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Chapter 1
 
The deciduous trees cast their shadows upon the horizon as the night sky lit up in rolling shades of violet, blue, cyan, green, and red, flickering, dancing, waving.  Within the waves of light swam the space whale, in and out of the sky as if floating within water.  Bobbing, weaving, rising, diving.  A large, white on dark blue, behemoth of a creature, with fins that flapped every now and then, and a rudder-like tail.  The creature’s dark eyes surveyed the realm they danced in.  A blowhole on the top of their head that puckered every so often, along a maw of bristle-like teeth.  As the whale crossed the sky the creature’s call echoed throughout the immediate area.  The “huem... huem... huem...”
 
The song of the Space Whale.
 
One that blessed the lands of the realms of Earth every so often.  Their path in the stars so predictable that festivals and celebrations happen, almost like clockwork.  The faint echos of their cry a reminder of their grand entrance into the sky for that moment.  As good of an excuse as any to eat, drink, dance, and be merry.
 
Which brings us to Yuna.  The fourth realm that connected to the Space Sea, within an archipelago commonly called Earth.  
 
Karna looked up at the sky with violet eyes, as everyone else within the village of Megaia.  The light show common with the whale cast its dreamy glow upon her long, green, hair, and silver skin, hugged by a simple, brown, dress made of woven reed from Lake Elta.  Her curious eyes did as they did everytime the whale came: watch it with sparkles as it swam between the sky and the Space Sea.
 
“What is that?”  She remembered asking her mother as a little girl.
 
“That creature is the Space Whale, sweetheart.”  Her mother replied.  A robust woman whose eyes were also purple, and skin a shining grey.  Her hair was blue, however.  “Called this as it swims through the Space Sea.”
 
“How?  Daddy said nothing can survive within the Space Sea without a space boat, or you float off, being lost forever in the Void.”
 
“That... I don’t really know.”  Mother scratched her head, trying to figure out what possible explanation there could be.  “Magic, I presume?”
 
“Magic?”  Karna understood enough at the time that Mommy spoke of an energy that powers things.  Where that energy came from depended on the type of magic.  “What kind of magic?”
 
Mommy shrugged.  “I really am not sure.  Not sure anyone knows.”
 
“No one has thought to find out?  Hop on a boat and sail towards it?”
 
Her mother shook her head.  “Such is forbidden.”  She said.  “You can be imprisoned for sailing to close to the whale, nevermind touch it.”
 
“Why?”
 
“It is dangerous.  No one know what could happen if you anger such a sacred being.”
 
Indeed, sacred.  The girl, now a young woman, marvelled at the behemoth in the sky, weaving in and out of Space as if such was nothing.  With her to her right her mother, an older woman, wrinkled with sunken eyes, slumped in a chair made of wood, sound asleep.  To her left her father, a stout grey man of deep, blue eyes, and green hair, seated, his glance upon the sky a blank, vacant one.  Then there was her brother, another grey man of green hair and blue eyes, twiddling his thumbs.
 
“Voltin, why look so bored?”  Karna asked her brother.  “Don’t you hear that?  See that?”  She pointed to the whale.
 
“Meh, its like every time it shows.”  He said.
 
“Once every third season.”
 
“Still, what’s the big deal?”
 
“The big deal!”  Karna found herself bouncing in excitement.  “The big deal, is that, for one thing, its the only living thing, to our knowledge, that can live in the Space Sea, naturally.  For anyone, we would need the shelter of a boat and magic so that we don’t die in the void!  Nevermind the lights that come as it swims along, or the sound it makes!”
 
“Like it matters.”  Voltin rolled his eyes.  “We ain’t leaving the realm anyways!”
 
“Well, I am going to leave the realm, and I am going to reach the Space Whale, and I’m going to touch it!”
 
“What!  Sis!”  The younger boy gave his sister the most narrow, annoyed, look.  “That’s forbidden!  You could be imprisoned for that!”
 
“I know of how horrible the punishment is.  But... What if we can find out how the Space Whale does it?  How they can sail in the Space Sea without magic?”
 
Voltin jumped from his seat and grabbed his sister.  “Sis... we’re still bound to the farm.  Remember?  Even if a ship ever came here, for some reason, we would be stopped by the guard!”
 
“I know.”  She huffed.  “We’re serfs.  Paying a generational debt to the Roiyo for use of the lands when a realm we can’t even name collapsed.”
 
“Well, then.  Parish the thought!”
 
He sat back down.  Karna stood up and took a step away from her family.  Up upon a small hill within the greenery, she found the elder of Megaia, seated cross-legged upon the ground.  An old, violet-skinned man with wirey-grey hair once blue tied in a simple ponytail.  His milky-pearl eyes turned upon the crunch of leaves and twigs marking her presence in this space.  A homespun robe hiding a man that, despite advanced age, remained spry and fit.
 
“Balix...”  Karna uttered reflexively as the old man regarded her.  She half-bowed, holding her back and stomach along the way.
 
“Oh, young one.”  The old man smiled.  “Long face.  Why on such a lovely night?”
 
“I wish I could touch the Whale, grandpa.”  She replied.  “Reach up, past the sky, into the Space Sea.”
 
“Feeling trapped?”  He asked.
 
“Yeah.”  She sat next to him.  “Trapped, and alone.”
 
“Hiska’s passing’s hit you hard, hasn’t it?”
 
Karna closed her eyes upon these words, remembering the emerald skin, bright-purple hair, and light-brown eyes of her close friend, known for a long time.  The smile she always wore, even in the fields.  Ultimately the relaxed expression, the peace that flattened her lips and relaxed her cheeks when she was executed for breaking in to the storehouse within Megaia.  Her body dangling by the  neck in the square, even as Balix protested in the background “Are you kidding Uberroi?  Over a handful of grain?”  Followed by the guard beating the old man into silence.  Even at the time Karna had to wonder What was she thinking?
 
An old memory from barely a lap ago.
 
“I wish she was here.”  Karna simply said, her head hanging low.
 
“We all do, Karna.”  The old man replied.  “Hiska was a sweet girl.”
 
“Was.”
 
“I don’t know what the Roiyo, or the Uberroi, was thinking.  Blood for grain.  Its cruel.”  The old man bowed his head.  “Why couldn’t they just add it to the debt.  Labour in the fields to pay the debt.  A dead person cannot labour.”
 
She stood in silence as the Balix kept talking: “What be the realm coming to?  I mean, the debt is being paid, a bit at a time.  Honouring the continued sacrifice of our ancestors - the price of a home.”
 
He stood up and  stretched, his back cracking in the process.  “The whale passes, marking hope for all, or a reminder of the mysteries of Earth.  Now, to bed, the fields won’t work themselves, the debt won’t be paid without it.”
 
With that the man walked down the hill, returning to the square, likely to enter a rowhouse he lived in with his family.  Karna watched him leave, then held her head up to the sky as the whale passed by, and made a silent prayer to the Space Whale:  I don’t care if I get caught.  I don’t care about the debt, or the Roiyo.  I am getting off Yuna, and I am going to you!
 
***
 
“Ok, final check.”  Enzo walked along his ship.  
 
Starting at the bow where the navigation wheel was.  He ran his copper hands along the handles that spindled out of it, listening for any clicks or crunching that would signal a problem with the shaft connecting it to the rudder.  All moved silently.  He smiled and placed his hand on a throttle switch, giving it a light nudge to make sure it was still secured to the only source of propulsion: the sun engine.  When it didn’t move he looked at the gauge meant to tell him the levels of sun magic within the engine.  Lastly the compass - a circle with a needle that pointed in the direction of ing.  The only true test of it would be when the ship started moving.
 
“All looks good.”  He said as his red eyes looked over the instruments before walking to the stern - a short trek of four paces.  There he looked over the rudder, confirming that it had no cracks or chips that could cause it to break loose while in the Space Sea.  He gave the engine a look - a metallic contraption made of enforced steel connected to an exterior panel of a blue metal.  He looked over the gears and joints, confirming that nothing appeared missing, rusted, or broken.
 
Lastly he checked the hold:  opening the latch that lead into the belly of his ship, where cargo would be stored.  No holes, or cracks.
 
“Alright!  Systems ago!”
 
He returned to the wheel, and pulled on the throttle.  A rumble overtook the ship as he felt the engine engage.  Hand on the wheel and the throttle set he started his trip through the Space Sea from Port Itili on Caski.  Within moments the bustling porttown with its midrises lighting up the place, illumiating the wooden structures that allowed for boats and ships to come and go.  It didn’t take long before those lights faded into nothing, and he was surrounded by inky blackness - the illusion of darkness as the sun allowed him to see all through the Space Sea up to so many pars.
 
The rumbling soon stopped.  “Sweet, broke the sky!”  He said as he grabbed some papers that were piled next to the wheel and looked over his shipment details.
 
“Ok, so I’m getting wheat from Yuna.”  He read outloud.  “Nothing like Yuna wheat.  Must be something about the soil - I hear the places oozes of ground magic.  Though, that can’t be all there is.  Oh well, not my problem.  I’m only paid to transport the stuff, not study it.”
 
He held his hand on the wheel and looked over the bow and onto the darkness ahead while looking over the charts.  “So... I just need to be at this angle, and aimed at...”  As he moved the wheel he watched the compass needle spin until it was pointing down to the floor.  “Perfect!  Lets go!”
 
He spend the next set of moments watching the darkness for meteors, other ships, the odd whale, or whatever else could be out in the dark that had yet to be identified.  In these moments he pondered his own path, not just the short term of getting to Yuna, but of his long term goal of... well, he wasn’t sure.  It used to be about feeling a moment of freedom, seeing his world get bigger, and looking over all the exciting moments of other realms within Earth.
 
“Malthia... why?”  He said as his mind wondered.  Wondered to a war he felt at the time he needed to fight, less his home of Haixa would be lost forever.  One that, while technically a statemate, he lost.
 
Without her, he didn’t want anything anymore.
 
It took about a couple of paces for the ship to see Yuna up ahead.  The lush, green, world with thin lines that lead up to a singular, large, body of water, came into view.  Running on flask, a smile came upon him as he entered their sky, feeling the rumble come over his little cargo ship as he reached Port Gion within the realm.
 
***
 
The morning came.  The whale went.  That much Karna knew as she pried herself from her little bunk, which she had the bottom of while her brother was on the top,  in the house she shared with her family.
 
“Well, its still mid-Demeter!”  Voltin said with a smile.  “The wheat isn’t harvesting itself!”
 
Karna rubbed sand out of her amethysts of eyes.  “Joy.”  She muttered while walking into the kitchen to get her breakfast of plain, light brown, bread made of coarsely milled Yuna Wheat.  She ate on a rounded table as her parents hovered over a stone oven roaring with fire magic, thinking At least I don’t have to work the millstone.
 
Demeter, known as the harvest season, where, while wheat can be grown in every season except Hades, it grows the best during Demeter.  Demeter also was the season of spending two-thirds of a day in the fields scything glorified grass, if you’re lucky, under a hot, radiant, sun.  Such she prepared for, in her weaved shirt and pants, as she finished eating the bread and heading out of the small, three-room home supplied by the Roiyo as part of the deal her great-great-great-grandparents made so long ago.
 
“What were they thinking?”  Karna asked her mother one day, once she was old enough to see how the Roiyo and his family lived - the roundness of their bellies, the fatness of their cheeks, the opulance of their homes trimmed in aurum and argentum, crested in shiny and translucent gemstones, and the threads of silk robes made of ether-spiders.
 
“Long ago, we had a realm that was as lush, and as fruitful, as Yuna.”  Mother answered.  “But that realm collapsed.”
 
“Collapsed?”
 
“How and why no one is sure, or remembers.  Just that, the boundaries of the realm fell in, and the void of the Space Sea swallowed it.  Many died.  Those who escaped clung onto ships, hoping to find a promised realm to live their lives.”
 
“We look for a promised realm, and we end up here?”
 
“The Roiyo of the time, bless his compassionate soul, made a deal with our ancestors: that we could live here, on condition that we work his lands.”
 
“You mean they!”  Karna felt anger rumble in her throat, wanting to spill out in that moment.  “They made that deal!  You did not make such a deal, and neither did I!  Did Daddy make that deal?  Voltin?” 
 
“Lower your voice!  If not for that deal, we wouldn’t be here!  Our ancestors would have died in the void! Now be grateful!”
 
Grateful as she walked under the sun to the fields, still feeling hungry.  Grateful while she wrapped the sac around her shoulder, and carried the metal scythe into the fields.  Grateful as she reaped what she, and others, sewed, all day with a break for ikia - large grasshopper like bugs with fur commonly boiled in a vat of water.  Grateful to hand that sac full of wheat to the overseers, who would ultimately hand it to the Roiyo.  Grateful to be whipped if she didn’t reap enough.
 
The only beautiful thing she looked forward to was the Space Whale.  A mysterious being with a sad song and slow dance, with magic that distorts the essence of the sky to create light rivalling the moons.
 
There used to be two things.  The other, Hiska.  
 
While reaping wheat she felt her hands run along the shaft of one of the shelf, cupping the seeds that will later be milled into flour.  Hiska would remark about the feel of the plant, the miracle of its growth, and the beauty of ground magic behind it.  A tear came down her face on the thought, only to bat it away, remembering quota.
 
Except, why bother?  Miss quota, take a beating.  Take enough beatings and hope your family won’t abandon you.  Don’t miss quota, and life continues so hard that any beauty Yuna could have becomes lost.
 
It would be that day, where she acted her plan.
 
I’m going to the whale!
 
The first thing she needed to do was to find a boat and get off Yuna.  A plan easier said than done, for the first thing she needed to do was to get off the field.  Doing so wasn’t without risk: guards patrolled the fields, mostly to make sure people were working and not sneaking off with sheafs of wheat.  They also didn’t want people leaving the realm - so they could be worked to death.
 
“You owe a debt to Roiyo.”  The explanation be.  “You’re family needs to work that debt off.  That is the agreement your family signed!”
 
Karna looked both ways, noting guards in leather armours that paced the field or walked a wall around the field.  These men all wore cowl within their helms, and the red on purple sigel of a flaming torch known as the symbol of the Roiyo and his family.  Given some where in the field of tall grass that went over one’s head easy, she know she needed to pretend all was business as usual, reap and harvest as usual.
 
While cutting the grass a guard walked past.  Gold eyes glared through his masked face, staring for a long time.  Karna’s breathing sped up as she continued reaping, trying to ignore his presense.  The eyes just burned, almost like he knew what she was planning, that she would skimp on the debt she owed since birth.
 
Then he stopped looking and walked away.  She kept cutting on the row, inching closer to the wall, to the entrance where the wagons came and went to collect the harvest and take to Port Gion.
 
My best bet would be to get on a wagon and get to the port.  From there, I can find a boat and get to the stars.
 
She harvested, walking past several guards, many suspect of her, until she was at the wall by the entrance, where a wagon waited by a storehouse for grain.  She took a breath and looked both ways, hoping a guard didn’t see her.  Course, what if they did?  Perhaps they would kill her, and she could join Hiska in the cosmos, swimming as souls within the Space Sea, perhaps as a beam of light shining from the Space Whale.
 
Believing that no one stood in line of sight of her she sprinted towards the wagon, jumping inside as the seeds fell into it.  The container in the wagon holding the grain appeared a quaint ferrous.  She sat until there as the seeds filled in, until it became full of grain.  Moments passed before the container became sealed and the wagon started moving.
 
Moments of chewing on seeds and the container got clunkly loaded off the wagon.
 
Chapter 2
 
“Hello!  This is StarCarrier.  Requesting permission to dock.”  Enzo spoke into the stonephone, leaned back and awaiting a response.  Following customs of speaking as if the ship, not as the user, he tapped on the wheel while saying “Do be do be do” on a loop.
 
Moments passed before a male voice responds: “This is Port Gion control.  State your business.”
 
“Of course.”  Enzo rolled his eyes, annoyed that Yuna was slower to let ships dock than other ports throughout Earth.  Into the stonephone he stated thus: “I’m here for a shipment of wheat.  Order code...”  He rummaged through some pages looking for the code given to him by a posh bureaucrat at the Space Sea Council.  Upon finding the record he read it out:  “Alpha... Gamma... Omega... Epsilon... Delta... Sigma.”
 
A pause.  He tapped on the wheel while his breathing went up.  Not his favourite part of the job as there was always a percent chance the port master says “No,” and then what?
 
Good news was this moment wouldn’t be one of those:  “Code accepted.  You’re cleared to dock.  Tower Beta.”
 
Upon taking a large breath of air he steered the wheel and pulled the throttle, aiming the ship down into the realm, piercing the sky, and shaking, along the way.  As the ship rumbled he looked out, observing the leafy trees as he drew closer.  “Must be Demea season.”  He said out loud.  “Course, I am here for wheat so...”
 
The port got closer, and the small village that formed around the dock became more clear.  In the darkness off a night torches flickered as tiny lights out of windows and on roofs.  Closer and there was a small bustle of guards and the odd night person.
 
Soon he reached the dock: a series of towers with flat roofs painted in argentum dust so that they shin in any light.  Perfect as the landing lights of the ship, a set of blue flames, glowed so that he could land on not just a tower, but the correct tower.  Upon finding the one with the beta symbol painted in shining purple he steadied the ship, pulling the throttle and keeping the steering until the ship landed down onto the tower.
 
Enzo left the wheel and hopped down onto the tower floor, two men in leather armour greeted him.
 
“I’m here for a wheat shipment.”  He said to them while taking in fresh air.
 
“Who isn’t?”  One of the guards said.
 
“Fair point.”  Replied Enzo.
 
Both guard just glared at him.  A third person, a brown-skinned, white-haired man in dark overalls walked up, and approached a wench near the stairs and turned it.  The crane creaked under the weight of the load provided.  After several moments the container came up, and that dark person pushed the container of clean ferrous to the bottom of the ship, where Enzo hopped back in, where he released the control that opened the door to the cargo bay.  The container got pushed in, and the person stepped out, holding a raised thumb.
 
“Perfect, thanks man.”  Enzo pressed the button again, the door closing.  The dark person disappeared down the stairs while the guards just stood there, staring blankly.
 
“Ok, final checks.”  Enzo huffed as he looked over the wheel.  “Nothing cracked... throttle’s still attached...”  He walked to the back and looked over the rudder.  “Everything appears to be in order here... now the cargo bay...”  He entered the bay, where he looked upon the container before him.  The metal polished with a slight shen, as ferrous metals, most notably steel, were.  Course, you don’t use ferrous because its pretty, you use it because its strong.
 
He opened the fill hole on the top of the container and peeked inside.  Holding a flame-stone he looked over the container.  “Oh, good, its wheat seeds.”  He said.  “Good to not get ripped off... wait... what is that?”
 
He squinted upon the sight of green in the container.  A green on silver.  “Oh no, not rats!”  He uttered, his face dropped as he climbed down.  He approached a set of two stacked compartments, opened the lower one, and pulled out a cuprum rod that was forked on one end, and lined with para on the other end, the length of his forearm.  With a flick the rod crackled.  “Nothing a elecstick wouldn’t solve.”
 
As he said that a female voice echoed out of it “Please, mister don’t!  Leave me alone, I promise to not be trouble!”
 
“What the?”  Enzo’s jaw hit the floor upon seeing the stow away pop her head up from the grain, spinning on his heels with the elecstick, her silver face and violet eyes staring back upon him.  A moment passed before he asked the obvious: “What are you doing in there?”
 
“I... I need a lift.”  She replied.  “That’s all.”
 
“A lift.”  He slowly said returning to the cargo.  “And you couldn’t just, well, I dunno, get your own ship?  Hire a ship?”
 
“I neither have the gems or access to ships.  I’m also a serf, and wouldn’t be allowed to leave.”
 
“Serf...”  Enzo pinched his nose.
 
“My ancestors made a deal with the Roiyo’s family long ago.  We are made to work to pay off their debt.”
 
“So you’re escaping?  What would happen if you’re found?”
 
“They’ll beat me, most likely.”
 
Enzo closed the container back and leaned against the side of it.  His thoughts came upon a dark moment within the Sunfire War.
 
There were the refugees of Kione looking to flee what came of their realm.  He remembered the one, barely a captain, weeping into a stonephone:  “We’re fleeing Kione.  Please help us!”
 
Enzo held the wheel of the warship the Haixa military assigned him to captain.  One hand on the spoked wheel, the other hovering over the throttle.  Beside him, a gunner looking over special dials for fire and ice magic cannons.  Directly over their shoulders the ship commander, the officer charged with relaying to and from the Fleet Commander.  Behind them three other gunners, two on either side of the ship and a third at the tail.  A locked hatch led below deck in the event of prisoners.
 
The gunner next to him, a purple-skinned, muscle-bound woman with blue hair in dreads and yellow eyes staring back grunted “Commander, they lie!  We should blow them out of the sea!”
 
Enzo took a breath as the ship commander spoke into the stonephone: “You attacked Haixa!  Why should we help you?”
 
“Fellow Haixan friend.”  The captain on the worn frieghter spoke onwards.  “We are fleeing Ido, a prison complex on Kione.  All we’ve done is beg our realm lords to end the war and relax curfew!  We don’t want war with Haixa, you are our friends.  We are so sorry! Please!  The guards assault us in all possible ways.  I hear they even send people to Iso!”
 
“Commander, if he’s honest.”  Enzo found his voice saying at the time.  “These are civilians.  Laws of the Sea state a duty to help them.”
 
“A Kionet, honest?”  The gunner spat.  “Its their lies that got us in this mess!  Their the ones that reneged on past treaties.  They attacked first!”
 
The commander stood, arms folded as he contemplated a decision.  His grey skin complimenting the beige uniform of the Haixa military.  His red eyes overviewing the darkness, and the freighter drifting without an active engine.
 
Enzo simply said “They’re ship is damaged.”
 
“All the reason to strike now!  Before they can fix the ship and strike us!”  The Gunner spat back.
 
The commander finally said in a steady voice “The Laws of the Sea do demand we render aid, even if they are Kionet scum!”
 
“And waste our rations on them?”  Grumbled the gunner.
 
“Its settled: We board them.  Classa!”  The commander turned to the gunner beside Enzo.  “Take Urip and prepare a boarding party!”
 
