticipated running into the enemy out here in the canyon? Then, an explosion ripped on her right, where she had been hiding a few seconds ago. Kyda got up and ran around, circling behind the rock from which the voice had come. She had to time it perfectly. Another explosion ripped through the atrium, but it was further away. The Touri were still thinking that she was hiding over there. Exactly what she wanted them to keep thinking. The element of surprise was still with her. She bolted forward, until she caught her first glimpse of the two male Touri. One of them had another grenade in his hands and was about to throw it. The other was waiting. Kyda stopped, aimed her weapon at the Touri and pulled the trigger. Her shot hit its target and the Touri waiting around collapsed onto the ground. The second Touri with the grenade in his hand, turned around with a scowl on his face. Kyda pulled the trigger again, but her shot went wide. The remaining male Touri dove to the side.

Kyda sprinted forward. She was going to have to do this the old-fashioned way. She leapt into the air and pounced on the male Touri who was still trying to get to his feet. His weapon went flying out of his hand. But the grenade was still with him. Kyda punched him in the face a few times. The male Touri kicked her in the stomach, forcing Kyda to fall back. Kyda looked around for her weapon, but it was lying further away. No time to grab it. Kyda ran headlong at the male Touri. Her head connected with his stomach. The grenade went flying from his hand. Kyda shoved the male Touri and herself away, as the grenade exploded. Both their bodies were flung to the ground. Kyda shook her head, as she glanced around. The male Touri’s body was crumpled on the ground a distance away. Kyda got up, straightened her clothes, picked up her weapon and slowly walked over to the male Touri’s body. She knelt, only to discover that he was dead. However, the red glint in his eyes caught her attention. Kyda stared at the red eyes. And just like that the red eyes disappeared, only to be replaced by those with a black color. Kyda took a step back. She had to concede that Alta had been right. Something had been done to the two Touri, who had been chasing them.
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Kyda walked out of the cave. The sunlight nearly blinded her. She flicked her eyes about the canyon. The two vessels were still around. She crept forward to the second vessel. No point taking any chances. Someone else could still be inside that second vessel. Approaching the hatch door, she paused. Kyda then peeked through the hatch door. No movement caught her eye. She slipped inside and waited. Again, nothing. She then trained her weapon in front of her and slowly inched forward, until she reached the cockpit. Stopping at each of the two compartments, she opened them and rushed inside. They were empty. Reaching the cockpit, she heaved a sigh of relief. No one else was here.

A buzz on her device yanked her out of her thoughts. It was Jace. About time. 

I see you are trying to be a hero again. We are on the way to your position.

Kyda muttered under her breath. Meanwhile, she started to explore the vessel. Nothing unusual stood out. As she was about to retrace her steps out of the vessel, a strange marking on the console caught her eye. She leaned forward. The marking was two red interlocked circles with a vertical line in the middle. Kyda pulled out her device and captured an image of it. The marking had been carved into the console. That was clear. Kyda studied the marking. Something about it sent a chill down her spine. She had never seen it before in any of
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