“Aye...”  She sulted, her face dropped in disgust, before approached one of the other gunners.
 
“Gaya!”
 
“Move closer?”
 
The commander huffed.  “Yes.”  He said.
 
“Yes sir!”
 
As Enzo wiggled the throttle and steered the wheel, the warship moving to be closer and parallel to the freighter, he caught Officer Classa and the other gunner grabbing boomsticks and fireguns.  “Commander, is all that necessary?”  He asked.  “These are unarmed, possibly injured, civilians.”
 
“Officer, your concern is noted.”  The commander replied.  “However, there is a chance that this is a pirate trap - possibly one set by Kione.  The enemy is known for doing things like this.  Abusing these laws to invade the ship.”
 
“Aye.”
 
A load bang on the side of the haul brought him back to the here and now, followed with “You gonna move already?  You got your load!”
 
“Just finishing my system checks.”  Enzo called back.  “Be leaving now!”
 
He stepped out of the cargo hold and walked to the wheel.  Looking upon the landing tower before him, he pulled the throttle, feeling the rumble of the sun engine beneath him.  Enzo pushed it and the ship took off, rumbling into the sky before shaking completely as it broke through the sky and entered the Space Sea.
 
Once the ship stopped rumble, signifying that he no longer was on a realm, he aimed the compass towards where Iktia would be, then walked away from the wheel, went back into the cargo hold, and opened the grain container.
 
“We’re in the sea now.”  He said.
 
“OH!  Thank you so much!”  The woman said, her voice trilled with excitement.
 
“Just... don’t make me regret this.”  He replied, holding his hand out for her to grab.
 
 
Chapter 3
 
Karna’s hand shook looking upon the brown hand held out for her from the opening in the container.  He might do something.  She thought as she grabbed his hand.
 
With some grunting effort he pulled her out of the container.  Upon scaling she hopped down onto the ferrous floor and looked upon the man dressed in a simple, beige flight suit.  He regarded her with red eyes on thin features decorated with black hair.
 
“Ships taken off.”  He said.
 
“Wait!  We aren’t on Yuna anymore?”  Karna asked, her eyes sparkling and a smile pulling on her face.
 
“That’s right.  We aren’t on any realm...”
 
Without thinking she sprinted up the steps that lead to the deck of the ship, where she observed from the dome that shrouded the vehicle the inky blackness.  Karna took several steps across the ferrous floor.
 
“Oh my stars... is this the Space Sea?”  She asked.
 
“Uh... yeah...”  The man replied, half-way up from the cargo hold to the deck.
 
“Its so... dark...”  She said.
 
“That it is.  Other than the sun and a few stars.  Without their light Earth would have no light.”
 
She took several steps across the deck, peeling her eyes as she saw a star in the distance.  “Is that the sun?”  She asked.
 
He shook his head.  “Too far away.  No the sun would be...”  He approached the wheel and looked over a dial next to the wheel.  “That way...”  He pointed down and to the right.
 
“And that tells you?”
 
“This is a compass.  It points to ing... towards the sun.”
 
“Oh... wow...”  She smiled so wide it started to hurt.  “I never thought I would ever be in the Space Sea... on a boat... and yet...”
 
An awkward smile came over his own face.  He just looked at her as her mood infected him.  Without thinking Karna throw her arms around him.  “Oh... thank you!  Thank you!”
 
The man squirmed.  “Ok... ok... I get it... you’re excited... but... uh...”  He gave her a push.  “Can you not?  You’re already pushing your luck!”
 
“Oh... sorry...”  Her smile went away and she bowed her head.
 
“Anyways.”  He went on.  “I’m not a passenger ship.  My destination is Iktia.  Once there, you are getting off my ship.  Understood?”
 
“Yeah, of course... that’s only fair...”  She nodded.  “I mean... I can figure it out once I’m there.  I mean, there are other ships...”
 
“You plan to stow away for the rest of your life?”  He almost rolled his eyes.
 
“My ultimate goal is to get to the Space Whale!”
 
“Excuse me, what?”  The man dropped his jaw.  “Are you crazy?  Even a voidhead knows not to do that!”
 
“I’m willing to risk being sent to prison... I just want to be close to it.  Its the only thing of beauty I’ve ever seen.  All that keeps me going.”
 
“It isn’t that but...”  He looked over the space, hand on the wheel.  “Well, all the more reason to dump you at Iktia.”
 
“You’ve helped enough... uh... thank you.”  She bowed her head.  “I’m Karna by the way.”
 
“Pleasure.”
 
A brief silence as she looked at him, eyes glued on him exactingly.  He cringed before saying “Enzo... my name is Enzo...”
 
She smiled.  “Enzo?  That’s a nice name!  Where is that from?  Iktia?”
 
“No.  Home realm is... Haixa.”
 
“Never been... course I’ve never been off Yuna.”
 
“Its nice... look, I’m really not in the mood to chat.”
 
Karna strolled around the deck, observing the space outside.  The odd star that moved passed within the voidspace.  She stood by the bow of the ship, where she observed the motions of the rudder, pushing and guiding a trail of light behind, pressing it in many directions.  She watched the magic spark, and glow, and give brilliance as the ship moved through the body of void.
 
From there she took a moment to ruminate on her end goal.  Now that she got off Yuna, she had to see it through.  She couldn’t go back home.  A thought that made her sit near the rudder, her face flattened thinking about her family.  I didn’t have a chance to say goodbye.  She thought.  Even Voltin, who can be a pest, I’m sure missing me on some level.  I know mother and father would be beside themselves once the shift ended.  How long would it take for the overseers to even notice that I’m not there? Course, if I fail, then I can at least be with Hiska within the cosmos, incarnated as stardust.
 
“Now if I can just... come one... that isn’t the direction... dammit...”  The voice of Enzo echoed down the deck.  Karna stood up and approached, watching him struggle with the wheel.
 
“Something wrong?”  She asked him.
 
“Ing is suppose to be... yeah...”  He looked over a chart with many symbols and many scribles.  “So I need this angle and...”  The compass spun into a position.  “Ha ha!  There!”
 
“All systems ago?”
 
“I guess you can say that!”
 
A moment passed.  The thought came onto Karna to asked “What will you do once we are at Iktia?”
 
“Drop off the shipment of wheat.  Get paid.  Pick up a container of... stuff... and go to the next realm.”
 
“You don’t know what’s in the container?”
 
“Not off the top of my head, but I have the manifest - as per sea law.  I can look it up... just not doing that right now.”
 
“Oh.  Ok.  Not the most exciting thing.”
 
“Pays the bills.  Man’s gotta eat.  Ship needs maintenance.”
 
“Do you live in Haixa?”
 
“No.”
 
“Where do you live?”
 
“Here.”
 
“On your ship?”
 
Enzo let out a huff.  “You ask a lot of questions.”
 
“Can’t I not be curious about who you are?”
 
“I guess... but... why?  I’m not exactly interesting.”
 
“Oh, come now.”  Karna cocked her head.  “You’re a ship operator from Haixa.  Don’t see that everyday.”
 
“I also don’t know many serfs from Yuna with a deathwish I suppose.”
 
“Hey!  It isn’t that I want to die!  Its just... I’m willing to risk death for my end goal.”
 
“Of licking a whale.”
 
“The Space Whale is the only creature that can live in the Space Sea without a ship.  I mean, do we know why?  Do you know why?”
 
“Well, actually, its the only creature that can live in the Space Sea without a ship that occurs naturally.  There are others... all of which are magical monstrosities unleashed by some mage.”
 
“So they are powered by some form of magic?”  Karna asked.  “Perhaps that’s how the whale does it!”
 
“Like a Space boat.”  Enzo replied.  “Course, as you said, no one knows, as its against the Laws of the Sea to get close.  No one explains why - the scary part when you think about it.”
 
“Why’s that?”  She asked.
 
“Well, usually if something is forbidden there is a reasoned explanation for such.”  He said.  “Its to shut up anyone that would dare question the wisdom of the Space Council of Earth.  You know, rules like ‘You must render aid to a distressed ship’ has the understanding that you don’t want someone in the Space Sea to die while other ships sail past them - which one day could be you.  Or ‘harvesting directly from the sun’ - such material can easily make a bomb.  But ‘stay away from the Space Whale?’  No explanation.  So, what are they hiding that is so damming that they would sooner have the skeptical whine on about how stupid the rule is?
 
“I mean, what is the rythme to the madness?”
 
“Oh my, that’s a very good point.”  Her violet eyes went wide.  “What are they hiding?”
 
“One of life’s mysteries.”
 
“One I am going to solve!”
 
“Good luck finding a ship, cus I ain’t risking myself, my livelihood, and my sanity, over a whale.”
 
She nodded, her expression flat.  “That’s only fair.  I’m lucky you were willing to take me this far.  For that... thank you.”
 
“Whatever, just... don’t make me regret it.”
 
***
 
Don’t make me regret it.  The thought echoed through his mind as her eyes dug into him from behind.  I’m sure I already do.
 
While looking out at the darkness, but stars and a compass for navigation, he wondered: What is the penalty for taking someone’s serf?  To his knowledge there was no Law of the Sea that forbid it - unless a serf counted as property, then it would be the penalty for thief - a lap in Iso for every stone of its value in aurum.  How much would Karna be worth?
 
The thinking got darker:  Would the Lord of Yuna... the Roiyo she called it, put a bounty on her?  How much?  Would the bounty be worth turning around and going back to Yuna, accepting a late fee for the grain going to Iktia?
 
If I don’t.  Would someone in Iktia claim it instead?  Does Iktia have laws on bounty hunting, or whether they would aid, or even allow, a lord to claim a serf and return them to there realm?
 
Such he never looked into, for his cargo never had passengers with it.
 
Would doing such even be right?  Wrong?  Could I return an indent, or chattel, back to the owner for a payout?  Would the aurum outweigh the guilt of surrendering a being with a spirit to have that spirit repressed?
 
Enzo took a brief glance upon her.  Something about the sparkle in her eyes made him pause.  How long had it been since he felt this passionate about anything?  His ability to enjoy, or tough out, suffering for a greater purpose died in him when he lost Malthia.
 
“I dare asked.”  He said, his attention back to the Space Sea.  “What are you expecting would happen when you’re up close to the whale?”
 
“What will I expect?”  Karna replied.  “What will I expect?  What would I expect...?  You know what?  I’m not sure.  I know its going to be lights... yeah... lots of lights... like on the days that it swims by our realm!  It always lights up the night sky with these pretty little lights!  And... if in the daytime it casts this shadow upon the ground, while rainbows come from them...”
 
Enzo started laughing.  A chuckle he tried to keep in his throat that escaped after a long, hard, fight to keep it down.
 
“What’s so funny?”  She asked, her excitement giving to concern, her face flat, her eyes solemn.
 
“Its just... That is a lot of... yeah...  Over this creature.”
 
“You know it isn’t just any creature!  It swims the Space Sea!  Its the only thing in creation that can do that!”
 
“Like I said, there have been mages...”
 
“Those aren’t of the original design!  Those were mutations made after the fact by mad magicians!”
 
A wide smile came over him, her joy and excitement a spreading infection.  “Well, don’t get too carried away.  I mean, you would need to know where the whale is... or do you plan to sail the sea aimlessly?”
 
“You know... I haven’t thought of that!”

“Again, good luck finding a ship!”
 
Over the deck the blues, greens, and whites, of a realm came into view.  The jagged plane within the sea, a rough mosaic tile with a lot of concrete in between.
 
He dropped the throttle.  “Brace yourself.”  He commanded.  “Its going to be bumpy.  Entering a realm always is.”
 
Karna knelt down, leaning on the side of the deck as the ship started rumbling, much like it did when the ship first took off.  The realm getting closer, and closer, rocky landmasses becoming clear to see.  With grace, he steered while adjusting the throttle.  Soon the rumbling lessened.
 
Before them a mountain with a flat pad carved out in the rock.  The caps were snowy upon the grey stone.  Along the pad were white lights ontop of posts, most likely powered by some form of star and sun magic.
 
Enzo grabbed the stonephone.  “StarCarrier here.  Requesting permission to dock!”
 
“You need permission?”  Karna asked.
 
“I like it when the realm’s guard isn’t trying to blow me out of the sky.”  He replied.
 
“Uh... why?”  She asked.
 
Over the soundphone he got a response from a sever-sounding woman: “What is your clearance code?”
 
“Uh...”  He flipped through a book by the wheel, then said:  “Omega... Delta... Beta... Eta... Gamma...”
 
Karna’s jaw hung.  “That’s a lot of effort...”  She gawked.
 
“Well, the point is so they know I’m not invading, or a pirate.”  He explained.
 
A moment passed.  “Alright StarCarrier.  You are cleared for entry.”
 
With that he adjusted the throttle, his hands steady as he steered the ship into the flat of the mountain, the ship had a low vibration the entire time.  Soon, the mass got closer to the port, and the lit posts were made of a dark metal, most likely titanium.  Said posts appeared to be driven into the stone.
 
Upon the flat a small group of people dressed in furs approached the ship.  The one on the head had a strongman’s frame, skin the colour of the mountain, eyes the colour of pearls, and hair the colour of snow darn near all over him: long down the back, fluffed on his arms and legs, a long woolly beard.
 
“Do you have the grain?”  This man asked, his voice a rough tenor.
 
“Yep.  Opening the cargo bay now!”
 
With a flip of a switch the door to the bay doors opened.  The crew got to work hooking up the container from Yuna, with the wheat they were so known for.
 
“Well, I guess it was nice knowing you.”  Karna said.
 
“Yeah.  Well.  Goodbye.  Perhaps you can start a new life here, a free one.”
 
With that, she hopped off the deck, walking towards guards near a cave entrance to Iktia.  Words were exchanged before one escorted her into the tunnels.
 
 
Chapter 4
 
Immediately as she disembarked the cold of this place got to her.  Shaking with goosebumps all over, she approached the cave entrance, where three guards stood.  Their leather armours augmented with furs.  As she got close, one of the guards held up a spear in her path.
 
“Halt!”  He said.
 
“Oh... hi...”  Karna said.
 
“Why are you here?”  He asked onwards.
 
“Oh... uhh...”  She had to think of something.  Explaining her true intentions of getting to the Space Whale would likely not go so where here as it did with Enzo.
 
The three guards bore their eyes into her as she stood there, umming.  The speaking guard tapped on his spear.
 
Finally she said something that echoed what Enzo told her before disembarking:  “I’m here to start a new life... clean start.”
 
The one guard looked at the other.  The speaking guard tisked.  “Did the ship captain know you were on board?”  Malice redding his pink eyes.
 
“Captain?”  She asked back.
 
“I ain’t playing games with non-valids.  Did the ship captain - the guy who captained the ship... drove it, owned it... knowingly transport you here?”
 
“Uh... yes... he did.”  She replied.
 
The talking guard grabbed her.  “Come here, now, what was the deal the two of you had?”
 
“Deal?”  She asked.  “I... well, I snuck about and by the time he found me he was already in the Sea.”
 
“So you stowed away?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Ok.”  The guard’s response was short and tort.
 
Soon they were in a tunnel of a cave.  Lit with fire magic, the glow softer than the white lights of the landing area as the guard walked her down the shaft, winding into more halls and corridors, eventually entering a cavern with paths and railings everywhere, where below were stone structures with hustle and bustle of people, all in furs and wools, going about their business.
 
“Where are you taking me?”  She asked.
 
“Holding.”  He said.  “Figure out what we’re going to do with you.”
 
Moments passed of walking before they came upon an area with barred rooms.  He opened one of them.  “Get in!”  He said.  She stepped inside and he shut the door.
 
“How long must I wait?”  She asked.
 
“Long enough.”  The guard replied.
 
Once the guard left she slumped down upon a bench, looking upon the floor, trying to figure out what her fate would be now.  Would she actually live free, or be imprisoned forever?
 
Moments passed before two sever-looking people, one man and one woman, came to the cell.  Both wore blue cotton uniforms covering their gray skin.  The man had charcoal eyes that looked down upon her, highlighting grey hair worn long and in braids.  The woman’s eyes where green, and her look was more inquisitive while her short, red, hair, made her look very severe.
 
“Name?”  The man asked, his voice steady.
 
“Karna.”  She replied.
 
He rolled his eyes.  “Full name.”  He barked.
 
“Oh... Karna Huyi.”  She replied.
 
The woman held a pad.  She wrote something down quickly.
 
“Huyi...  not familiar with that family name.  What realm are you from?” The man continued his questioning.
 
“Yuna.”  She replied.
 
He let out a huff.  “Yuna... where we get some of our food from.”
 
“Our main export is wheat.”  She said with a shaky smile.
 
He held his head on his palm.  “Yuna... are you a serf?”
 
Karna froze upon being asked.  “You would send me back if I admitted it?”
 
He huffed again.  “What would have been your homerealm before becoming a serf?”
 
“I don’t know.  Never been.”
 
“So you were born on Yuna?”
 
“Yes.”
 
A pause.  The woman scrolling it all down hurriedly.
 
“Thank you.”  The man said.  “We will get back to you shortly.”
 
“How long?”
 
“Unsure.  No more than a day however.”
 
With that the two turned and walked away.  Within the cave she was left wondering what’s next.  Assuming they let her stay, then what?  If they don’t and send her back to Yuna.  Send her somewhere else.  Perhaps it would have been like in Megaia, where the cell was meant to hold her while whips, chains, and various implements of pain were prepared, for those moments where people stole grain, were caught trying to leave Megaia, or giving an overseer, or even the Uberroi, back chat.
 
She reminisced on one day when she called a seer an adulterer of cows.  She sat in a barred cell for a short time before being taken to the town square.  She stood on a raised platform, back to the crowd of mostly other serfs and shirtless.  There a seer fell a whip upon her back, the seer counted: “One... Two... Three...” and so forth for every  lick of cracking leather.  Finally the seer shouted “Fifty!” and it was over.
 
Could have been worse: like a noose, thinking about the final moments of Hiska before a guard released the trapdoor of the platform at the town centre right from under her feet.  The snap that echoed in the space, marking the moment Hiska’s body became a shell to later be ground up and fed to livestock.
 
I’ll figure it out.  She thought to herself.  I have to figure it out.  I can’t be left to the mercy of these people.  Who knows how cruel they can be!
 
Within moments guards came into the room with stewed meat, root vegetables, and mushrooms.  “Here.  Eat non-valid.”  The guard said while handing her the bowl, then walking away.
 
She looked at the thick, chunky, concoction with eyebrows raised, wondering Is this safe to eat?  Each chunk had a distinct, abet it, faded colour: some where purple, some where green, some where yellow or white, some where orange, and some were a dark brown with lines and layers she recognized as muscle fibres.  She drew a breath, only for the scent of finely-cooked meat to fill her nostrils.  Her stomach grumbled as she made up her mind.  
 
With the provided spoon she put it in her mouth, and felt this explosion of flavour she had never tasted before.  She ate mostly grain and bugs, so this feeling of meat, the soft chew to it, the cream of the fat within the broth.  The soft crumble of the vegetables and their unique flavours, and the mushroom’s own profile of tenderness.
 
“Oh... this is good!”  She exclaimed.
 
“What?  That slop?”  A nearby guard balked back.
 
“Slop?  Like, this is suppose to be gross?”  She asked.
 
“Its miner food.”  He replied in angered stacotta.
 
Karna didn’t ask anything else.  She sat there, munching away, not caring that it was meant to be just maise, bread, and locusts.  Soon the bowl emptied and she had never felt more full in her life.  Leaning on the wall of the cell, a tear came to her eyes on the thought that prisoners on Iktia are treated better than serfs on Yuna.
 
Several more moments passed and the man from before returned, this time with a guard holding a key.
 
“Karna Huyi of Yuna.”  He said in a grand tone.  “You have two options.  One, you can withdraw your migration application and return to Yuna.”
 
A horrible thought.  
 
“Two, you can contest your deportation.  More or less explain to a magistrate why we shouldn’t just jettison you back to your homerealm.”

She looked up at him, her eyebrow raised.  “Sorry?  Deportation?”  She stammered.
 
“Miss Huyi.  My personal advise would be to withdraw and return to your homerealm.  At this time you are a non-valid.  Someone who has no right to be here.  Not a citizen.  Not an off-world worker.  Not a visitor or tourist.  Not someone with shipments.”
 
“I-I can’t go back.”  Karna said, her eyes on the floor.  “I... I will contest it!”
 
He held his head.  “As you wish.  The process can take time, you will spend much of that in holding, and I don’t liken your odd of success being very high.”
 
“I will take that chance.”
 
“So be it.”
 
He spin on his heels and left, his writing assistant following suit.  She looked down to the stone floor and started crying.  Not out of hopelessness, but it hurt the thought prisoners on Iktia were treated better than serfs on Yuna.  Her family kept insisting she should be grateful to the Roiyo, but how knowing this?
 
I will see the whale!  She thought to herself.
 
A guard approached her cell, staring through the bars.  “Sucks, eh?”  He asked with a smirk on a cyan-coloured face through leather armour, eyes the colour of the stone.
 
She wiped her eyes.  “Could be worse.”
 
“Well, you’re the one that broke the law.”
 
“By being non-valid?”
 
“You can’t just come here you know!  You might be wanted on another realm, or dangerous, or a lazy bum.  We want no such people here!”
 
Karna looked away and to the floor.  “Fair, I suppose.”  All she said.
 
“Whatever.  Maybe the magistrate will take pity on you.”  The guard rolled his eyes and resumed his patrol.
 
A whole lot of nothing happened for a next while.  She spent that time twittling her thumbs and pacing in her cell when sitting on the bench started hurting her buttocks.  After some time past the overly important man came back to the cell, regarding her with a stern look.
 
“Karna Huyi of Yuna.”  He said very evenly.  “A third option has made itself available to you.  A freight captain has agreed to take you back to Yuna.  You may withdraw your application and go with him.”
 
“Did he give a name?”  She asked.
 
“Enzo Gaya of Haixa.”  He replied.
 
“Enzo?”  Karna immediately got up, her face beaming.  A face that flattened once she realized he might actually take her back to Yuna.
 
***
 
He pulled on the throttle and ascended once the grain left his ship.  He looked over the compass and gauges as his ship sailed onto the stars, and right into the Space Sea.  The realm behind him he set up for his next destination.
 
Some time passed of inky blackness broken up by the odd star.  A slow, quiet, dull crawl of time passed.  Nothing but the soft purr of the sun engine.
 
“Malthia.”  A tear escaped him as his thoughts returned to her.  A woman of pure white he once held, long gone.  Back when he had a purpose other than transporting goods all around Earth.  When he agreed to go to war to protect her, and the future life he was to have with her.  Alone since leaving the Taio, the hospital town on his homerealm.
 
He missed her dearly, but at least they talked and medicated him out of a deathwish.
 
At least.
 
He thought about the smile he had when that Karna sat in his ship.  The laughter at her excitement for the Space Whale, as crazy as her wish was.  The way her voice echoed off the ferrous walls of the ship.  The pity of her doe purple eyes and the head of green hair he almost mistook for contamination in a container of grain.
 
Enzo took his hand off the wheel and cluched his fluttering heart.  “Has it truly been so long?”  He said to himself.  “I just want to be alone.  Why... why am I thinking about the stowaway?  Why does it feel like I miss her already?”
 
With a few breaths he placed his hand back on the wheel.  “Her excitement over the Space Whale just... wow, how can anyone be so happy, so focused... on a single subject like that?”
 
He aimed his eyes back into the darkness, a tailweaver coming into view.  A long, glowing, comet that floated through, streaking along its white lights as it danced within the voidmatter of the Space Sea as if a serpent in water.
 
“I haven’t smiled since Malthia died.”  He rambled off to himself.  “I have just wanted to be alone.  Alone with a pain that refuses to leave.
 
“I wish I had something to live for... like Karna and her wish for the Space Whale.”
 
Moments passed and his stonephone started blaring:  “StarCarrier?  This is Port Ein of Iktia.  A non-valid had been transported to our realm from your ship.  Return to port or a bounty will be placed on you!”
 
“Dammit!”  Enzo growled before responding to the message with: “This is StarCarrier.  Received. Acknowledged.  Returning to port!”
 
He leaned hard on the wheel, watching the compass spin until it faced the direction it was suppose to in relation to the Sun and where Iktia would be, and resumed his sailing.  “She was going to make me regret this, of course she does!  Why would she not!”
 
A moment later he started smiling.  “Yeah, I might be late for the next shipment, but... might I see Karna again?”
 
Within a few moments he found himself rumbling into the sky of Iktia.  He got to the stonephone.  “StarCarrier.  Requesting permission to dock.  Code is Omega, Delta, Beta, Eta, Gamma.”
 
“Oh yes, you’re the smuggler.”  The woman replied mater-of-factly through the stonephone.  “Get down here.”
 
With that he guided his ship down, feeling the rumble of the sky as he got closer to the flat surface in the mountain that made up Port Ein.  Once he landed two guards, a robed investigator, and a woman with a notepad, waited for him.
 
“Are you Enzo Gaya of Haixa?”  The robed man asked, face sturn, cold.
 
“Yes I am.”  He replied.
 
“You had a passenger from Yuna on your ship.  Is this true?”
 
Enzo gulped, knowing the truth could get her in trouble, and lies might get him in lots of trouble.  Course, the longer it took for him to answer the more suspect this gentleman, likely an investigator, would be of him.  So Enzo just said it:  “Yes.”
 
“You are aware of the penalty for smuggling non-valids, right?”
 
He nodded.
 
“Explain yourself.”
 
So Enzo did.  “Sir, I was on Yuna with a grain shipment.  A woman approached me looking for transport to Iktia.  I agreed, as I was coming here anyways with a grain shipment.  I dropped her off, and left.”
 
“Without checking for papers?”
 
“I didn’t think I needed to.  I mean, aren’t tourists allowed in Ein?  I just assumed she was visiting.”  Not a complete lie as he knew that she likely wouldn’t be staying long on Iktia anyways.
 
The investigator cracked a smile.  “Your defence is valid.”
 
“I meant no trouble sir.  I can take her away if you wish.  At least not have a non-valid to worry about.”  Enzo took another breath, wondering if that offer would be enough to save Karna.  He knew that if they sent her away, it would be to her homerealm of Yuna, where she would be punished.  If he got her, he could keep her from that fate.
 
The investigator held his chin.  Several moments passed before he said “Your offer is acceptable, provided she agrees to those terms.”
 
“If you want to pass the message.”  Enzo smiled.  “I’ll be in my ship... damn its cold out here.”
 
“That it is.”
 
With that, Enzo returned to his ship, where he sat, looking over the deck for any sign of his strange friend.  “I hope she agrees.”  He said to himself.  “I would like to see her again.”
 
As he stood there, anxiety making him sway on his feet, the thought came into his mind:  Should I take her to the whale?
 
***
 
Karna debated it for a brief moment before she said “Yes.  I agree to that.”
 
“Very good.  Come with me.”
 
One of the guards unlocked the cell.  She stepped out and followed the well-dressed man as he took her through the mountain caves and caverns before returning to the landing pad where she saw the StarCarrier positioned.
 
The man called out.  “She agrees to your terms.”
 
Enzo popped his head up from the deck.  “Super.  I got room, if you want to bring her aboard.”
 
With that Karna walked up the ramp that lead up to the ship interior.  She gave Enzo a large smile as he then said “There is a room next to the cargo bay.  It isn’t much, but there is a mat in there if you need to sleep.”
 
“Oh, but should you have it?”  She asked while watching him push on the throttle as part of system checks.  “I mean, I am a burden to you.  That I know.”
 
“I’m on too much flask to want to sleep at the moment.”  He replied.
 
“Flask?”
 
“Keeps you awake.  Mostly by keeping your body from feeling fatigue, even as you get more tired.”
 
“So, that means when it wears off...”
 
“Out like a snuffed candle.”
 
“So, Enzo.”  She asked after a moment passed and he stood by the engines.  “Are you taking me... back...?”
 
“Back where... oh no.  No I am not.  My next destination is Jutta.  Known for beats mostly.”
 
“Will you be dropping me off there?”
 
“I could... though... you know what, I will decide that once were at Port Hu in Jutta.”
 
“Uh... sure?”  Karna nodded as Enzo returned to the wheel and pushed on the throttle to get the ship up and out.  The rumbling being such that she had a hard time keeping her footing.
 
“Good timing.”  Enzo muttered.  “I think they were about to have a blizzard.”
 
“A... what?”
 
“Its a thing that happens in cold places.  Where it snows so hard that you cannot see a darn thing.  Winds blow a lot too.”
 
“Oh!  Those sometimes happen during Hades in Yuna.”
 
“If we waited any longer we would be stuck here.”  Enzo spoke onwards.  “It makes the sky harder to pierce than it already is.”
 
“Oh really?”
 
“Yep.”
 
“Oh... wow.”
 
The ship shook so violently that Karna stumbled on her feet, falling on her butt.  Enzo maintained hyperfocus as he wriggled the throttle, steering the ship rudders.  Soon the sky finally broke, and the rumbling stopped.  Upon this, she stood up.
 
“You ok?”  Enzo asked, turning away for a moment when the inky darkness surrounded the ship.
 
“Yeah.”  She replied.  “A bit sore.”
 
“Feel free to rest it off.”  Enzo replied.  I am going to be busy here anyways - already running late.”
 
She went into the small room behind the cargo bay.  Calling it a room felt generous as it resembled a large cupboard with two compartments wide enough that she could lay herself out entirely, and tall enough for one to sit up straight without bonking their head on the ceiling and not much else.  
 
She opened the top one finding the mat that Enzo described, along with a few books and a picture made with a special kind of star and fire magic filtered through a lens.  Curious she knelt down and opened the bottom compartment finding spare clothes, a couple of boxes, and a bag with a drawstring.
 
The weather, the stress, and the time started taking its toll.  Eyes heavy she rolled into the top compartment, a small fire torch being what kept it lit as she adjusted to get comfortable.  Eventually she lied on her back, looking up at the short ceiling, her eyes wondering to the picture.  Depicted in the image was the copper skin, yellow hair, red eyes she knew to be Enzo arm in arm with a woman whose skin was the colour of pearls, hair the colour of fire, and eyes like sapphires.  They both looked happy in the image.  Enzo wore a shinny blue and red shirt with laced buttons up the front.  The woman a golden dress with frills on the front.
 
“Oh... Enzo has a girlfriend?  Wife?”  Karna said out loud as she studied it from where it had been fixed to the wall.  Shame, he was kinda cute.  She thought.
 
Soon she trailed to sleep.  Her dreams the hope of seeing the Space Whale, and whatever that meant.  Imagining it to being near a rainbow whale, large, majestic, swimming around in all its glory and beauty.  An exercise in imagination broken with the cold, dead, eyes of Hiska staring back.
 
She woke up and walked a finger along the picture.  I wish I had someone like that to go home to.  She thought.  Indeed Enzo’s lucky.
 
A knock came upon the compartment door.  Karna pushed it open to see Enzo standing there.
 
“Cramped, I know.”  He said.  “But it’s comfortable enough.”
 
“I take it you want sleep now?”
 
“Not yet.  Flask is still in effect.  There is a mana storm near the next world so I need to wait for it to clear.  Took it as an excuse to check in on you.”
 
“Oh, ok.”  Karna had a faint smile.  “What is a mana storm?”
 
“Loose magic in the Space Sea, usually from ships or some weird thing a mage did, colliding with other loose magic, creating a distortion that will rip apart most ships.”
 
“Like this one?”
 
“Absolutely.”
 
“Can I see?”  Karna slipped down from the compartment.
 
“Might as well.”  Enzo replied.  “I don’t see the harm.”
 
The two walked back up to the deck, where, in front of the ship, swirls of light danced around a circle of pure black.  Some of these swirls merged with others while others disappeared into the centre of the black sphere.
 
“Cool!”  She said with a smile.
 
“Indeed, it is... Or could be.  Course, they also make ships like me waste time.  Especially now, I mean, I normally could just go around it, but this one is right over the port.  So I have to wait it out.  Dammit!”
 
“So we’re near your next stop?”
 
“Yeah.  Course, I need to pick up the shipment from Jutta to take to Caski.”
 
“Anything interesting?”
 
“Mostly fruit.”  He said.  “Nothing interesting.  But people on Caski are willing to pay a lot for these.  Its fruit they can’t grow in their realm.”
 
Karna took another look at the strange phenomenon in front of her.  The lightshow nowhere as grand at anything the Space Whale could do.  A moment passed, as she looked at Enzo’s grimace.  “Don’t like waiting, do you?”  She asked.
 
“I’m running late already because of... well...”
 
“Sorry.”  She looked to her shoes.  Indeed, it felt like he would be regretting helping her.  In an attempt to ease the tension in the room she turned and asked “I noticed you have a wife.  What’s she like?”
 
“What?”  Enzo almost snapped at her.  “I’m not married.”
 
“So she’s a girlfriend?”
 
“Who?”
 
“In the bedroom there was a picture of you and this woman.  Who was she Enzo?”  She asked.  “You really looked happy.”
 
“Yeah... I did.”  He said in a gruff tone as he took the picture out of her hands.  “I... I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
“Is it painful?”
 
“You could say that.”
 
“Well, can you at least name her?”
 
There was a pause.  The silence told Karna the answer, causing her to follow up: “Was it really that bad?”
 
“I said I don’t want to talk about it!”  His voice rose as a tear came down his face.
 
“She must have been like Hiska.”
 
“Who?”
 
“Hiska.  My sister.”  Karna said.  “Well, not my literal sister, but... I’ve known her since I was young.  And... Well... we did everything together.  I felt that she was the only person that understood me.  My family never understood my love of the Space Whale - they were just so focused on serving the Roiyo.  When she died... I felt lost, like nothing mattered anymore.  Like no one understood me.”
 
“Sorry for your loss.”  Enzo replied through teeth.
 
“She had been executed.”  She kept talking, answering a followup he never asked.  “Caught breaking into a storehouse.  She complained she was hungry.  The Roiyo decided to make an example of her.”
 
“What?”  He locked eyes with her.  “So... you risked possible execution... for your Space Whale?”
 
“You’re a ship operator.  You sail the Space Sea all the time.  I was confined to Yuna, destined to do nothing but toil the fields until I died.  All because people long ago got scammed.  There was nothing for me there, and... yes... I was willing to risk death just to meet the Space Whale up close.  I mean, death would have at least brought me Hiska.”
 
“Please don’t talk like that.”  Enzo had a hushed tone.  “Nothing is worth going out of your way to die.”
 
“You sure?  No passion?”
 
“I live for my job.”  He said, his response almost automatic.  “I live to transport goods all over the Space Sea.”
 
“Fun.”  She said.
 
The lights faded, and the Space Sea looked like its usual, empty, voidspace.  “Ok, finally we can go.”
 
 
Chapter 5
 
Enzo approached the throttle and wheel and navigated the ship closer to the realm.  As usual he spoke into the stonephone: “Port Or of Jutta.  This is StarCarrier.  Requesting permission to dock.”
 
“StarCarrier!”  A gruff sounding man barked back.  “What took you so long?”
 
“Mana Storm.”  He said.  “You and I both know Jutta is known for them.”
 
“Couldn’t you have just gotten around?”
 
“The damned thing was right over the port!  Now, the access code is...”
 
“You know this stuff will eventually rot, right?”
 
“Acknowledged.  Access code is Sigma...”
 
“You are so paying a penalty!”
 
“Understood.  Do you need my code or not?”
 
There was a pause.  Enzo took a deep breath as Karna watched from behind.  After a moment passed the man said “Fine.  Lets get this over with.”
 
“Sigma... Theta... Epsilon... Mu... Alpha.”
 
“Get down here!”
 
“So I’m cleared.”
 
“Yes!”
 
On that he wriggled the throttle, the ship rocking and rumbling as it went down into a realm that appeared to be one, large, forest.  Water flowed in veins.  As the ship got closer a large tree with a structure on top came into view: one with a flat roof likely for the purpose of landing ships.
 
His thoughts landed on Karna as she stood next to him, watching him land the ship.  Indeed, her wish was a mad one, and yet he envied her for it.  Anything worth dying for got taken away when he lost Malthia, and grief so overwhelming that it drowned out everything else.  Even now, time passed and everything paled in comparison.
 
Once landed, the area around them had a few workmen in overalls rolling a container around.  Enzo flipped the switch to open the cargo bay doors, the workmen loading the bay with multiple wooden crates.  As this happened one of the workmen approached the ship.  “Hey!  Captain!”  This green-skinned, green-eyed, purple-haired brick of a man called out.  “Where you be going?”
 
“Caski!”  Enzo replied.  “Any reason for asking?”
 
“Yeah!  Got a favour to ask of you!”
 
Enzo hopped down from the deck and approached the man.  “What do you need?”  He asked.
 
“Got some tabbi that needs to get the Caski.”  The man said.  “I can pay you its weight in aurum if you do it.”
 
“The port wouldn’t look to kindly if they knew...”  Enzo replied, an awkward grimace on his face.
 
“Alright!  Its weight in aurum plus a quarter of its weight in platinum!”
 
“Platinum?  Sounds serious.  Alright then, you have a deal.”
 
The man handed Enzo two sacks, one with dried, brown, leaves, the other with aurum coins with their signature golden shine - a strange metal indeed.
 
“You’ll get the platinum at Caski.”  The man said.
 
“Holding you to it.”
 
With that Enzo boarded his ship.  Karna followed him into the cargo hold where he opened a panel hidden on the one side.  There he placed the sack of leaves into it, then closed it back up, making sure the ferrous blended with everything else.
 
“You have a secret compartment in there?”  She asked with a frowed brow.
 
“Every so often I’m asked to transport questionable things.”  He replied.  ”Risky, but the pay is really good, I mean, its weight in aurum alone would have me set for, like, two laps if I live normally.  The platinum on top of that?  Assuming he’s on the level, that would be another lap or two.”
 
“So your smuggling?”
 
“Hey!  I smuggled you!”
 
Karna looked to one of the crates.  “Those smell nice.”  She said.
 
“That they do.  Now, lets get out of here.”
 
With that Enzo got to the wheel and pushed on the throttle, making the ship lift off from the pad.  It rumbled so much as it climbed, but then it was the darkness of the Space Sea.
 
“You know, I’m thinking.”  Enzo said upon the darkness.  “I’m just going to do this shipment, and then...  I’m going to help you find the whale.”
 
“What?  Really?”  Karna bounced with excitement.
 
“Yeah...”  He replied.  “Since I’ve met you I’ve... I don’t know I’ve felt... alive.  Its hard to put to words, but its a nice feeling I haven’t felt in a while.”
 
“I... I see.”  Karna had a faint smile on her face.  “I’m happy your happy.  And... I think your nicer than you come off as.”
 
“I suppose.  But... at this point, what in the darkness?  I’d imagine it would be beautiful at any rate.”  Enzo pierced into the voids, his eyes also on the compass as it spun.  “Course, I do need to finish this shipment first.  Even without the contraband I would still need the funds to keep the ship maintained, and enough rations for the both of us.”
 
“I... should have thought about that.”  She said.
 
“Once the drop is made we can figure out where the whale is.”
 
***  
 
“Port Itili, this is StarCarrier.”  Enzo spoke into the stonephone.  “Access code is... wait they changed it... Eta...  Sigma... Delta... Nu... Zeta.”
 
“Took you long enough.”  The person on the other line replied.  “Get your ass down here!”
 
With that he flexed his skill to bring the ship onto the towers that hung over the realm of mostly sand and water.  On feeling the rumble they landed, seeing a party of red-cloaked people.  The one at the head called out:  “Captain!  Got the fruit?”
 
“Yep.”  He replied as he opened the cargo hold door, allowing the crates to be wheeled away by these robed folk.  As they waited one sever-looking robed person approached.  His hair ash and wirey, his lips pinched, his red eyes narrow on red skin.
 
“Are you Enzo Gaya?”  The man asked.
 
“Yes.”  He replied.  “Can I help?”
 
“We got notice that there might be death bloom juice on board your ship - I believe its called ‘tabbi.’”  The sever man said.  “For that reason we are conducting a search of your vessel.”
 
“Really?”  Enzo frowed his brow.  “Well that source is mistaken!  I do not have tabbi on me!  But... if you have to... Don’t take too long, I... we have places to be!”
 
“Of course you do.”  The man rolled his eyes as two men in red robes approached the cargo hold.  They looked over the walls of the room, running hands along it, looking for a smuggler’s hatch.  Next they looked in the compartments and looked through the various clothes, rations, tools, and the like as well as under the mat and inside his books.  What they handled that wasn’t tabbi they put back in the compartments somewhat neatly, which was everything.
 
With the men looking under the ship and along the wheel and rudder, they eventually shrugged.  “We were through sir.”  One of them said to the stern man.  “We found nothing.”
 
“Dammit!”  The stern man cursed.
 
“Am I free to go?”  Enzo growled.
 
“Ye-Yes.”  The stern man shook, bashing crates with his fists on his way to the stairs leading down the tower.
 
Once those red ones were out of sight Enzo went into the cargo hold, just to doublecheck the contraband.  Upon opening the panel, he found a different sack in place of where the tabbi was.
 
“What the?”  He uttered as he peeked inside the bag, discovering coins in a very shiny grey metal.  “Platinum?”  He uttered before placing the panel back.
 
“One of those men must have took it.”  Karna said.  “Sneaky.”
 
“Yeah, I know.”
 
With the cargo having been delivered, both legal and not, he gripped the throttle.  He pulled on it, the ship engine pushing it up and out of the pad, and rumbled all the way into the Space Sea.  
 
“Alright.  That’s the last shipment for a while.”  Enzo steered the ship, sailing into the darkness.
 
***
 
“Sweet!”  Karna said with a smile.  A beat later she asks “Now what?”
 
“How should I know?”  He replied.  “I mean... We can float here while we decide.  Only the Coast Guard and the Law of the Sea are all that have dominion in the Space Sea.  None of the realms can touch us here.”
 
“And I take it the laws are not as strict?”
 
“That and, there is no obligation for anyone here to return you to Yuna - the Roiyo’s claim upon you isn’t recognized.”
 
Karna’s jaw dropped.  “Really?”  She asked dumbly as the ramifications of his words sank in.  “I’m free?”
 
“For all intensive purposes.  Course, while there is no obligation, as there would be in some realms, there is nothing forbidding a bounty hunter from dragging you back.”
 
“Right.”  She looked to her feet, imagining her little world now, without the debt of the Roiyo holding her back.  If she could fight to survive, she would never have to toil the fields, ever again.
 
Now, about the whale...
 
“Ok... I mean, we could, and should, go looking for the whale.”  Karna held her chin.  “Now... perhaps we can sail the sea and hope to encounter them.”
 
Enzo huffed so hard his shoulder’s dropped.  “Do you realize how big the Space Sea is?  What’s been charted is massive... keyword being charted.  There is a lot of the sea we do not know about.  Now that I think about it, there is much of Earth uncharted, and unknown.”
 
“Damn.”  She looked out, over the deck and into the darkness.  Nothing but faint stars lit anything.  It couldn’t be over before it began!  After a beat she had a flash in her mind:  “Wait!  The Space Whale shows up in the sky every three seasons!  I think... I think it swims on a set route!”
 
She turned to Enzo, his own eyes lighting up at her excitement.  “The whale swam by and through the realm not long ago!  Perhaps their nearby.”
 
“That helps, a little.”  He said.  “By chance you know which direction they swim in?”
 
“Uh... east, I think?”  She said.
 
“No!  I mean their direction relative to the sun!”
 
“Sorry I... don’t know.”
 
He looked over the compass.  “Damn.  I mean, was it going ing?  Ung?  Ala-sig?  Ala-sag?”
 
“I’m sorry, I don’t know.”  She said with a shrug.
 
“Damn.”  He held his own chin now.  “I think we should check with the neighbouring realms.  I mean, there is a good chance the whale visits other realms?  Would give us a start at the least.”
 
“Great, but... how do we avoid realms that would... well...”
 
“Return you to Yuna?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“I know some that will, some that won’t, and others I am not sure of.”  He steered the ship to avoid a meteor floating about waywardly.  The piece of rock went over their heads, avoiding the ship.  “I think we should start with... Utone.”  He said.  “Its ala-sag of Yuna.  Would get a hint there.”
 
“Yeah!  Like how long ago the Space Whale visited their realm!”  Karna almost bounced with excitement.
 
Enzo smiled at her reaction.  He likes seeing me happy?  She though.  I wonder why?
 
Chapter 6
 
With daft hands he pushed the throttle and steered, watching the compass spin until it reached a position pointing down.  He pulled upon the throttle and sailed onwards, leaving Caski behind.  As he did so Enzo looked around over the deck, seeing another ship, about the size of his own, as ferrous as ever, sailing near Caski.  Likely another cargo ship.  He thought while waiting this near replica of the StarCarrier sail out of the Space Sea and into the sky.
 
“You ever stay any longer then just enough time to land and exchange shipments?”  Karna asked.
 
“Not really.”  He replied.  “A lot of these places don’t like visitors past the port.  Though there are a few where the port town does have markets.”
 
“I see.”
 
“Besides, my job demands that I pick, and drop.  Rarely will I have time to sight see.”
 
“Course, you could.”  Karna scratched her head.  “I mean, it seems you can choose when to work, and when not to.”
 
The thought gave Enzo pause.  Indeed, the shipment schedules come up, and he picks which one he will do as a contractor.  The freedom of this allowed him to be able to time picks and drops to maximize profit and reduce travel time.  Said freedom, as Karna reminded him, could be used to take a break, if he had the funds to survive the period when he wasn’t working.  It never occured to him he could do such, not because he was flat broke - he had the fund in a combination of aurum and argentum coins to subsist for a time.  Simply the thought of not working, of sitting around, twitting one’s thumbs, of ‘adventuring,’ being irresponsible - such things were for Enzo before the war.
 
“I live for my job.”  He said.  “Not sure if I would like to have time off.”
 
“What do you mean?”  She glared at him.  “I would use any excuse available to not work!  Every excuse!  Like the Space Whale sightings!”
 
“You were also made to.”
 
“And your not!  All the more reason to not work sometimes.”
 
Enzo refocused his attention on the voidmatter ahead.  Steering the wheel as he watched the compass needle, making sure it stayed, roughly, where it was.  
 
“If all things stay as they are... Utone should be in... about five paces.”
 
“Paces?”  Karna glared, eyes narrow and brows raised.
 
“Part of a lap.”  He replied.  “Measuring time by days is a bad idea as a day on Yuna isn’t the same as a day in Iktia, or Caski.  However, it takes Persephone the same about of time to get from Demeter to Hades and back, no matter where you are.  So we use segments of a lap, or a pace... I guess someone figured the Goddess of Seasons literally walks to these places on a pair of legs.  I don’t know.”
 
“Really?”  She wore a smile on her face, her eyes wide and sparkling.  “Days are different, but a lap is the same?  So... how long is a pace?”
 
“One three-hundredth of a lap.”  He replied.  “So, however a lap lasts... you would have to use your intuition on this, though like I said a lap is the same amount of time everywhere.  Five paces is five three-hundreds, or one one-hundred-fiftith of a lap.”
 
“Ok...”  Karna held her head.  “So... about a few days?”
 
“On most realms.”
 
“Okay.”
 
Not much longer later his muscles started pushing back against his mind to move.  His eyes drooped, his head hanged low.  He started stumbling on his feet as he yawned.
 
Karna’s own eyes went wide.  “Enzo!  You ok?”
 
“I... I think the flask has worn off.”  He said.  “I need rest - could you just keep an eye on things?”
 
“Ok... but I don’t know how to sail this.”  Karna’s doe eyes regarded the wheel and throttle with squinted eyes darted all around it.  “Looks harder than a millstone.”
 
“You don’t need to do much...”  Enzo replied as he battled with his body to stay awake.  “Just... man the wheel.  The ship will keep going forward unless the throttle is pulled on.  Steer it away from obstacles and.... and...”  He yawned.  “Make sure the compass is pointing... there... its the... direction of Utone.”
 
“O-ok.”  Karna placed her hands on the wheel.  “Get some sleep.  Good... night I guess?”
 
“Sure.  Good night.”  Enzo replied, knowing full well that night isn’t really a thing in the Space Sea - night is when a side of a realm is facing away from the sun.
 
He stumbled as he concentrated hard on putting one foot in front of the other until he reached the compartments near the cargo bay.  Where he opened the top compartment and climbed inside, letting the door swing shut behind him.  As soon as he touched the mat sleep claimed him.
 
His dreams haunted by an old memory:
 
Round face, sparkling eyes, soft lips.  Malthia pushed him down and went for the kill, pressing those lips against his own.  The way her pearl skin reflected off the waters, made even more shiny by the glass sheet and argentum plate making the bottom, reflecting the single, dim, fire light just displaying a little, red, flame.  Her fiery hair clung to her form, all that made her modest as she gripped him.  Sparking sapphires lighting up his soul as their bodies, for a short moment, became one.
 
One of the last moments he felt genuine passion.  The intimacy so intense it hurt, yet it felt so good he refused to let it stop.  It ended only when he was too exhausted from holding into her, upon they became two forms once again.  Within the shallow waters of the reflecting pool he sat, water to his chest, back against the side, Malthia in his arms.
 
“Enzo, my sweet, little sailor.”  She cooed in his ear.  “Would you ever go to another moon?  Perhaps return to the Red Moon near... Jenta was it?”
 
“Maybe.”  He replied.  “Depends... on a lot.”
 
“I suppose.”  She placed her hands along his bare chest.  “I mean, they are very beautiful, you know?”
 
“There isn’t much on them though.”  He wrapped an arm around the small of her back.  “Just floating rocks in the Space Sea.”
 
“If not to say, you where there?”
 
He chuckled at that.  “I mean, I think there are regions within Earth that are more worthy of such a brag than a mere moon.  I mean, realms yet to have been found, or various bodies that float within the sea.”
 
“Like the Space Whale?”
 
“Landing on the Space Whale?”
 
“Their big enough - like the size of the average moon?”
 
“Shame its against the Laws of the Sea.”  Enzo shrugged as Malthia sat, straddling his lap.  “Would land me a trip to Iso - a place no one wants to brag about having been.”
 
“If enough of your mind is intake for you to even talk.”
 
“I know.”
 
Within a beat she then asked “Enzo?  Would you think of getting work in Cristo?  I mean, even if you had something on Haixa you wouldn’t have to go away as much.”
 
“I could do.”  He replied.  “Course, the money in cargo runs is pretty good.  I can support you, and any children you gift me.”
 
“Oh, but if you had a job based even in Haixa, you can be within me more often.”  She replied, then kissed him.  “It hurts when you’re not inside me.  Doesn’t it hurt when you aren’t within me?”
 
A memory that overlapped with the attack on Haixa by Kiona.  Malthia had been the perfect woman.  Perfection.  Her smooth, pristine, body covered in soot and blood.  Bones sticking out of her perfect arms, legs, and chest.  Her perfect head shattered, that perfect hair charred and wirey.  Her perfect eyes, those that onc lit his soul with pure starlight now just stared, blank, vacant, empty.
 
That moment when Malthia became a broken shell, her life not only ending, but Enzo’s as well.  It be only a matter of time before his own body became a shell in reflection of how he felt in that moment.
 
How he feels now... or how he felt before meeting Karna in his cargo bay.
 
***
 
Karna did as she was instructed.  Hands on the wheel, looking around for any sign of, well, anything.  She saw lights within the sea that couldn’t simply be distant stars.  Some with long, flowing, white, tails, others more gaseous as it inched along the Space Sea.
 
This is so cool!  She couldn’t help but think, especially as she saw a little, snake-like rainbow pass by.  I got to have Enzo teach me to sail!
 
That rainbow snake hanged around, swimming in figure-eights next to the ship.  “Hello?”  She spoke in its direction on the starport side of the ship.
 
It did its strange light dance like nothing happened.
 
“You don’t understand me, do you?”  She asked.
 
Still just swam about, without interruption or care.
 
Upon the port side Karna made note of a small ship sailing along.  She made a note of it, wondering:  Where is that one going?  Is it like Enzo’s StarCarrier?  Should I wave at it?  Talk to it?  Do I just shout out over the deck, or use this rock here?
 
A moment passed before she took notice that this ship’s trajectory would place it right in front of the StarCarrier, likely causing a crash if she stayed on the ship’s current path.  Sweet came down her face, seeing that she had to do the thing Enzo trusted her to.  
 
I don’t think it see me.  She thought as her instincts kicked in and she turned hard left on the wheel, making the rudder aim the propulsion such that she steered left, following and becoming parallel with the other ship.
 
“Sorry!”  She called out, while waving, having seen wagon operators do this many times to other wagons.  “You can go ahead!”
 
The ship carried on, moving in the direction that it did, going wherever it planned to be.
 
For a moment the ship spun in circles.  She turned the wheel left, slowly trying to get it to go straight again.  Once the StarCarrier stopped spinning she just held the wheel, then remembered:  The compass arrow!
 
She took a look at the compass, noting the position of the needle, then asked herself Which direction was it pointing in!  Damnit!  Enzo told me it needs to face that direction!
 
Her breathing sped up.  Sweat dripped down her.  Hand shook.  Eyes wide and dilated.  Dammit, which direction was the compass pointing at?  Which way?
 
Hyperventilating overtook her, her mind spinning in circles, trying to remember a very important fact.  One that could jeopardize finding the Space Whale.
 
Breath... breath... come on, think!  She found herself in this thought loop.  Is that the correct direction?
 
She stumbled on her feet, forcing her to catch her breath.  Ok, I need to pick a direction, and hope its correct!  She thought.  With that she steered the ship while watching the needle on the compass move.  Soon, it set in a position that she felt was about right and left it there.  
 
Breaths drawn, and noting the coast look clear she paced away from the wheel, having seen Enzo do this several times.  I just need to stay on the deck in case I need to race to the wheel.  She thought.  Course, how does he take breaks?  Or, does he have a homerealm that he goes to after a long while of sailing!  Yeah!
 
***
 
“And why did you throw yourself to the engine?”  Asked the stern woman in the hospital on Haixa in the dark days that felt so long ago.  A slender one, brass coloured with eyes more magenta than purple.  Her white hair tied in a bun and her form in a white robe.
 
“I can’t... I just...”  Enzo replied.
 
“Can’t what?”
 
“Malthia.”
 
In that moment the memory of her loss still remained fresh in his mind.  The moment he found her in the wreckage.  The moment his life stopped mattering.  That moment, as he raced to Cristo to see her, be by her side, to pray for her survival.  When he did get there, her mangled body breathed her last in his arms.
 
“That would be your wife.”  The stern woman said.
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Her loss pains you, doesn’t it?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Well, we can start by giving you a purpose.  One that will keep you alive, and with us for the next while.”
 
“Purpose...”
 
“Captain Gaya, there must be something that is worth living for.  Your work, maybe?  I mean, we can’t make the pain go away, but a reason to live will keep you from doing something like this again.”
 
“Work...”  Enzo muttered.  “Its all I have.  Everything else just... seems empty.  The home we shared.  The dreams we had.  The ties to the city, the realm even.  So much effort.  I risked so much to protect that life and...”  He started weeping.  “I saw people die, Doctora.  I’ve had to kill, or be killed.  And for what?  All in vain!”
 
“I see.”  The Doctora leaned in her chair, tapping the arms of it with manicured fingernails.
 
The woman looked deeply into his eyes.  The flickering glow in them communicating mind magic being used.  “Mr Gaya.  There is nothing so dreadful, so hopeless, so painful, that is it worth going out of your way to kill yourself.  Is this understood?”
 
“Yes, Doctora Almorn.”  Enzo replied automatically.
 
“You may not understand it now, but there will be someone who will mourn your loss, or suffer never having known you.”
 
“Yes Doctora.  I will be missed.”
 
Her strange flickering eyes released.  She leaned back and asked “What will you do once you have healed?”
 
“Sell what is left of my house in Cristo.”  He said.  ”Live in the StarCarrier.  My purpose will be to supply the realms of Earth.  I did it before the attack, I will go back to that.  I will do this until my natural death.”
 
“Hm.”  The woman held her chin.  “Not that interesting, but its something.  Just... leave there room for something, or someone, worth experiencing pain and discomfort for.  Passion, if you will.”
 
“You mean suffer with a smile?”
 
“I would like you to not die.  I also wish you not have a nihlist view.”
 
“I can’t think of anything, other than work, worth staying alive for.”
 
“Not even Haixa?  You enlisted for her.”
 
Enzo shook his head.  “Cristo isn’t home anymore.  It doesn’t feel right.  So much was lost, not just Malthia.  I really don’t want to go back.”
 
“I understand.”  She held her head.  “I can’t tell you what you should live for.  Only that you, as we all do, have a higher purpose.”
 
Within the darkness Enzo woke up, looking over the dark compartment that became his bedroom.  The ship that became his home and not just his income.  The ship he owned before he met Malthia, nevermind the war for his realm.  A realm he helped protect.  A hollow achievement.
 
With a wave of his hands the small firelight came on, its warm glow showing the lived-in space.  He sat up in the narrow space and lifted his arms to stretch, keeping the elbows bend as to not bang into the short ceiling.  With some sand rubbed out of his eyes he stepped out, the compartment door swinging shut behind him as he approached the wheel of the ship above deck.
 
There he found Karna, hands on the wheel, staring out into the darkness.
 
“Anything to report?”  Enzo asked.
 
She jumped upon his words, spinning around to see him standing there, straight and near attention, hands at his side.  His red eyes more stern than neutral as they almost, though not quite, pierced her.
 
He let out a huff.  “I didn’t mean to startle you.”  He said.
 
“Oh, I understand, its fine.”  Karna held her chest and took a breath.  “Yeah, well, we’re still here, and everything so...”
 
He took a glance on the compass.  “Uh, Karna, the compass is off.”
 
“Oh is it?”  Karna’s jaw dropped.  “Oh, I mean, while sailing another ship intercepted.  I steered to avoid crashing into it... then I forgot where the needle should go!  On the whale I am so sorry!”
 
Without a word he reached for papers near the codebook.  He rummaged, then pulled out a chart.  His eyes danced between the chart and the compass.
 
“Did we pass a nebula?”  He asked.
 
“A... what?”  Karna replied, her wide widened, her body shaking.
 
“It looks like a sky cloud.”  He explained.  “Comes in many colours.”
 
“Oh... no... I don’t think so...”
 
“Ok.  How about rocks?”
 
“Nope!  That I would notice.”
 
“Then, just move the needle... there.”  He said as he pointed a few degrees clockwise on the compass from the needle’s present location.
 
Karna turned the wheel.  As the needle went counter-clockwise she panicked and hard steered the wheel the other direction, making the needle spin clockwise, overshooting where Enzo pointed.  He just eyed her expectantly, his face long, masked with fake emotionlessness, his true feeling betrayed in his increased breathing and the pierce of his glare.  With a final pull on the wheel the needle lined up with where he pointed.
 
Once she put the needle where it needed to be Enzo’s face relaxed.  Almost a smile came onto his lips.
 
“Again... I’m...”  Karna stammered.
 
“Don’t worry about it.”  He said.  “We didn’t go that far off course.  Should be about...”  He held his hand out and wriggled it.  “A couple more paces.”
 
“Un... right...”  She took several loud breathed.
 
His face loosened into a warm smile, one that lifted his face.  “It takes time to captain a ship well.”  He said.  “You’re doing fine.  Better than some I knew in sailing school.”
 
He patted her shoulder.  Some of her worry melted as she asked “There is a school for that?”
 
He nodded.  “Mostly to know how a ship works, how engines work.  Being about to troubleshoot issues, and of course, all the things that go into captaining a ship - from reading charts and compi, to holding the wheel and throttle.”
 
“I... see... sounds like a lot.”  Her eyes fell on his hand upon her shoulder.  “Seems more complicated than a wagon.”
 
“That it is.”  He said.  “I mean, more can go wrong on a space boat than on a ground cart, or a watership, or an airplane.  And failure can be really bad in the dead of the Space Sea.  I mean, if you end up ejected into voidspace... you don’t have long to live.”
 
Excitement sparkled in her eyes.  “All the more reason to want to get close to this whale!  They’re a living being, yes?  How do they do it?”
 
“Yeah, all the reason.”  Enzo retreated into his thoughts as his eyes danced upon the compass, wheel, and view over the deck.  Why am I doing this again?  He asked himself.  Is this madness worth several laps in Iso?
 
Oh, who am I kidding?  This is all madness!  All the things that lead me to this moment were pure madness!
 
“There is nothing so dreadful, so hopeless, so painful, that is it worth going out of your way to kill yourself.”
 
Doctora, am I going out of my way?  Did I find a loophole to your command?  Or, have I found something worth suffering for?
 
Chapter 7
 
Over the deck a shining realm came into view:  one white and grey with cloud-cover so heavy it rendered the surface unviewable.  The swirls of these colours, fighting among themselves along the realm had Karna just drop her jaw in marvel.
 
“Whoa... that’s Yuna’s neighbour?”  She gawked.
 
“Yep.”  Enzo replied, still behind her.
 
As the ship drew closer he reached for the stonephone.  “Port...”  He hesitated.  “Uh...”  He gripped the book next to the wheel and hurriedly scrolled through it.  “Uh... What is the port called?”
 
“You... don’t know?”  Karna asked, her eyebrow raised.
 
“I’ve never gotten a job from here.”  He said.  “Don’t think I’ve ever seen them on ship requests.”  He frantically kept flipping through.  “Come on, Utone has to be in here somewhere!  I mean, does it have access codes?”
 
“Why does the port even need that string of nonsense in the first place?”  She asked.
 
“Every authorized ship owner and captain is given a book of codes to prove authority.”  He replied.  “Its to keep out pirates.”
 
“Authorized?”
 
“By the Space Sea Council.”  He replied.  “Anyone wanting to sail a ship out here for anything more serious than a joyride needs to be part of the Captain’s guild.  The codes, which are updated in the event of a leak, need to be read out to whoever is in the port’s control tower.”
 
“Oh... ok.”
 
“Dammit, where is Utone’s code?”  Enzo squabbled onwards.  “Do they even have a code?”
 
More moments of fervent flipping later he plopped the book onto the floor and just got out the stonephone.  “Port... Utone.”  He said.  “This is the StarCarrier.  Requesting permission to dock.”
 
Several moments of silence passed.
 
“Port?  This is StarCarrier.  Requesting permission to dock!”
 
More moments passed.  Still no response.
 
“What in the void?”  He tapped the wheel.
 
“Should they answer?”  Karna asked.
 
“Any port worth its place on Earth would have someone, with a stonephone, manning the tower at all times.”  Enzo jittered.
 
“Are there people on Utone?”
 
“I... I believe so.”  He replied, pulling out a chart.  “Yeah, the chart lists it as inhabited.”
 
“It tells you that?”
 
“In case of distress you have a realm to aim for.”
 
Several more moments passed.  “What now?”  Karna asked.
 
“Maybe we need to be closer.”  He replied.  “Was keeping my distance because, well, the sky on this realm looks... yeah.”
 
“Why does it look like that?  Yuna looked so green, and Iktia had snow... but...”
 
“Utone must have constant storms.”  Enzo replied, his voice dropping.  “Its going to make landing rough.”
 
“How so?”  She asked.
 
“Remember how the ship rumbles when in a sky?”
 
“Uh-huh.”
 
“And how I was happy to get off Iktia before the blizzard came in?”
 
“Yes?”
 
“And a blizzard is a kind of storm...?”
 
“Wait, will that mean...”
 
She let go of the wheel and stepped away from the controls.  Enzo nodded in agreement as he stepped up to take over, placing his hands upon the fine wood.  “Brace yourself.”  He said.  “This is going to be bumpy.”
 
With that he pushed the throttle, the ship sailing until the ship started rumbling.  He kept his hand on the throttle as he steered, leaning into the momentum as the rumbling intensified.
 
Karna stumbled, tapping along the ship to keep from falling onto the floor.  The ship shook with violence as she tripped, grabbing Enzo on the way down.
 
“Let go of me!”  He shouted, bucking her away.  “I need to steer the ship!”
 
She fell to the rumbling floor.  Unable to find her footing she remained there, on her butt, ignoring the dull pain from the impact.
 
There was a moment where she felt herself almost cry, not because she fell down on a ferrous floor, but because of Enzo’s loud, almost roared tone.  The anger in it as it rang out from him.
 
He’s not angry.  Karna thought to herself as she took breaths, trying to not let it hurt.  He’s just concerned.  He’s just trying to deal with a stressful moment.
 
Moments passed.  Enzo spoke into the stonephone:  “Port Utone... This is the StarCarrier.  Requesting permission to dock!”
 
Several moments passed.  He shouted “Hello?  Whoever is manning the port tower!  Answer for the almighty’s sake!  Are you even there?  Do we have permission to dock!?”
 
More moments and Enzo pushed the throttle.  “We’re going back into space...”  He said outloud before a lurch over the rumble made Enzo scream.
 
***
 
“Dammit!”  He called out while holding the wheel, his eyes wide on the fuel gauge.  “Fuel’s depleted.  Storms too rough.  We’ll have to land.”
 
“And that’s... bad?”  Karna asked, remaining seated on the floor so she wouldn’t have to fall down again.
 
“We don’t have permission from the control tower, I can’t find a tower in this mess of clouds, gravity’s pull is too strong to simply go back into the Space Sea...”  His fists balled around the wheel of the ship.  “This could end badly.”
 
Karna said no more as Enzo pushed on the throttle, holding the wheel steady, eyes peeled upon the outside.  Upon the roof of the ship, rain pelted hard.  Lightning erupted in the background.  He’s breathing held steady.
 
“At least the sky has wind.”  He muttered to no one in particular, surprised if Karna understood what he was on about.  “I can aim the ship without the engine.”
 
Upon the climb down he broke through the cloud layer and could see the terrain below.  Mostly oceans with a single highpoint water didn’t completely coat.  This highpoint appeared large enough to have a structure, likely made of stone, upon it, jutting out.  Around it flat land.
 
“Its going to be bumpy.”  He said as, with a steady hand, aligned the ship, even as wind howled, rain slammed on it, and thunder uttered its threats.  The ship jittered as he landed it, steady, shaky, everything to keep it from cracking when it reached the ground.
 
Then, systems shut off.  Through the spaces along the sides of the deck rain started coming through.  He looked up upon a sky that was dark, though not black as night.
 
“Great...”  He continued muttering as he looked over the fuel gauge.  “Can the sun even pierce this place?  Will I get enough of it to power the engine?”
 
“Everything ok?”  Karna asked, standing up.
 
“I don’t know.”
 
“What do you mean...”
 
“There isn’t anyone here!”
 
“There is usually a welcoming party to greet us.”
 
“They’re suppose to?”  Karna asked.
 
“It isn’t just for pleasantries.”  He replied.  “They often have guards to check visitors, or cargo being transported, or escorting such.  Or people.  Make sure there isn’t contraband, or trafficking, of any kind.”
 
Indeed, the lack of people proved disquieting.  “I mean... what the?”
 
Within moments there was a response on the stonephone from a giddy-sounding old man:  “Well, hello!  Uh, sure you can land!  Why so formal there Susu?  (Hey Matty!  They’re here!  Prepare the meal!)”
 
“I have a bad feeling about this already.”  Enzo muttered as he answered into the stonephone.  “Uh, right.  Sorry I missed the tower, the weather made landing near impossible.”
 
“Tower?  What tower?  There’s a tower?”  The old man replied.  “Oh, the stone will do, there’s a good lad.  Now, if you and Darnar can come up to the door.  Matty and I will be there to greet you.”
 
Silence.  Enzo jumped off the deck and into the heavy rain. 
 
Moments passed as Enzo spotted an entrance into the stone structure they found themselves nearby.  “Ok, well, this would be the way in... I don’t like this.”
 
Karna jumped down after.  “So, this isn’t normal?”
 
He shook his head.  Without turning to face her he shouted “Hello?  Anyone here?”
 
With nothing but the rain and the thunder Enzo waded through stone ground made slick with water.  He walked for a short time, Karna following behind.  
 
“Is this wise?”  Karna asked while shivering.
 
“Wouldn’t be much safer in a power-down ship.”  Enzo replied.  “Especially if the sky and ground aren’t on.”
 
Soon they approached the entranceway.  A copstanin door of reasonable repair stood before them.
 
“This feels like a trap.”  He said.  “But... there should be people here.  Hopefully people that are friendly.”
 
Just as he lifted his hand to the door it opened on its own.  Standing on the otherside was a short, old man with a long, grey, beard.  Upon his head a tall, pointy, hat, as height has his own head, and around his frail body a robe of matching colours.  His grey eyebrows so bushy his eyes were unseeable under them and the ridge of his brow, pushed by the hat.  He had a large, round, nose, displaying light-pink, almost white, skin.  In his one hand he held a gnarly, knotted, wooden cane that he leaned his body on.
 
“Ho ho ho!  Hello there!”  The man said, his voice matching the man from the stonephone.
 
“Good day sir.  I’m Enzo.”  He replied.  “This is my friend Karna.  And we were wondering...”
 
“Oh wondering?”  The man smiled.  “Indeed, wondering is always such a nice thing to do!  Always, yes.  Only way to advance us all!  Must wonder.  What the gods were thinking?  What the cosmos thinks?  Ho, ho ho even how does the sun work?  How does storms work?  Ho ho ho!  I got the impression from when I first met you two that you would be wonderers!”
 
“Um, right.  Well, its kinda wet, so...”
 
Before Enzo could get his thought out the old man stepped out, grabbing him by waist, for his shoulder were too high for the strange elder.  “Oh!  Where are my manners!  Please, you and your lady friend ought a come in!  Yes!  Where its warm, and dry.  I can get Matty to fix you with some dry clothes while those soaking rags get to dry!”
 
Enzo’s feet scraped the floor in hesitance, thought he didn’t resist being pushed around by the elder as they walked inside, Karna following behind them.
 
“So, sir...”  The flyboy in him needed to know: “What is the porttown called?  It wasn’t in the Sea Council book.”
 
“What?  Sir?”  The little man barked.  “Am I a sir to you?  What are you, a soldier?”
 
“I did serve, but...”  Enzo caught himself, realizing he really didn’t want to tell a story.  “Apologies.  Ah... How would you like to be addressed?”
 
Through the door the three walked down a spiralling staircase made of well-masoned granite, one step at a time as arthritis limited the old man’s speed.  “Ah, easy!  Name’s Fae’Bottom!  You got a name, young man?  Does your little squeeze have one?”
 
“Um... I’m Enzo...”  He replied.  Didn’t he asked that already?  Also, a squeeze?
 
“And I’m Karna.”  Karna replied.
 
“Ah, such fine names for such lovely young people.”  Fae’Bottom said with a smile.  “Oh, how I remember my own young days.  Making thunderclaps out at sea!  Dancing on the beach, naked and painted blue!  Oh I love blue!  My favourite colour!  I guess that’s obvious, isn’t it?”
 
“That is your hat and robes Fae’Bottom.”  Karna’s voice stumbled.  “Indeed, a nice shade of blue too.”
 
“Exactly!”  The old man led them though from the fine foyer of a manor, with a closet and racks of coats.  “Now I have company!  Come, here, Indy and Carney!  Come, follow into this place.”
 
The two looked at eachother.  “You trust this?”  Karna asked.
 
“Not really...”  Enzo replied as his thoughts went to the fuel gauge.  “But the ship needs to refuel.”
 
“How does it refuel?”  She asked the obvious.
 
“It’s powered by sun magic.  It just needs sunlight.  So long as there is any light there is sunlight.  So we just need to kill a bit of time.”
 
Fae’Bottom hooted “Ho, ho, ho, sun magic!  Magic all about and powered by the sun herself!  Said to be the most powerful kind of magic!  Sunfire can, if wielded correctly, destroy entire realms!”
 
Enzo flinched.
 
It started as a normal day.  Enzo and his beloved looked out onto a crimson blood moon within their home in Cristo, Haixa.  The biscuit-cutter structure made of snow-wood hardened during Hades, with vessels of cuprum woven within sheep insulation in the walls, transporting magic as needed in the home.
 
Then, the sun started to rise.  The couple looked at eachother.  “Enzo, isn’t it a little early for sunrise?”  She asked her husband.
 
He looked upon a wall, where a compass turned to the realm’s movement confirmed as Malthia said:  “You’re right!  It should be twilight!”
 
The rise of this new, this fake, sun rose up into the sky, piercing the night, rapidly.  Only the sun didn’t simply rise up into the sky.  Instead, it remained on the ground, growing and stretching upwards.  A rumble that sounded dissimilar to thunder echoed along as the top of the sun bulged out, the light’s shape that of a toadstool.
 
“We have another sun now?”  Malthia asked, not knowing any better.
 
Enzo, however did.  “Was that... sunfire?”
 
He rushed for a stonephone.  Upon tapping on the smooth stone the booming voice of the local herald blasted into the room:  “Everyone remain in your homes until further notice!  We have gotten confirmation that the city of Taltion has been attacked!  Reports show that forbidden sun magic had been used.  Remain calm!  Investigations are ongoing!”
 
The two held eachother.  “An attack?  Sunfire?”
 
Enzo kept his face gaunt as Malthia started hyperventilating.  How he wished he didn’t have to be the strong one, but he also knew he couldn’t just collapse within these scary moments.
 
Moments confirmed to have been Kione’s declaration of war on Haixa.  The moment his life changed forever.
 
“Uh... Enzo...”  Karna gave Enzo a pull.  “You still there?”
 
He took a breath, seeing she had stepped in front of him.  “Oh, yeah.  Sorry.  Just thinking.”
 
“We should follow him.”  She said.
 
The old man piped in “Oh yes, not much further.  Good thing you got your woman there you flaming piece of cuprum!  Matty will be eager to meet you too!”
 
“Whose Matty?”  Karna asked.
 
“Oh, you will love her, sweetie!”  He replied.  “She’s the best!”
 
Further down the hall, at first they saw a glow of a prismatic flame that outshone the torchlight that lit the stone.  The shadows of these flames displayed as though someone put a torch inside of a suit of armour - the light escaping where gaps in the chest and shoulder pieces would be.  This strange silhouette approached upon two legs, highlighting the green of rusted cuprum armour screwed upon a cupstannum frame as they got closer and within the firelight.  A large, coifed, helmet where a head would be had two white lights glowing through where there would be eyes looking out upon reality.
 
“Oh, my lovely Matty!”  Fae’Bottom gasped with his arms out.  “As you can see, we have guests!”  He took several, hobbled, steps towards the walking armour.  He stood side by side of the strange, person, thing, being, and wrap his free arm around them.  “This is Matty!  Matty, dear!  I would like you to meet this lovely couple that got lost and landed upon this realm of storms, Azo and Kana!”
 
“Uh...”  Enzo felt the groan escape, unsure of what to make of what he was seeing.  “Is that a construct?  Is that light a...”  He pointed, eyes wide.
 
He mulled over this.  Constructs were common on Haixa - objects, usually suits of armour, animated with magic, usually lightning or fire magic, to do repetitive or dangerous, tasks.  Enzo was more than aware of mages floating the idea of using soul magic, not because of the immense power in a soul as sun magic has more power to effort of use, but because souls have echos of past lives embed within the magic.  It could be used to power the mind of a construct, making them as smart as most people.  However, finding souls usually requires a trip to the soul horde Hades is known to have, and the insult of using the essense of someone’s mother or brother to operate a machine isn’t worth the effort of the trip.
Chapter 8
 
The enormity of, whatever Matty was, was lost upon Karna.  “I’m Karna!”  She barked.  “He’s Enzo!”
 
The helmet bend, as if a head bowing.  “Sincere apologies Karna and Enzo.”  A voice that soundly feminine, clean, even, stecotta, and a tone that rose and fell.  ”Master Fae means no offense.”
 
“You don’t have to speak for me!”  The old man spattered, his nose a slight shade of red.
 
“Sincere apologies Master Fae.”  She replied, her helmet tilted as of to look at him, before turning to the two.  “More importantly, welcome to Utone.  There is a change of dry clothes within the guest room down the hall in the wardrobe.  We shall give you privacy to change before meeting with Master Fae in the dinning hall.  You ought to be hungry!”
 
“Well, that’s nice of you but...”  Karna tried to say, remembering the point of being here in the first place.
 
“No need to worry, Karna.”  Matty replied.  “The kitchen will have the food ready when you and Enzo are hungry.”
 
With that the two walked further down the hall.  Matty pointed with a gauntlet where a hand would be towards a fine, wooden, door shown with torches.  “That way.”  She said.  “I hope everything is comfortable for you.”
 
The old man and animated suit of armour disappeared into the hall, leaving the two with the directions of Matty leading them to at least a opportunity to be dry and comfortable.  
 
She walked side by side with Enzo to the room.  “Do you trust this?”  She asked.
 
“Not sure.”  He replied.  “Though, what is Matty exactly?”
 
“Uh... I dunno.”  Karna shrugged as she placed her hand on the round doorknob.
 
“I mean, yes she’s a construct but...”  Enzo stopped next to her as she opened the door.
 
“Is that what its called?”  She asked as she stopped through the door, Enzo following her into the room.
 
The room that Fae’Bottom assigned them looked to be a simple bedroom with a twin bed lined on the side of the one wall.  The furnishings, including two end tables, a wardrobe, and desk with a chair, all made of a dark wood of well made modesty.  A narrow, dome-shaped, window made of clear glass oversaw the grey, overcast, sky with lines of light flashing within as lightning makes touchdown upon a realm obscured in fog.
 
“Yes...”  He stumbled on the answer as he closed the door behind him.  “Don’t they have constructs on Yuna?”
 
“You mean magicked suits of armour that walk around?”  Karna replied while sitting on the edge of the bed.  “No.  Not really a thing.”
 
“They aren’t just walking armour.”  Enzo approached the wardrobe and opened it up, finding two sets of clothes, both blue and purple, with one as a dress and the other a suit.  “I think they tend to be animated armour because its easy, but they can be in any shape.  Nothing like that on your realm?”
 
“No.”  Karna shook her head.
 
He leaned his head against the door of the wardrobe.  “Right.”  He huffed.  “Why bother with constructs in a slave realm?”
 
A pause hung in the air.  She shuttered upon the understanding.  After all, isn’t Matty performing servant duties?  Are constructs meant to perform labour that would otherwise be done by people?
 
“Indeed.  Roiyo has an army of serfs, contractually bound to work for him.  He doesn’t need these... constructs.”
 
A moment of silence overcame them.  The awkwardness running pins along her eyes thinking about it.  After a moment, the wet cling of the homespun shirt and pants she wore had her say “Does Mr. Bottom think we’re a couple?”
 
“Sounded like that.”  Enzo nodded.
 
“Its obvious we’re not...  Right?  I mean, it isn’t like we are holding hands.  I’m not on your hip.  We haven’t kissed.”
 
“I guess not.”  He replied, reaching for the outfits.  “Course, the old fart could also be assuming we’re a couple simply because I’m a man and your a woman.”
 
“Yeah I guess.”  She replied, remembering moments on the fields, or in the houses, seeing two people walking side by side.  If they were both men or women no one so much as made notice, but if one was a man and the other a woman there would be whispers and pointing.
 
“Why do people do that?”  She remembered asking Hiska one day, lying in a clearing by the woods that surround the wheatfields.  Upon the bare grass, on their backs, head to head, holding hands.
 
“Well, a man can’t be romantic with another man, and same with women.”  Hiska replied.  “However, romance between a man and a woman is almost inevitable.”
 
“Sure, but... why does it matter?”
 
“Effects how the families mingle.  How debt is passed to the next generation.  Two men can’t marry eachother, thus tangling the debt together.  Same with two women.  They also can’t make a child with eachother, which would force a marriage to the chagrin of the respective families.  I mean, some families owe the Roiyo more than others.”
 
“Yeah... of course.”  Karna growled.  ”Debt!  Debt this!  Debt that!  Everything has to be about damned debt!”
 
Karna’s huff held in the air, quieting the stillness.  A silence that broke with the sounds of crickets singing to their mates and birds hooting at eachother.  The disturbed air settled as Hiska asked “If you could leave this realm, would you?”
 
“In a heatbeat!”  Karna replied.  “I would fly to the whale.  Learn everything about them!”
 
“You mean the Space Whale?”
 
“Yeah!  They have full reign of all of Earth!  They can be wherever they want to be!  Any realm they want to be!”
 
Hiska chuckled.  “That would be lovely!  Why do you think the whale keeps coming back here, every few seasons?”
 
“I... I dunno!”  Karna replied, her excitement making her sit up.  “I would want to find out!”
 
Hiska sat up as well and knelt behind Karna, wrapping arms around her, nuzzling into her neck.  “Well, if you ever do so, come back to tell me why.”
 
Karna held onto Hiska’s arms.  “Why would I need to do that?”  She asked.  “Wouldn’t you be coming with me?”
 
“If the case, I do hope our debts are paid within our lifetimes!”  Hiska spoke as she kissed Karna along the neck.  ”Still, leaving Yuna... kinda overwhelming.”
 
Upon that thought howling echoed from the distance.  “We better get back.”  Hiska said, letting go and standing up.  “Those wolves sound too close.”
 
Karna didn’t argue as she stood up, and the two, hand in hand, quickly trotted to the houses in Megaia.
 
“Well, I think this is yours.”  Enzo handed Karna the dress.  “I guess, we can do this back to back?”
 
“Yeah, sure.”  Karna nodded as she grabbed the garment.  Upon a quick inspection, noting that it looked simple enough she could dress herself, she stood from the bed.
 
As agreed, the two stood at the foot of the bed, standing back to back.  Karna unbuttoned her wet shirt as she heard the zippers on Enzo’s flightsuit.  She let the shirt, then trousers, fall to the stone floor to replace with the fancy dress.  As she stepped into the outfit and pulled it up she gave into temptation and turned her head and eyes.
 
From the corner of her eye she could see part of the copper-toned man behind her, his back turned and staring at the wall as promised.  Indeed he had a lean body - not very muscular, but also not that fat.  Faint definitions along his back and shoulders contracted with his own movements as he zipped up the pants, then went to pull the shirt on.  Old scars, the deepest she had ever seen, wound round his neck.  The rest of his back had no scarring.
 
Karna quickly turned her head away, hoping he didn’t notice her peaking.  Barely an old wound.  She thought, looking upon her own body as she slipped her arms into the dress sleeves and buttoned up the front.  Scanning scars from beatings and whippings past.  How lucky he is to be otherwise pristine.  Though I wonder, what happened to his neck?
 
***
 
This better not be a trap.  Enzo thought as he buttoned up the shirt that he found in the wardrobe.  At least these fit.
 
Upon fitting up some cuffs on the dress shirt he wore with complementary pants he let his eyes turn, only just, to see if Karna had finished.  He watched her just cover her shoulders and fasten the front of the dress, catching a glimpse of a lattice of long, thin, scars that ran along her back of fairly defined muscles.
 
She hadn’t...  Enzo tried to not think about it.
 
“Ready?”  Karna asked.
 
“Yeah.”  Enzo replied as he turned around.  Upon looking at her silver body gripped in a deep-purple dress lined in royal blue his eyes went wide and his jaw dropped.  Then he shook himself.
 
“You ok?”  Karna asked with a smile, her own eyes upon his brownish-red form within the dress shirt under a purple and blue vest and pants meant to be a match to Karna’s dress.  
 
“Yeah, of course.”  He replied, a flush on his face.  “Sorry, its just... just nothing.”
 
She raised an eyebrow and gave him side-eye.  “Uh.  Ok then.”
 
Moments passed before there was a knock on the door.
 
“I’ll get it.”  Enzo said without thought as he stood up and opened the door.
 
On the other side of the door stood Fae’Bottom in his blue robes and pointy hat.  His eyes barely visible from his bushy brows, his round nose jutting out.  Behind him the metallic form of Matty, the animated armour.
 
“Ah, there you are!”  He exclaimed.  “There is braised swine steak and spiced ryewhisk.  I’m sure you could use a good meal before your send off to... to... sorry, forgot where you were planning to take your wife after this.”
 
“We are not...”  Karna called out from the room.  Enzo interrupted, simply saying “We were going towards the Space Whale.”
 
“If you’re interested, come to dinner!”  The old man started smiling himself.  “Get some fill before you start your lives together.”
 
“Uh... sure.”  Enzo nodded.
 
With that Fae’Bottom trotted away.  “When your ready Matty will show you the way!”
 
Enzo closed the door and leaned his forehead against the frame.
 
Karna stood on her feet.  “You trust him?”
 
“Enough that he won’t harm us.”  Enzo replied.
 
“I mean, this could all be a trap.”  She said.
 
He opened the door again and stepped into the hall.  Karna following behind him.
 
“You look really nice, by the way.”  Karna said.
 
“Oh?  Uh... thanks!”  Enzo more stumbled than replied.  “I guess you do too.”
 
“Trying to be a prince?”
 
“Just being polite... respectful.”
 
The two stepped out onto the hall.  Standing not far off Matty - the light within her glowing past the rivets of her armour, outshining the torches lining the walls.
 
“This way.”  They said.  “Master Fae is waiting for you.”
 
The two followed the construct down the hall, past doors and paintings of various flora until they stood at a set of platinum double doors.  The centre of which had a loopy symbol carved in to show off a dark, blue, gemstone.
 
“Fae must be rich to have a door like that!”  Karna remarked.
 
“Master Fae has amassed his fortune from his work as a mage.”  Matty replied.
 
“I figured that from meeting you, miss.”  Enzo added.
 
“Meeting who, Master Enzo?”  Matty waved her gauntlet hand over the symbol on the door.  The stone in the centre started glowing.
 
“Ah... well...”  He pointed at Matty as his tongue slipped.  “I mean, like.  That glow from you.  Isn’t that... well... soul magic?”
 
“That it is.”  They replied matter of factly as the glow extended to the symbol within the doors like water being poured into tubes.  “Master Fae did a lot of work in contructs and...”
 
Karna’s eyes went wide.  “Souls?”  She repeated.  “Like... from people?”
 
“Upon death a cache of energy is expelled from the body to later be claimed by a psychopomp.”  They said, unaware of the question’s rhetorical nature.
 
“Such is then taking to Hades.”  Karna finished.
 
“That correct.”
 
“How...”
 
Enzo huffed.  “Exactly!”  He exclaimed while the door creaked open with a symphony of metallic tinging.  His attention went from Matty as he watched the magic open the door.  “What kind of magic is that?”
 
The two followed them down the halls to a set of double doors made of metal.  With a wave of the hand the door ground open, 
 
From the room before them the old voice of Fae’Bottom answered:  “Oh!  That’s kinetica!  A kind of ground, or Earth-based, magic.  Its great for operating gears and cogs!”
 
The voice forced focus onto a dinning room.  A long table with a blue and purple tablecloth stood in the centre.  Fae’Bottom sat at the head of the table in the blue hat and robes he had originally been seen in, with sets laid out on either side of him on the sides.  A rug laid beneath the seating of a room lit with torches along the corners of the room and a chandelier of many candles overhead.  
 
His bony little finger pointing in the group’s direction.  “Ah, good Matty!  I see you have our guests!  Such a pretty little couple, aren’t they?  Eh?”
 
“If you insist.”  Matty replied as other, smaller, spider-like constructs, entered the room with trays of food: one had various cheeses, crackers, and thinly-sliced meats, and one with various kinds of cookies.  They climbed onto the table, unhinging the top to keep it parallel to the floor so their contents didn’t spill.  The metal beings took positions, and folded up resembling trays.  A third followed behind with a glass bottle containing a dark, red, liquid and three stemmed-glasses.
 
“Oh, no, no, Mister.  We are not...”  Karna tried to say.
 
“Come!  Sit!”  The old man with a big nose waved his hand along the seats.  “Surely you must be hungry?  Hmm?”
 
The two looked to each other and shrugged.  Each approaching the chairs and taking a seat on either side of Fae’Bottom.
 
“A spat you are in?”  Fae’Bottom asked reaching for a cream-coloured cookie.  “Shudda guessed by how long you were in the guestroom for!”  He took a giant bite, and continued rambling with a mouthful of the confession.  ”I mean, when Mattiha was still here, oh give us a private bedroom, and the temptation was just too great to pass up seeding the field, if you get what I am saying?”
 
“We are not...”  Poor Karna tried to correct the old man while grabbing a black-coloured cookie off the nearest tray.
 
“I mean.  You hardly spent any time in there!”  He turned to Enzo and took another bite of the cookie.  “That ain’t no way to treat a lady!  You don’t wrap it up right when it goes soft!  You keep digging until she erupts!”
 
Enzo blushed, leaning forward on his seat, fidgeting.  “Yeah... I’ll remember that, ah, Fae’Bottom.  Thank you for... that.”
 
Was it the bluntness that took him off guard?  Enzo couldn’t help but think: It really has been a while.  I hadn’t been intimate with anyone since Malthia.  Never really wanted to.  The thought of being with Karna like that?  Why am I reacting like its about to happen?
 
Karna gave a rude glare to Enzo.  “You aren’t going to entertain this, aren’t you?”  She asked through an awkward smile, almost like she was about to laugh, then took a bite out of the cookie.
 
“I... ah... I think we should get to business.”  Enzo replied while grabbing crackers and stacking cheese on them.
 
“Business?”  The old man repeated.  “You have business?  Oh!  Setso, what kind of business do you have?  You must be the entrepreneur!  Indeed!”
 
“Not that kind of business...  I mean, like I’m a freight operator, but that’s besides the...”
 
“Well, I don’t need anything shipped to me... I think.”  Fae’Bottom held his finger to his bottom lip. “Hey!  Matty!  Are we in need of anything?”
 
“At the moment the manor is well supplied.”  Matty replied.
 
 
Chapter 9
 
Karna swallowed the chewed bite she took, feeling the rich chocolate run down her throat in a gooey mess.  Hiska would love this.  She thought.  Every festival, always chomping on the rendered fruit we can get, often mixed with cattle-butter.  Or honey cakes and scones.  She really liked her food.
 
Was that why she did it?
 
She fought the sad emotion, remembering where she was, and who she was talking to.  She let out a huff, sitting upright and looking right at Fae’Bottom with violet daggers.  “Mister, we were looking for the Space Whale and were wondering...?”

“Oh!  That thing!”  The old man got so excited he shook in his chair , crumbles of cookie falling through his beard and down his robe.  “A creature of immense beauty, isn’t it?  And its out in the Space Sea!  Without a boat!”
 
Karna smiled.  “Yes, that’s right.”  She said.  “Indeed, and...”
 
“We magi have tried to recreate the Space Whale.  “  The old man spoke between mouthfuls.  ”Few... well, sort of... succeeded.  I mean, that is what aether bats and phase spiders are.  Oh, those pesky things, forever on boats, trying to eat engines for the magic!  Oh, they must be a pest, aren’t they, there Etzeo?”
 
“They can be.”  Enzo replied while reaching for a slice of cheese.  “Though they usually don’t bother with the cargo.  Anyways...”
 
“Oh, they try so hard, but in the end nothing man-made could ever come close to the Majesty that is the Space Whale.  Then again, what do you expect trying to recreate a god?”  The old man reached for a glass and the bottle then poured himself a drink.
 
“What?  The Space Whale is... a God?”  Karna asked, setting upright as gettiness made her shake.  That could explain so much!  I’m reaching for divinity!  That must be why no on is allowed near them.  But why keep that a secret?
 
“Why, of course they are Karan!”  Fae’Bottom smiled, his face lifting showing cheeks through the beard and hat as he set the bottle back down onto the table that walked not moments ago.  “What else could they be?  Divinity with free reign of Earth!”
 
“Its Karna...”  She grumbled, before finishing her original thought, the cookie still in her hand: “We were wondering if it passed by here recently?”
 
“Past!  Past!  Oh, a god passing through here, this storm realm?”  The old man almost roared.  He then took a big gulp from his glass.  “You want to know if its been in the sky here?”
 
“We’re tracking it mister, and Utone is ali-sig...”
 
“Sag.”  Enzo corrected.  “Ali-sag.”
 
Fae’Bottom giggled as he finished his cookie.  “Oh, no wonder you couldn’t get into your wife long enough for her fields to have quakes!”  He turned to Karna.  “Is he always like this?”
 
“We are not...”  Karna tried to correct, her face dropped as a tear welled in them.  I kinda wish I could say we were.  She thought in that moment, faster than her lips could speak.  Enzo seems like the kind of man I could see myself wanting to marry.  But that image with his girlfriend.  He’s already spoken for.
 
“Remember, lad, you gotta decide if you would rather be right, or happy.”  The man of questionable cognitive state reached for another cookie, this time a thin, brown one.
 
Enzo let out a huff.  “I will remember that.”  He simply said as he stuffed the cheese in his mouth and chewed.
 
Karna grumbled.  “Well, Mister Fae’Bottom.  We were tracking the Whale, and we, well, I, last saw them on Yuna about a... week or so ago?”
 
“About ten paces.”  Enzo added as he swallowed.
 
“Why must you always correct your wife?”  Fae’Bottom barked.  “Surely she knows that a week is a... how many paces?”
 
“Oh, is it?”  Karna remarked.  “I mean, its hard to tell time when you don’t have the sun.”
 
“Yes!  You need a clock for that.”  The old man rambled on.  “Oh, making them can be a challenge!  I mean, having to count it out, and make sure that every tick of a gear is so many moments, so many fractions of a pace and... you know that magic isn’t always the best way to do timing?  I mean, did you know sun magic has a different interval to lightning magic, or...”
 
“ANYWAYS!”  Karna puffed her chest, letting the air escape her lungs.  Her voice echoing in the room.
 
“Indoor voice, Jera!”  Fae’Bottom commanded.  “No wonder your husband isn’t dwelling in you.  Dear gods, no wonder he’s just in and out of your salted ground.”
 
She huffed, then finished her question before taking another bite out of her cookie:  “When was the Space Whale last sailing the Seas near Utone?”
 
“Oh, that would be about... about...”  The old man had his middle finger against his teeth.  “That was...”
 
“Thirteen point seventy-seven paces Mistress Karna.”  Matty answered.
 
“Ah, Matty, my dear!”  The old man rambled.  “What would I do without you?  See?  She’s such a smart thing!  Those circuits and banks allow for all kinds of math.  Also a perfect memory.  Oh, what I would give to have such a memory!”
 
“Mistress...”  Karna mouthed a she swallowed.  How would this... thing... react if I told her I was just a serf?
 
“Thank you.”  Enzo replied with a head nod, sitting upright, his eyes looking downwards.
 
Karna followed the look, trying to figure out what he could be looking at.  I don’t think he split anything.  She thought.
 
The copper man jolted up then sighed.  Matty’s glowing helmeted head turned to Enzo.  “Master Enzo, are you alright?”  She asked.  “Do you need rest?  More refreshment?”
 
“Ah... no, I’m alright.  Thank you.”  He replied as he quickly grabbed a yellow cracker and stuffed it in his face.
 
Karna stood upright.  “I... I think we should get going.”  She said then half-bowed.  “Thank you Mister Fae’Bottom.”
 
“Oh, so soon?”  The old man said.  “Can’t be in that much of a hurry?  The main course hasn’t been served yet.  I mean, at least stay til the storm ends!”
 
***
 
Enzo raised an eyebrow.  “The storm will end?”  He asked once his mouth cleared of cracker.
 
“Oh, yes!  It eventually does!  Always a break in the clouds, where the sun shines unfiltered by the clouds.”
 
“When will that be?”  Enzo asked.
 
“Oh, that would be in a shunt!”  Replied the old man as he grabbed the bottle and refilled his glass.
 
“Sorry, not familiar with that unit of measurement.”
 
Matty chirped in:  “One and a half paces from now.”
 
Fae’Bottom smiled.  “Ah, perfect, Matty, my lovely creation!”  He chugged his glass and stood up.  “I need to use the little boys room.”  He said as he gripped his cane.  “Please help yourself!  I haven’t had so much fun and company in a long time!”  He then waddled off.
 
As he disappeared Karna just uttered “Dumb old fart.”
 
“Master Fae’Bottom worked as a mage for Silsiha.”  Matty said.
 
“That’s nice.”  Karna rolled her eyes.
 
“Silsiha?”  Enzo asked, his head cocked.  “Isn’t that the consortium in Caski that...”  He took a laboured breath.  “Gave us... Iso?”
 
“Iso is one of the many projects that Silsiha is responsible for.”  The armour replied. 
 
“What’s an Iso?”  Karna asked.
 
Matty replied:  “Its a prison realmlet where those who break the Space Sea Laws go.  It works by separating the mind from the body, thus you feel no sensations at all during your sentence.”
 
“Wait!  What?”  Karna took a step to be closer to Matty.  “That sounds worse than a beating!  And Fae’Bottom made that?”
 
“No, Mistress Karna.”  Matty replied.  “Master Fae’Bottom made constructs mostly.  He designed crane systems that are used on many manufactories, and yes, they are also used on Iso to move prisoner containers within the realmlet.  Research into his use of soul magic in constructs played a role in how souls are separated from the body while still powering the mind in order to...”
 
“Shut up!”  She spat at the construct, then turned to Enzo.  “What kind of person is Fae’Bottom to have designed Iso?  You’ve heard of that place.  Right?”
 
He nodded.  “For a time you are separated from your body, feeling nothing.”
 
“How could someone design such torture?  And how could we eat with him?”
 
Matty dared speak:  “Mistress Karna.  I never said he designed Iso.  Iso was a project made by many magi within the Silsiha.  These magi built upon work developed by other magi, including Fae’Bottom.  He was never part of the creation of Iso.  Simply, his patients and research were used, and extended upon, by the magi who did.  Master Fae’Bottom was quite fasche when he learned about it.”
 
The old man hobbled back into the room being followed by tiny, spider-like, beings of ferrous and cupstannum.  They skuddled about carrying trays with plates containing food - most notably the pale meat with grill marks swine steaks with a white mash and beans.  As Fae’Bottom took his seat the creatures climbed onto the table, contorting themselves to avoid dropping the food as they walked along the table.  They folded in front of each of the three people.  Matty stood to the side overseeing.
 
Fae’Bottom wasted no time as he reached for a four-pronged fork and a blunted knife.  “Don’t wait up!”  He commanded.  “Its good swine.  Good swine for best occasions!”
 
Enzo waited for the peachy man in the pointy hat to cut a piece of the steak, pierce it with his fork, and shove it in his mouth.  As the old man chewed he asked “So you were saying you were heading for the Whale once you leave?”
 
“Yes.”  Enzo replied as he reached for the knife.
 
“Again?”  Fae’Bottom swallowed.
 
“What do you mean, again?”  Enzo started cutting up his meat, slicing across.
 
“Didn’t you and your misses already get officiated? By it?”  Fae’Bottom cocked his head while scooping his fork into the mash.  “I saw the sparkle in that sultry bundle of argentum you got there when I mentioned the Space Whale might be a god.”
 
“I’m sorry?”  Enzo stared back, confusion wrinkling his features as he sliced his steak across perpendicular to the previous slices.  “We’re never got to the whale yet.”  Karna’s jaw just hung open, her hands palms down on the table.
 
“Of course you did!”  He replied, his eyes so wide in shock Enzo could see they were as blue as his outfit.  “Matty told me all about it!  She witnessed the two of you exchange your vows!”
 
Karna banged the table as she shouted “We are not married you deluded old...”
 
“When did she tell you this?”  Enzo asked as Karna called out “deadwood!”
 
“When you got here.  I asked her about it, and she told me!”  He shoved the mash in his mouth and reached for the greens.
 
“Oh... right... of course...”  Enzo got quiet as he poked one of the chunks he cut of the meat.
 
***
 
Food on Yuna mostly was mostly breads and stews.  Easy, hardy, meals.  Curries on special occasions, cakes and confee during festivals.  Most of which only needed a spoon or your hands to eat and not a set of weapons.  While pouting Karna reached for her fork, having watched the men use their own mini-pitchfork and dagger with only one sharp edge.
 
What is this old fart on about?  She thought.  I’m not married, nevermind to Enzo.  We’ve never seen the Whale yet.  What the tarturos did that hunk of metal tell the old man?  Why is Enzo not correcting him? 
 
“Thinking of going back to Haixa?”  The old man asked while slicing a bit more of the meat.
 
“No.”  Enzo said while stacking mash on his bit of steak.
 
“Yuna?”  He shoved it in his mouth.
 
“Too backwater.”
 
“Backwater?”  Karna almost growled as she stabbed the beans with her fork.  “What about my debt to the Roiyo?”
 
As she put the greens in her mouth she did wonder:  What happens if a serf married a freeman?  Does that ever happen?  How does that affect the debt?  Does that make my husband a serf as well?  Will I no longer owe anything as I’m now in my husband’s clan?
 
The moment Karna expected to have to explain her situation to Fae’Bottom he instead said “That still matters?  I mean, the Roiyo and his bloodkin were killed during the uprising.  Who would you be paying the debt to?”
 
Karna huffed, focusing on chewing her beans as she held up the knife, trying to mimic the motions Fae’Bottom and Enzo used in eating the steak.  Sweet ‘Sephone.  How delusional is he?”
 
“Uh... fair point?”  Enzo replied as he chewed the mix of beans, mash, and meat in his mouth.  His eyes wrinkled as their focus shifted from Fae’Bottom to Karna.
 
Indeed, her face pursed.  Her cheeks red and her lips pinched.  Sweat trickled down her face next to silent tears.  She chomped on a large cut, looking away from them as she fisted her cramped hand.
 
Through a mouthful of mash the old man rambled on:  “Reminds me of the realm war within Caski between the Ilia and the Brigadier.”  He stuffed beans in his mouth as the other two chewed upon there respective foods.  ”Fighting over who had the rights to the chattel.  Two hundred laps of blood between two factions.  How it ended?  The Ilia win that war, only by dealing with the chattel.  You know, die for us and become freemen?”
 
“Mister Fae’Bottom?”  Enzo asked his gaze shifted to the old man from Karna.  “You sure its Yuna and not somewhere else?  Dion or Aktins?”
 
“A ship came here... ten paces ago?”  He replied, looking to Matty.  A pause came over the room.  “Matty?”  Fae’Bottom barked.  “That ship came here with a bunch of Yuna indents?  That crashed?  I know you were out there pulling people out, you would definitely know!”
 
“Master Fae’Bottom.  Perhaps its time for bed.”  Matty simply said.
 
“Oh, what do you mean?”  He asked, standing up from his seat.
 
“You’re getting excited, Master.”  They replied.
 
“I don’t want to miss sending them off!”
 
“I can wake you before that happens.”
 
The last of the food cleaned off the plates Fae’Bottom got up and walked off while grumbling to himself.
 
Once he cleared the room Matty said “My apologies Mistress Karna.  Master Fae’Bottom has a form of magical dementia where he is temporally displaced.”
 
“What do you mean?”  Karna grumbled, dropping her fork and knife and grabbing the warm meat.  “That fartknocker has magic sickness?”
 
“Yes Mistress Karna.  His specific ailment has him remembering events and moments from a different period of time.”
 
“You mean, he is recalling past events?”  Karna took a bite out of the steak as if it was a bun.
 
“Events can be past or future.  The sickness involves his mind blinking into different times within his lifespan.  So to put it simply, the events described have not happened yet.”
 
“Yet.”
 
“I could not answer his question about the refugee ship from Yuna for he is asking about events that have not come to pass, and therefore I wouldn’t know anything about it at this time.  It’s also why Master Fae’Bottom was confused about your arrangement with Master Enzo.”
 
Enzo swallowed the food in his mouth and looked to Matty.  “Are you saying that, ah, she and I get married?”
 
“Sounds like it.”  They replied.  “When is unknown.”
 
“You think I would marry this... this... I don’t know...”  Karna finished the streak.
 
“Such an event wouldn’t surprise me, even if Master Fae’Bottom hadn’t foreseen it.”
 
“What is that suppose to mean?”
 
“I can see you, and Master Enzo, making a good romantic couple.  It would only be a matter of building to that, and officiating it.”
 
“You stupid hunk of stanium!”  Karna cursed, rising from her seat.  “How dare you...”
 
Enzo spoke up:  “She’s just the messenger!”
 
“How dare she make such judgements!”  The silver woman shook.  “How…”
 
“Mistress Karna?”  Matty spoke, even, unfazed.  “I understand the upset at being told of your homerealm being in turmoil.  What I do not understand is the issue of being with Master Enzo.  Is there something wrong with him?”
 
Karna thought on the question.  What is the problem?  She couldn’t think of anything particularly wrong with him.  Perhaps its simply the idea of her fate being predetermined, her choice in the matter robbed.  Or the way her feelings developed for the reddish man felt more like how her relationship built for Hiska, and that it should feel different for a husband.
 
 
Chapter 10
 
Karna huffed.  “I... I need a rest.”
 
“Feel free to use the room assigned to you, Mistress Karna.”  Matty pointed to the open dinning room door.
 
“Ok.  Are my clothes dry yet?”
 
“Shouldn’t be much longer.  Shall I...”
 
With that she stomped out, disappearing down the hall.
 
Enzo took the bottle and one of the glasses and filled it.  “The old man wouldn’t poison himself.”  He said to himself as he stood up and took a sip, feeling a sweet burn along his tongue and down his throat.
 
“Master Enzo?”  Matty took a step towards him.  “Are you feeling alright?”
 
“Yes.  I am fine.  Thank you.”  He replied, taking another sip.
 
“Master Enzo?  You and Mistress Karna are not a romantic couple.  Correct?”
 
“Correct.”  He repeated as he took another sip.
 
“You wish you were.  Don’t you?”
 
He spat his drink, misting it on Matty’s copstanium plate.  He gripped his mouth, then, with the sleeve of his borrowed shirt, wiped the liquid off of them.  “So sorry Matty.”  He quickly said.
 
Unfazed, they simply said “Master Enzo, I saw the look on your face when Master Fae’Bottom suggested it.  How you sat to hid your...”
 
“Alright!”  He almost growled.  “I... I know that...”  He sat back down, his eyes on the floor.  “Well, she’s pretty, sure...”  He started sweating.  “Bold, curious, damn, she’s braver than I’ll ever be.”
 
“So you were drafted?”
 
Enzo looked up at them.  “Sorry?”
 
“I overheard you tell Master Fae’Bottom you were a soldier.  You must have been drafted if you are a coward.”
 
“I volunteered... but that’s beside the point...”
 
“Is it?  Isn’t a willingness to risk your life for lord and realm a sign of bravery, selflessness?”
 
“I did it for...”  Enzo looked up to Matty as they stood there, unmoved as constructs tend to look.  “I did it to protect my future.  A future with...  well, to preserve my home, Haixa.”
 
“A future with Karna?”  The helmet that served as their head tilted.
 
“No... no, the war with Kione was long before I ever met her.  No, I... I don’t want to talk about this.”
 
“My condolences Master Enzo.”  Matty straightened their hinged neck.  “Have you told her how you feel?”
 
A pause.  Enzo sat up and poured another drink.  “She died a long time ago...”  He said as he took a swig.
 
“I meant Mistress Karna.”
 
“Oh...”  He blushed just thinking about it.  “I mean... I don’t think she feels the same way.”
 
“You sure?”
 
“She told me of a ‘sister’ that wasn’t a sister and... I think they were more than friends.”  He took a large gulp, then gasped.  “So... yeah.”
 
“Ok.  And?”
 
“What do you mean, ‘and?’”  He turned away from the construct.  “Ah, forget it.  Don’t want to talk about it.”
 
Several clanked footsteps came up to Enzo.  A metal hand felt onto his shoulder.  Through side-eye he looked at Matty.  “You should tell her.”  The construct said.  “I suspect she feels the same way.”
 
“You think?”  He replied with a raise in his voice, a smile surprising him.  Just as quickly he flattened his expression.  “I mean.  How would you know?”
 
“You think because I’m a prismatic ball of magic inside a suit of cuprum armour that I must also be unaware of such things?”  Matty asked, their even voice choppy in annoyance.  “Its in her eyes when she looks at you.  A strange smile followed by sorrow.”
 
There was a pause.  Moments passed before Enzo finished off what remained in his glass and stood up.  “I... I should check up on her.”  He said, while awkwardly holding the empty glass.  He took two steps, then turned and placed it on the table where he had been sitting.
 
“The constructs will take care of the mess, do not worry.”  Matty said as the plates unfolded back into their wirely, spidery, forms.
 
With that Enzo walked off, reentering the hall and to the room bequeathed to him by their host, Fae’Bottom.  Up against the wooden door, he knocked.
 
***
 
Alone, in the room, Karna flopped onto her back, looking up at the ceiling above.  She just thought on the last while.  From leaving Yuna, to Iktia’s prison, to Jutta and Caski, and now, here, on Utone.
 
We need to get going already.  She though while trying to nap.  As soft as the bed was, when compared to the mat she slept in the row house in Megaia, or the one in the compartment on Enzo’s ship, she still felt uncomfortable.
 
Hiska should have seen this.  Karna thought.  I should be here with Hiska.  Not that there’s anything wrong with Enzo, as sweet as he is.
 
She mulled it over more:  I mean, if I met a man like Enzo on Yuna, I think I could see myself wanting to marry him.  Would Hiska have liked him?  Of course I hope my parents do.  But, it would be me, him, and Hiska with her husband.  Would have been nice to be able to help the other raise our children, show them how to work the fields, and of course, festivals.  Hoping our husbands get along.
 
Sleep never claimed her as a knock on the door jolted her awake.  “Yes?”  She called out.
 
The door opened, revealing Enzo.  His smile masking long eyes.  “Oh, good, you’re decent.”  He said as he stepped inside, closing the door behind him and taking a seat, wide legged, and leaning forward, next to her.
 
“You ok?”  She asked while sitting upright.
 
“Just... had an odd conversation with Matty.”  He replied.
 
“The talking suit of armour?”
 
“Uh... yeah...”
 
“Its a talking suit of armour.  Of course its weird!”
 
Enzo chuckled.  “Well, its weird in that these things aren’t usually that smart.  Even with cuprum for storing the state in the magic and...”
 
Karna just looked at him vacantly.  What’s he on about?
 
Upon seeing the blankness in her eyes he shifted.  “The point is, these things usually are made with a task in mind and... you know what?  She thinks I like you.”
 
“She thinks?”  Karna asked, her eyebrow raised.  “A suit of armour, thinking?”
 
“I suspect its the soul magic.”
 
“Of course this... Fae’Bottom is using souls.”  She winced.  “I mean, robbing Hades of someone else’s soul.  One that could have been breathed into another person.”
 
“I’m wondering about that myself.  Clearly the Silsiha were playing with souls to even have Fae’Bottom’s research into them be used in Iso.”
 
“Oh, you believe he had no hand in Iso?”  Karna balked, anger grumbling.  “What do you think he was doing with the souls to figure out that... that...”
 
“Matty’s explanation isn’t that out there.”  Enzo breathed.  “I mean, its possible Fae’Bottom had been using souls for one thing... maybe like constructing Matty, then someone else came along, learned how he did it, and then modified the process for a different...”
 
“Abhorrent!”
 
“Purpose.”
 
“Even if I believe he only used souls for Matty... taking a bundle of magic that powers life... people, Enzo.”  Her voice raised. ”That powers us, and using it to make armour move?  How many breaks in the natural order are there?  I count at least two!”  She held up her index and fore fingers in a vee.
 
“I am aware of that.”
 
Karna felt herself get hot - sweat started beading down.  Her heart raced.  Breathing sped up.  Redness overwhelmed her cheeks.  All reactions consistent of a heated argument.  
 
Yet Enzo remained calm.  Unfazed.  In fact she thought He looks less nervous now than when he entered the room.  How?
 
He turned to her and gave a faint smile.  Silence came over the room.  His red eyes along her own violet ones.  Then, his smile grew, and he almost laughed.  “Such a passionate argument against soul magic from one planning to reach for the Space Whale, an act considered a form of blasphemy against a divine being, and an abhorrent act - never mind Iso.”
 
Another pause.  A moment as Karna felt herself fall from irrational anger to sensible sorrow.  She felt cold - tears welled in her eyes.  The hot energy from before evaporated.
 
“I... after losing my sister en spirit I... I want to be with the whale.”  She said after a moment of silence.
 
“Why?”  Enzo asked.
 
“I... I loved what the whale is - unmitigated freedom.”  She replied, trying not to cry.  “To be able to swim anywhere they liked within the Space Sea.  To visit any realm they wanted to.  Dipping in, and out... all throughout the Cosmos.  Surviving void matter, and air alike.  Passing through magical storms, unfettered.”
 
“Must have felt... repressive... on Yuna.  As an indent, a serf.”  Enzo said, his voice calm, steady.
 
“I would have reached sooner, but I had my sister.  I had Hiska.  She kept me on Yuna.  As... suffocating as Megaia can be, she made it home.  She understood me, like no one else in my life could.  Not even my own parents, who saw their situation as a favour from divinity, not a sham.”
 
She started crying.  As the tears fell she kept saying “When Hiska died, it stopped being home.  Her body dangling from the gallows haunted me, and no one cared.  Like her life didn’t matter.  My own parents thought she deserved it.  So... after the last Space Whale festival, the next day, I ran away.  Escaped.
 
“I would like to be part of the whale.  My matter, my soul, survive apart of them.  If not, I would rather die than return to Yuna.  I would risk Iso if I could be part of the whale.”
 
Enzo patted her shoulders, a tear coming from his own eyes.  She looked up at him.  “I know you might not understand... but... thank you for...”
 
He shook his head.  “No, no, I get it.”  He said.  “Well, maybe not the part about being part of the Space Whale, but...”
 
He unbuttoned  the first two buttons of the dress shirt borrowed from Fae’Bottom, showing scars of deep wounds, wounds that looked deeper than whip lashings with the roughness of former burns, all up his chest and neck.  “From a sun engine...”  His eyes looked to the floor.  “From when I flung myself into it some time ago.”
 
“Flung... like you... jumped into the running engine... on purpose?”
 
“After that, it was several moons in a hospital, being told death isn’t the answer.  That there is much to live for.  Course, it didn’t feel that way.”
 
Karna placed a hand upon Enzo’s shoulder.  “Why did you want to die?”
 
“Malthia...”  Was all he said as he looked to the floor.
 
She pulled him into a hug.  He darn near collapsed into her arms.  “I can’t talk about it... I can’t.  Its just...”
 
“Its ok.”  She replied.  “You’ve said enough.”
 
“I live to supply goods all over the Sea.”  He said.  “That’s been all I cared about since I found her in what remained of our home.  Since sitting with her in the hospital.  Burnt.  Broken.  Kione attacked.  Sunfire.  We were sent to rebuff the realm guard.  Like that...  Our home in Cristo.  It wasn’t just the building.
 
“Malthia made that house a home.”  His own tears started falling.  ”A house that could be rebuilt, as painful as it would have been.  But...  Haixa stopped being home.  My duty in the military, in vain.”
 
Enzo couldn’t hold it in.  Karna gripped him fast and the tears just fell.  
 
“I’m sorry, I’m... I...”  Enzo sobbed.
 
“Say no more.”  Karna cried back as she gripped him.  His bare flesh against her cheek.  Arms that felt so strong holding her.
 
They sat like this for a time.  Even as the tears dried up.  She just stayed in his arms, thinking He gets it.
 
***
 
Did I just say it?  Enzo thought, arms around Karna.
 
A hard moment.  The hardest in his life.  The moment he risked his own life to avoid.  That moment that welled in his eyes and lumped his throat everytime he so much as thought about it.  So he never spoke of it until then.
 
That moment, it just came out.  The image of Malthia, her white skin burned, her blue eyes watering before becoming vacant, her red hair scorched and wirey.  The image he powered through, finding warmth on the other size, swaddled in an embrace.
 
As his mind calmed down his thoughts went away from the moment, from the memory, from the close contact with another person, and towards something colder, more mechanical:  If the Space Whale had been at Utone thirteen paces ago, and at Yuna about seven paces ago, going by what Karna said about being in my ship the next day or so, that would mean the whale is swimming ali-sig.  Placing it near Isk, maybe even Kione.  Wouldn’t be Haixa, its Whale festival would be in ten paces.  But I would be in that part of the Space Sea within a pace.  Would need to look at a chart to know which realm specifically.
 
What broke him of his thoughts was Karna letting go.  Her head off his shoulder, her arms to her side.  The vacent star he gave the wall wasn’t lost on her: “You ok?”  She asked, her voice calm.
 
“Oh?  Yeah, just thinking of where the Whale might be, based on what we know.”  He answered.  “I’m thinking near Isk, or Kione.”
 
“Isn’t Kione that...”
 
“Yes.  It.  Is.”
 
His staccotta triggered silence.  Such that hung in the air, only broken by a knock on the door.  Enzo stood up and approached, opening the door ajar.  Standing on the other side of the door the wide smile and big nose of Fae’Bottom.
 
“Matty did tell me the two of you had retired.  Oh what would I do without her?  Anyways, sorry about the intrusion, I can see you were getting down to marital business there.”  He poked Enzo on his bare shoulder, reminding him that his shirt was partially undone.
 
“Don’t worry about it.”  He simply replied as he hurriedly buttoned up his shirt.  The truth of the matter wouldn’t be believed anyways.
 
“I’ll just let you know that the sky will clear in a quarter pace.  (Yeah, that’s what Matty said.)”  The old man rambled on.
 
“Thank you.”  Enzo replied.
 
“Well, I’ll get back to bed.”  The old man replied.  “You got business with the misses.”
 
He then walked off.  Enzo closed the door behind him.
 
Karna shook her head.  “He ain’t going to let us out, is he?”  She asked.  “We’re in a trap.  This is a trap.”
 
“Could very well be.”  He nodded.  She had a point.  “After all, this retired magi could do all kinds of unspeakable things to them, especially if he knew soul magic.  I think there is something we can check.”
 
“What is that?”
 
“Is it at least still raining?”
 
With that Enzo opened the door and stepped out.  He went in the direction of where they came when first entering the manor.  As he got closer he could hear the thunder rumble.  Then he reached the door to the manor, which he pushed open and stuck his hand out.
 
Not surprised, water pooled upon his open hand.  He pulled it away and pulled the door closed as the sound of clanking footfalls approached.
 
“Master Enzo.”  Matty spoke.  “I would strongly advise against going outside at this time.”
 
“Yeah, agreed.”  He replied as he walked passed the walking armour and towards Karna in the hall.
 
“Ok, so its thunder and lightning.”  She almost rolled her eyes.
 
Matty nodded with her helmet for a head.  “Yes.  Yes it is, Mistress Karna.”
 
Karna almost shuddered.  The construct simply said “I shall wake you when the weather clears.  Until then I would advise rest.”
 
Enzo nodded back.  “Its in less than half a pace?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Might as well wait.”  Enzo walked back to the room, Karna following.
 
“Perhaps we should explore?”  She said.
 
“Not sure I want to be roaming someone’s house.”  He replied.  “Especially that of someone as eccentric as Fae’Bottom.”
 
“Eccentric... that’s the word.”
 
“Besides, I’m tired.”
 
A worrying thought crossed Karna’s mind as they entered the room.  “You think the old man drugged us?”
 
Enzo closed the door behind them.  “He ate what we ate.”
 
She climbed onto the bed, her back on the headboard. “Would be nice to be in more comfortable clothing.”  She said.
 
Enzo sat next to her.  “Yeah, agreed.”  He replied, as he mused onwards.  “I think Fae’Bottom might have just been a lonely old man.”
 
“Taking advantage of our circumstances.”  Karna added.
 
“I think... if he was going to do something, he would have done it by now.”
 
“I suppose.”
 
With that, the two fell asleep.
 
 
Chapter 11
 
They woke up to a commotion from the hall.
 
The old man shouting:  “What is going on!  Where’s Matty?  What do you mean we have guests?”
 
Karna rose first, scrambling to the door.  She opened it just a crack.  She didn’t see much, but she heard more.
 
“...Your home on Utone.  I am Matty, Master Fae’Bottom.  And yes we...”  The unique voice of the soul-powered construct replied.
 
“WHAT?”  Fae’Bottom shouted.  “Your not Matty!  You’re just a construct!  WHERE IS MY WIFE?”
 
Wife?  Karna gulped.
 
“Master, Matiha Yaskoi died of sun tumours twenty laps ago.”  Matty replied.  “You had her...”
 
“No!  That isn’t true!”  Fae’Bottom started stomping.  “I think I would remember my own wife, my beloved, that lickible icicle from Iktia, dying!”
 
Enzo pushed himself from the bed and approached Karna.  “By the Whale themselves.”  He muttered.
 
Matty spoke, unfazed.  “Master Fae’Bottom.  I wish not to deliver bad news.  However, I must be honest with you.  You’re beloved is no more.”
 
“No... no...”  Fae’Bottom started crying.  “Not when I’m about to make my breakthrough!”
 
Enzo pushed the door open, braving the entrance into the hall.  There he found the old man in a simple, white, robe.  His balding hair wirey, his blue eyes bloodshot.
 
“Something the matter?”  Enzo asked.
 
“Who are you?”  Fae’Bottom pointed and shouted.  “How did you get in here?”
 
“Well, I’m Enzo, and this is Karna.”  The copper-coloured man pointed to the silver one standing behind him.  “You invited us into your home when...”
 
“I did no such thing!”  He screamed onwards.  “Get out of my house!”
 
A twisted smile crept upon Karna’s face as she said “With faith and valour Master Fae’Bottom!”  Before putting her fist to her heart and half-bowing.  Enzo look at her with size eye.
 
“Has the weather at least cleared?”  Enzo asked.
 
Matty answered:  “Yes Master Enzo.  I was about to get you.  I remembered...”
 
The senile old man pointed to Matty.  “You, escort these intruders out of here!”
 
“Yes Master Fae’Bottom.”  They turned to the two.  “This way, please.”
 
With a shrug Karna stepped forward.  Enzo dared to asked “Do you want the clothes...?”
 
“OUT!”  Fae’Bottom trembled as he spoke.
 
Enzo flinched, then marched with Karna and Matty towards the doors leading outside.
 
Once Fae’Bottom was no longer visible as the old man disappeared on the opposing end of the hallway Matty simply said “My apologies, Master/Mistress Enzo/Karna.  It appears he is at an earlier point in his timeline.”
 
“Early.”  Enzo repeated.
 
“One where he still worked for the Silsiha.  Where he wasn’t a widower.”
 
The though crept into Karna’s mind:  “Wait!  His wife’s name is... Matty?”
 
“Matiha Yaskoi.  He called her Matty for short.”
 
“And your name is Matty.”
 
“Yes.  It is.”
 
“Uh... did he use... his wife’s soul... to power you?”
 
She and Enzo stopped in their tracks.  A pause overtook the halls before Matty replied, calmly, as if the enormity of the question was lost upon her.  “According to Fae’Bottom’s research, it is possible to obtain a soul without trekking to Hades - provided that you take the soul immediately upon the death of the owner by intercepting the psychopomp.  Master Fae’Bottom even had documented a way to do so involving void magic.
 
“However, such a method has yet to be tested.  Whether Master Fae’Bottom used such a method to procure a soul for me is unknown.”
 
“By ‘Sephone.”  Karna uttered.
 
“That is... wild.”  Enzo replied.
 
The three resumed their walk, Karna and Enzo following Matty down the halls to the main entrance where their old clothes laid, folded, upon an end table.
 
“These are for you.”  Matty said, grabbing the garments with her gauntlets for hands and passing the clothes to the two.
 
“Thank you.”  Enzo said with his flightsuit drapped around his arm.
 
Karna said nothing as she held her shirt and pants.
 
Matty opened the door, showing clear sky, not a raindrop in sight.  However, the ground loamed, the stone with the green of moss peppered in, puddles along the cracks.
 
For several moments they walked in the muck.  Enzo asked “So, what was that breakthrough Fae’Bottom was on the cusp of?”
 
“I do not know, Master Enzo.”  Matty replied.  “Fae’Bottom made many discoveries as a mage, even before the untimely death of his wife.”
 
Soon the ship appeared in view.  The ferrous shining with beads of water running down.  Matty asked “What do you plan to do with the Space Whale?”
 
Enzo gave Karna side eye.  Karna simply said “I... I want to touch it!”
 
“I would advise against that, Mistress Karna.”  The construct replied as they ascended the steps.
 
“That’s nice.”  Karna almost barked.
 
“It is against the Law of the Sea to be within three pars of the Space Whale.”  Matty rambled on.  “Doing so could get you up to six laps on Iso on a first offence.”
 
“Do not care.”
 
“Even if you are uncaught strong magic emits from the Space Whale.  Such could cause many forms of magic sickness, or madness.”
 
“Said do not care!”
 
“Such could also damage the ship, and kill you.”
 
“Oh shut up!  I don’t care.”
 
“You do not care if you die?”
 
“Correct!”
 
Karna almost cried when they reached the StarCarrier.  Enzo let out a sigh as he said “I hope there isn’t any rust on it.  Well, I can’t do a full system check, so, lets just go.”
 
The two boarded as Matty waved with her cupstannum hands.  “Safe travels, Master/Mistress.”  She called out.  “Until we meet again!”
 
“We are not meeting again.”  Karna stomped while Enzo looked over the fuel gauge by the wheel.
 
“Yes!  We have enough fuel!”  He stammered in excitement as he pushed the throttle and the hum of the sun engine activated.
 
“Finally!”  Karna unbuttoned the dress Fae’Bottom gave her.
 
“Yeah, you go first...”  Enzo said.  “Just don’t slip.”
 
***
 
He kept his eyes focused on the sky as the ship lifted up and into the white clouds.  “Not a moment too soon.”  He said as he said dark clouds gathering in the distance.
 
“I just want to get to it!”  She remarked as she let the dress fall to the floor of the ship.
 
“I know, I know.”  Enzo replied as the ship rumbled through the sky, sailing up past the clouds, and into the darkness that marked the Space Sea.
 
“I’m hoping our detour with that geezer was worth it.”  She chidded on as she slipped into the dress she had before entering Utone.
 
“Its a story at least.”  He replied, keeping his focus on the sky as it turned to sea and away from the nude body of Karna behind him.
 
“Story?”
 
“I mean, its something to talk about, that we met a mad mage and his construct caregiver.”  A spark went off that Enzo hadn’t felt in a long time.  Experiencing something worth retelling to someone else that didn’t involve blood, fire, and death.  As the smile crept up on him he said “Course, I don’t think the trip was for nigh.”
 
“Really?”  She buttoned everything up and approached Enzo as he sailed the ship through the space.
 
After gaining some distance, the friction of a sky no longer shaking the ship, Enzo took his hands off the wheel and held up a chart.  “So, Utone is here...”  He pointed to the marker that represented the storm realm that housed an old man.  “And that is Yuna, which is ali-sag of Utone.  If the Space Whale had been to Utone eightteen paces ago, and Karna snuck on my ship within a pace or two of the Space Whale visiting Yuna, which is seven paces ago...  Reminds me, need to buy rations at next port... that would mean the whale is moving ali-sig... if their speed holds they should be... there... near Isk... no, closer to Jenta.  Of course another realm I don’t visit ever.”
 
“You talk to yourself a lot.”  Karna remarked, standing behind him.
 
“I’m just... trying to organize my thoughts.”  Enzo put the chart aside.  “The point is, we are bound for Jenta.  Should be about a few paces.  Might stop at Isk for supplies, depends...”
 
“On?”
 
“You know where the rations are.  Go count how many there are.  Hopefully there is enough to last the trip.”
 
“Sure.”
 
Enzo moved the wheel, steering into the rough direction of Isk.  Perhaps if things go well, they could make it in time to catch the Space Whale there.  Jenta wouldn’t be much farther.  Course, this assumed that the Space Whale’s path was to each realm in order that they appeared on the chart.  Within the Space Sea, with a few exceptions, the most direct path often was the quickest.
 
Otherwise?  The Space Whale could outrun us, easy!
 
Moments later Karna came back to report:  “I found ten ration bundles.”  She said.
 
“Might be due for a market visit.”  Enzo said.  “I know there is one on Isk - not sure about Jenta.”
 
“Must we before?”
 
“I... I think there is enough easement.  When we survive the Space Whale we can go top up.”
 
“When...”  Karna said slowly.
 
“Yes, when.”  Enzo repeated himself.
 
“Why ‘when?’”
 
“We are surviving this.”  He replied.  “We are surviving, and we are thriving.”
 
“How are you so sure...”
 
The thought died in her throat upon the sight of red lights passing through the stars and the darkness.  Lights that, upon closer examination, appeared to outline several boats in the distance.  Boats of ferrous that sailed through.  Most appeared just big enough to house one person, and no cargo whatsoever.
 
Enzo let out a sigh.  “There is a word for these.”  He muttered.  “Space canoes.”
 
“Canoes?”
 
“Like really small boats.  I’ve known some that don’t even have engines in them.”
 
“How would they move?”
 
“Common way is to push it off the realm fast enough to break the sky, and just steer it until you are at the realm you want to be at.”
 
“How can you keep it going?”
 
“Sea space isn’t the same as sea water.”  Enzo spoke as he glued his eyes upon the movements before him.  Steering to make sure the StarCarrier didn’t crash into a single one of them.  “The space has no friction.  In fact the problem with sailing the Space Sea is stopping, or moving from being stopped.  Once you’re moving, well, that’s the easy part.”
 
“I... see...”  Enzo didn’t need to look to see that Karna’s eyes glazed over.
 
As he moved three of these space canoes surrounded the StarCarrier.  All three had red lights marking along the sides.  Fire engines hung on their sterns - small, cheap, slower than a sun engine.
 
He took a breath and reached for the stonephone.  “This is StarCarrier.  Can I help you?”  He asked while his palms started sweating.
 
“StarCarrier?”  A familiar, female, voice echoed back.  “This is Delta of Sigma.  You are in Isk seas.  State your business.”
 
“Classa!  What are you doing?”  Enzo screamed over the deck as the fire and lightning guns went off.
 
“That Kionet reached for a weapon!”  She replied.  “They’re pirates!”
 
He peeked over from his station, seeing one of the refugee bodies holding a bone whistle with the carving of a whale on it.
 
“Seriously?”  Enzo shouted.
 
“Ma’am, I got the weapon.”  One of the gunners said while taking that whistle out of the corpse’s hands.
 
“Does it even have magic on it?”  Enzo growled more than asked.
 
“Ah... no...”
 
In an even and steady voice the Commander commanded “Bring aboard any survivors.  If they need medical care, treat their wounds.”
 
“Aye sir!” The two gunners looked over the Kionet refugees.
 
Classa returned to her post next to Enzo.  He shot her a dirty look.
 
“Welp, that’s that.”  She shrugged.
 
“What do you mean, that’s that?”  Enzo spoke through grated teeth.
 
“Its Kionets.”  She replied.  “They were probably spies anyways.”
 
Enzo gripped the wheel with sweating palms.  The commander put a hand upon the captain’s shoulder.  “Relax, and get us to Haixa.”
 
“Sir, with all due respect, I enlisted to protect Haixa, not murder innocents.”
 
Classa rolled her eyes.  “You sympathetic to Kionet?”  She almost laughed.  “You support their war?”
 
“Of course not!  I also know not every Kionet is a soldier or a spy.”
 
The commander huffed.  “Enough, both of you.  Gaya, you got your orders.”
 
“Aye sir.”
 
Enzo gripped the wheel of his ship tightly, sweat pouring down from them.  With a quick breath he said “I am heading for Isk to pick up supplies.”
 
“Are you now?”
 
“Yes.”
 
One of the canoes had a mounted gun on the bow.  Enzo couldn’t tell what magic element it was.
 
“Dropping anything off?”  Delta of Sigma asked.
 
“No.”
 
“StarCarrier, you’re a transport vessel, and you are not dropping anything off?”
 
“Whose authority do you operate on?”
 
“Whose do you?”
 
“You’re the one asking questions.  Why should I answer them?”
 
“Its simple really.”  Delta of Sigma sailed closer to the StarCarrier.  Close enough to see that the mounted weapon had the blue sheen ice-based magic had.  “You tell us what you’re cargo is.  What you’re picking up.  Whose’s on board.  Else we will board you.”
 
He huffed.  “I’m going to Isk.  I have no cargo.  I’m picking up rations and solar wipes.  There is one additional person aboard.”
 
There was a pause.  Sweet came down Enzo’s forehead.  Karna stood, not far, peering into the darkness, trying to see the vessels before them.
 
When the pause ended, the voice simply said “Tell me.  Are you Captain Gaya?”
 
His heart went to ice.  Is it actually her?
 
He found his voice.  “Saegent Classa.  I knew it.”
 
“Oh, so tickled you remember me.”  She replied.  “Can’t forget the bleeding heart when I served on Acuron.  Damn, I heard you almost died too.  Some Kionet show their true colours?”
 
Karna turned to Enzo.  “What is she talking about?”  The silver outsider who never served in the Haixa army asked.
 
Enzo ignored her.  “Do you have legitimate authority, or are you nothing more than a niccolum a nine pirate?”
 
“Is your plus one Kionet?”
 
Without another word Enzo slammed on the throttle.  The icegun on Classa’s canoe opened ice.  The cold made contact with the port side, hardening the hull.
 
The sudden speed lurched the ship, knocking Karna to the floor.  Without looking he just instructed:  “Karna.  Get below deck!”
 
The StarCarrier had no weapons mounted on them.  The only offensive thing on the ship was a lightning stick meant mostly for the event of stowaways or a jacking.  However, he had one advantage over them: raw speed.  These canoes had fire engines on them - he could tell as they would be too small to house a sun engine.
 
So that was the plan, outmove them.  His eyes moved between the front of his ship and the fuel gauge, watching it deplict at an alarming rate while the canoes each opened fire and lightening on top of ice.
 
Upon the slam of ice he could hear cracking.  Fire crackled and smoked as a volley with such a weapon lit the rudder on fire.  Lightning sparked and cracked as a chain of it touched the engine itself.  Several tins echoed, as cables attached to stones stuck to the hull, dragging the canoes along.
 
“Dammit!”  Enzo shouted as the engine’s hum sounded less rythmic and more random, chaotic, louder.
 
Through the stonephone Classa explained:  “We’ve done this before flyboy!  To bigger, and better equipped ships!  Give up before the engine blows... and is that a sun engine?  Oh, either I get what I want, or I get to watch sunfire explode!”
 
“You served your realm just to become a pirate!”  Enzo called back.  “At least I die with dignity!”
 
‘There is nothing worth going out of your way to die for.’  The old words of Doctora Almorn ran through his head.  I’m just in the way.  I’m not going out of my way to die.
 
I also need to stop the engine.  But that would invite a boarding party.  I don’t need to see Classa or her friends to know that they would be armed, and without mercy.
 
Pushing the throttle and the wheel, smelling smoke and hearing cracks as the ship zipped through the Space Sea.  Within that moment, heart pumping in his ears, a rush of fear power racing in his veins, fast breathing upon hot air, sweat dripping down him as flashes of battles past raced through.
 
“Its a Kionet ship.  Several!”  Enzo remembered calling out in those moments, as a small fleet of them neared Haixa.  Closer would put them in the sky, and close enough to destroy homes and cities.  Gunners fired.  It crackled, it cracked.  It boomed, it burned.  All Enzo could do was avoid the ships, and their volleys, spin the wheel, push the throttle.
 
Enzo had no gunners to remove those boats that attached themselves to his hull via ground magic.  It was just him.  Just sailing through.
 
He understood Classa’s plan.  He needed to shut off the engine soon or it would blow, taking the ship out in a mightly sunfire explosion.  He shut off the engines the attached canoes can stop the ship with their own engine momentum, making it safe to forcibly board.  Enzo wasn’t afraid of losing his supplies and possessions, but what a group of morally bankrupt people would do to him, or Karna, once onboard, and likely armed.
 
Within that moment, as the rumbling became deafening a desperate idea came to him: Jenta might be closer than Isk, and the Space Whale, closer still.
 
Side eye on the compass as he hard steered, aiming the needle towards where Jenta would be.  All while weaving, avoiding more fire, ice, and lightning, from smashing into the hull of the ship.
 
“Dignity doesn’t feed us, clothe us, or shelter us, Gaya.”  Classa cursed voice echoed in the stonephone.  “I served lord and realm for nothing!  Now give up you bleeding heart, or is your cargo worth your life?”
 
 
Chapter 12
 
Indeed, when, and not if?  I mean, the enormity of the whale could swallow me, and even Enzo.  Or... maybe there is a way for Enzo to not succumb to the creature.  I’m sure he has plans.
 
A though Karna had to hold onto as she raced for the small stairwell that lead below deck.  She didn’t stand there long as the ship rocked under her feet, the rumble of the engine loud, crackling of magic.
 
I hope Enzo’s got this.  She thought.  A thought that died as smoke wafted down.  Upon the scent her thoughts went to I need to help!  I can’t just stay here!
 
The rumbling chattered her teeth as she raced to the stairs.  Up and onto the deck, looking upon a sweating, yet calm Enzo, steering the ship as it speeds through the stars of the Space Sea, the canoes attacking while strung together.  Upon a crack of lightning the ship rocked, almost knocking Karna to her feet.  Enzo still calm, steely-eyed, upon the path ahead.
 
Wherever he’s going.
 
Upon the smell of smoke she ran to the back of the ship, finding a fire upon the fin that moved with the wheel of the ship.
 
I need to put that out!  She thought, as she raced below deck and to the compartments.  She tripped as fire boomed and she rolled down the stairs.  Upon hitting the ferrous floor hard.  The reality around her swam for a brief moment.  A slam that felt not that unlike being smack with a shovel for arguing with an overseer.
 
I’ve felt worse.  She stood, trying to regain her balance as she sprinted towards the compartments, and opened the lower one where supplies and equipment were stored.  There, as she felt heat rising, her skin oozing, her heart racing, she thumbed through the various boxes.  Rations, metal contraptions, a metal rod she knew was a lightning stick that she set to the side.  We might get boarded.
 
In her sifting she found an alumen cylinder the size of her palm with a spouted valve on the end that felt cold and light to the touch.  A symbol imprinted upon the metal depicted the lines of a snowflake on the ends, while the body showed a stick figure holding a spout and pointing it at squiggles meant to represent flames.
 
“Ice magic!”  Karna leapt in excitement, despite her head aching and her side sore.
 
On fear rush she sprinted back up to the deck and to the stern, where she did as the canister told her to, aiming it at the flames and squeezing the spout to open the valve.  Within a cascade of cold snow in the formation of a blanket spewed out, laying upon the flames.  Her breathing slowed as she welcomed the cold upon her sweat-covered skin and clothes.
 
With a shake she lost her footing, getting knocked onto her knees.  Even as she felt herself slam into the ferrous she kept aiming, and holding, fearing that leaving the fire would consume the ship.
 
I didn’t get this far just to die to pirates!  She held on - one hand on the spout of the cylinder, the other in a railing upon the deck.  The cold overwhelmed the flames, smothering the fire, keeping it short and controlled.
 
All while the canoes shot at them.  Cracks and bangs echoed their threats.
 
Karna screamed “Dammit!”  as the spout stopped spewing the blanketing snow.  The fire, while smaller, still raged.
 
Then she saw it.
 
Within the distance they saw what they had been looking for.  The creature floated within the Space Sea, lighting it up in reds, blues, and purples, swirling within their large, whale, body.  Swimming near a realm with a blood-red moon floating within the nebulae from the Space Whale.
 
“There they is!”  Karna gawked, her eyes wide and sparkling.  A grin forming on her face.
 
“Ok... now... the approach...”  Enzo took several breaths, his hand resting on the throttle.
 
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?”  That female voice screamed in the stonephone.  “ARE YOU INSANE?”
 
“Yes!”  Enzo roared a disquieting mania.  “I’m going to Iso, and you’re coming with me!”
 
“That’s a fate worse than death!”
 
“No one’s making you come with me!”
 
Moments later the tethers latching the canoes detached themselves.  Enzo’s eyes laid upon the compass, and over at the whale.  Moments later, as the canoes disappeared into the darkness, he pressed a switch and lifted his hand off the throttle.
 
“I think we can just coast here.”  Enzo spoke before falling onto the deck floor.
 
The rumbling seized.  With the engine deactivated the fire slowly grew smaller until it was nothing but ash on half a rudder.
 
“What is it?”  Her expression flattened upon seeing him on his knees catching his breath.  Karna raced towards him.  Tears ran down his face.
 
“Nothing.”  He said.  “I just... over.  Its over.”
 
She knelt next to him.  “That was way too much excitement, but look!  There they are!”
 
Within the prismatic nebula the shape of a whale took form.  The two sat in silence.  Karna’s jaw hit the floor as Enzo looked in, a relaxed smile on his face with no energy to be in marvel.  The moment Karna dreamed of coming to right before her.  Her wild dream coming true.  
 
Within moments the silence broke: “Huem... Huem...”  The song of the Space Whale vibrated throughout the ship.
 
“Yes, we made it.”  He breathed as he placed his hands on the wheel.
 
She bounced in her giddiness, turning to Enzo.  “Come on!  Lets get closer!”
 
“Is that smart?”  He stood up while checking his instruments.  “Well... I mean... approaching the Space Whale is punishable with time in Iso... I mean... ignoring that.  There is a reason for that.”
 
“Something about them being dangerous?  That can’t be the only reason!”
 
“Things are forbidden all the time simply for being hazardous!”
 
The two sat in more silence.  Tension too thick to cut and tied up in excitement.  Course, Enzo had a point: What would happen if they sailed too close?
 
“Well, in for a niccolum chip, in for an aurum brick!”  He nudged the throttle, steering the ships momentum towards the large, impossible, animal.  “We’re getting close, thought three pars?  I think we might be near that boundary.”
 
While Enzo looked onwards, his eyes fixed, locked in, his breathing purposely slow, Karna bounced with excitement.
 
“Its happening!  Its happening!”  She mused.
 
Enzo said nothing as the Space Whale got closer and closer, his one hand easing the throttle while the other steered the wheel, keeping the ship locked on its target.  The closer they got the louder the whale’s song became.  The song rang true in their ears.
 
Soon the details of the whale could be easily made out: from eyes made of stars, skin of nebulas, fins of comets.  “Huem...”  The creature kept singing.
 
As they got closer, however, the air in the ship felt off, like the wind magic switched up, somehow being less filling then before.  Further in, and the ship started rumbling like it was landing on a realm.  Rainbows formed in their vision the closer they got.  Enzo remained stoic and in focus as Karna’s smile flattened, her eyes no longer sparkling.
 
“What is happening?”  She spoke as the ship faded in a cloud of white, a light so blinding that it stabbed her eyes.
 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
“Wake up!  Sister, wake up!”
 
Hiska?
 
Karna found herself in a bed within one of the small houses that her people lived in.  Standing over her the lovely, green skinned beauty that was Hiska, her amethyst hair tied in loose braids, her smokey-quartz eyes sparkling within the low light.  Her round, robust, body in a well-tailored dress of weaved fibres.
 
“Hey sister!”  Karna said as she struggled to sit up, trying her damnest to get up quickly.  “Hiska?  Oh goodness Hiska?  Is that you?  Really you?”
 
“Of course its me... sister, what is it?”  Hiska replied, confusion wrinkling her face.
 
Karna threw her arms around her.  “Oh, sister, I missed you so.  Please, tell me, how are you?”
 
“I’m fine... Karna, are you ok?”  The sister placed her own arms around her silver friend.  “Karna... relax.”
 
“It must have been a nightmare!  A long, drawn out nightmare!”  Tears came down Karna’s face.  “I dreamt you died!”
 
“Oh, sister, that sounds dreadful.  I am right here though.  Don’t worry.  No need to cry.”
 
“I don’t know what I would do without you!  How horrible life would be if you died!”
 
“Now, now... I’m sure you would adapt.  Find someone else to be your sister.”
 
“No, I wouldn’t.  I couldn’t.  No one understands me.  No one.”
 
Hiska reached for a cloth from a nearby table and dabbed Karna’s eyes with it.  “It will be ok.  I promise.  It will always be ok.  Eh?”
 
“I guess.”  Said the silver, green-haired, purple-eyed, girl.  “You’ve always been the strong one.”
 
“Nah... I know you don’t look it, but I think your stronger than I.  Braver too.”
 
Karna let go and slid out of the bed, her feet touching the familiar wood of her old home.  “I guess its wheat picking time?”  She asked as she brushed of her own weaven dress.
 
“I think we have time.  You do remember that night in the forest?  Out during a Space Whale observance?”
 
Karna nodded.  “How could I forget.  We sat in the dark, watching the whale.  No family, no overseer, no Roiyo.  If not for a short time.  I remember... well.”
 
“Come on, say it!  You weren’t shy then, that I know.”
 
“I remember kissing you.”  Karna blushed, her silver cheeks glowing as they did.  “I... I don’t know what came of me then, but it wasn’t just a smooch on the cheek either.”
 
“I know.  I was there.”  Hiska smiled.  “I know what you did.”
 
“I mean, does it happen that you have strong feelings for someone you’ve known since being toddlers?”
 
“Its normal.”
 
“Right... I remember this conversation, and I just remember, imagine we would be together forever.  Which we are... of course.”  Karna held a large smile as she opened the door.
 
Then the smile immediately turned upside down.
 
Before her, she saw the path from the house to the fields broken up with void matter from the Space Sea.  The path also appeared off, like it went in a direction it wasn’t suppose to go.  Along the boundary between the void and the realm the colour appeared desaturated.
 
Hiska stepped closer, holding her close friend around the waist.  “It was the height of Demeter.  That I remember.  I remember hearing rumours that Hades would be exceptionally harsh, but the Roiyo either didn’t take such warning seriously, or didn’t care.  Course, in that moment, I had you so it didn’t matter.  Telling you how I felt without words.”
 
“Uh... Hiska... you see what is happening here, don’t you?”  Panic shook her voice.
 
“Oh, that’s just the realm aligning itself.  Pay it no mind.”
 
“What?”
 
“It forever shifts, forming to the will of Cetrionus.”
 
Karna broke out of Hiska’s arms.  “What are you on about?”  She asked.  “Who is Cetrionus?”
 
“Blessed are the shipwrecked if they awake in strange lands, saved within the dreams of Cetrionus.”
 
“You’re not Hiska, are you!”
 
“I am Hiska as you remember her.”
 
Karna sprinted out the door, taking her chances with the distorted reality.  She ran while calling out “Enzo!  Are you out here!”
 
“Whose Enzo?”  Hiska called out.
 
“Enzo!”  She ran, jumping to avoid the void matter as it seeped into the realm.
 
Several paces and Hiska leaped into the air, her limbs elongated, her mouth becoming manables, her skin growing scales.  When she landed, she pinned Karna to the ground between three sections of void matter.
 
“WHO IS ENZO?” This vile mockery of Hiska screeched.
 
***
 
“Enzo... wake up Enzo.  Darling!”
 
The copper man found himself lying face down on sand.  Upon the voice, feminine and beautiful, he lifted himself up, locking eyes with her.
 
“Mal...malthia?”  He stuttered.

“Are you alright?”  She went on.  “That wave really got you.  Didn’t it?”
 
She stood over him.  Her red hair long and wild like fire.  Her pearl skin wrapped around her busom form.  Blue eyes stared back upon him.  Her white summer dress keeping her modest.
 
“Malthia!”
 
He jumped up, grabbing her around the shoulders, planting a kiss upon her lips while running his hands along her back and waist.  As he did this the woman in his arms gripped him in turn, thumbing along the form of his flightsuit until her thumb hit an indent along his chest and back.
 
Panicked she broke out of his arms and pulled buttons off his suit, the scars from the sun engine still there, still visible.
 
“Enzo!  What happened to you?”  She asked with wide eyes.
 
“That... that came from a sun engine.”  He said, the matter of fact tone broken by a quiver in this voice.
 
“Isn’t the engine on the stern of the ship?”  She asked.
 
“Yes, it is.”
 
“Well, why would you be back there?  Wouldn’t you at least have the engine off first?”
 
He closed his eyes as he tried to think of something to say.  A lie that would appease himself more than her.  Do I tell her?  That I did this to myself after her death?  He thought.  Do I tell her, and admit she has to be dead?
 
After some time passed he opened his eyes to her staring at him expectingly.  “Well..”  He drew a breath for courage.  “I thought I lost you, and I couldn’t deal with it, so...”
 
Her eyes glowed with rage, her teeth grew out into thin needles.  She raised her hand, holding the fingers together, and struck his face.  “HOW COULD YOU!  HOW COULD YOU!?”
 
Enzo winced as he held his bruised face, looking up at a monster breathing at him.  He looked upon a tall, thin, eyeless person with white skin and needle-like teeth.  “WHAT IS WRONG WITH YOU?  HOW COULD YOU DO THIS?  YOUR PRISTINE BODY RUINED!”
 
“Malthia!”  Enzo took a step before sprinting away from her.  He didn’t look back at the monster as he found himself running towards a wall of void matter.  He halted to not touch it, knowing being sucked in meant death most likely.  Upon this a bastardized version of Malthia pounced on him, pinning him on his belly to the dirt beyond the beach.
 
“PERHAPS I SHOULD FINISH WHAT YOU STARTED!” She screeched.  “RUIN YOUR BODY MORE.  CHEW IT, CUT IT, TEAR IT, MAKE IT A MESS THAT NO ONE WILL RECOGNIZE!”
 
Within that moment he heard a voice call out from the void: “ENZO!”
 
“Karna!”
 
With a renewed vigour he elbowed the monster on his back.  It screamed as he scrambled to his feet and leapt into the darkness.  “Karna!”  He screamed into the darkness.
 
Upon hearing his voice she gave this monster Hiska a kick in the gut.  While the monster cried she got a hand free to punch her in the face, and then stood up.
 
“Enzo!”  She called out.  “Where are you?”
 
“Over here.”  Out from one of the void cracks emerged the flyboy she knew and loved.  Without thinking they took the others hand and just ran through the fields of Megaia and the beaches of Getto.  Running until they hit a rainbow wall.
 
***
 
They woke up inside the StarCarrier in eachother’s arms, lying on the floor.
 
“What happened?”  Karna asked.
 
“No clue.”  Enzo replied.
 
Then over the stonephone a message came through: “This is Bael of the Coast Guard!  You have violated rule sixty-eight of the Laws of the Sea, forbidding being within three pars of the Space Whale.  Prepare to be boarded.  If you flee we will destroy your ship.”
 
“Dammit!”  Enzo cursed as he jumped to his feet and reached for the throttle and the wheel.  Looking over the deck he clearly saw the narrow fastboat of the coast guard, their tempered ferrous haul gleaming from the sun and the Space Whale.
 
“I... I guess it was nice knowing you.  Enzo.”  Karna said as she approached Enzo from behind.
 
“Don’t talk like that Karna.  There is a way out of this.  I’m certain...”
 
Enzo couldn’t end his thought as a sharp pain blasted through his body.  With the lightning stick she pressed it on his neck.  Immediately after he fainted, crumpling to the floor.
 
She had to act fast as she opened the cargo hold and used her body honed from toiling the fields to carry him over her shoulder.  Once inside she placed him inside the smugger’s container and closed it.  With little time left she raced to the deck and watched as the coast guard placed a boarding plank across their ship.  Soon armoured men boarded in plastik armours with fireguns drawn.
 
Without a fight she held her hands up.  One man approached her and shackled her hands together.  “Anyone else onboard?”  He asked.
 
“No.”  She replied as she got dragged off, watching the other guards walk around the ship, just to be sure no one else was onboard.  She wouldn’t know if they had found him.
 
She was dragged into the brig of the fastboat, just watching the crew of the larger ship run about.  She said nothing as she was left there, by herself for sometime.
 
What did I just see?  She thought while ruminating over all the events that got her into this position.  As she sat there, a smile came upon her face, the one thought echoing in her mind: I got to the whale!  I made it!
 
The trip the coast guard forced her to go on went in silence.  Just her in the brig.  She took the moment to think about what she saw near the whale, like Is Hiska angry with me?  Those creatures that tried to kill her and Enzo, what were they?
 
As for Enzo, this was for the best.  After all, all this was her fault.  She snuck onto his ship, she convinced him to take her, at first to another realm, then to the Space Whale.  Karna aimed her eyes onto the floor, remembering that she walked him on this adventure.
 
I hope he’s out there, alive and well.  She thought.  I hope he escaped.
 
Soon a leather-bound guard unlocked her cell, dragged her out by the arm and escorted her off the fastboat along a plank and onto what appeared to be a fort-like structure floating in the Space Sea.  The guard walked her though hall lit with weak scones of fire magic along the ferrous walls and their amplifying shen.  Soon she was taken into a room where the guard handed her a brown shirt and matching pants and barked “Put that on!”
 
“Must you watch?”  Karna asked the guard.
 
“Must make sure you don’t get smart.”
 
She gulped and undressed in front of the guard.  The guard, to his credit, watched with disinterest as she slipped on the shirt and zipped up the pants.  Once she wore a different set of clothes, the guard dragged her further into this large boat until coming to a row of doors, where the guard opened on and pushed her inside.  There Karna sat, stewing in her thoughts.
 
I hope they don’t find Enzo.  She thought.  I’m sure he hates me now, but I did what I must and will do it again.
 
After a beat the dread set in on Is this Iso?
 
Moments passed before another guard in leathers and a sever, cold-eyed, woman, entered her cell.  This woman, with unusually high cheekbones accenting a face upon skin the colour of the Space Sea.  Her deep, blue, eyes, regarded Karna as a predator regards prey.  Otherwise no emotion ran through her flat, even, face.  Her lithe frame cloated in a black robe with white trim.
 
“Name?”  The woman asked, her voice monotone, even.
 
“Oh... Karna Huyi.”
 
“Homerealm?”
 
“Uh...”
 
The guard pulled out a lightning stick.  The crackle of the magic contained in it ripped throughout the room.
 
“Homerealm?”  The woman asked again.
 
Karna eyes the stick in the guard’s hands. Her own eyes wide, anticipating the pain that will soon run through her.
 
The woman gave the guard a nod, and he struck Karna on her arm.  The Yuna serf screamed before crumbling to the floor.  Her head spin, her muscles jelly, all she could do was lie there.  When senses came back to her the woman had knelt down on the floor, resting her arm on her knee, on Karna’s level.
 
“Indent, chattel, or outlaw?”  The woman asked, her voice as cold as ever.
 
“Sorry, I don’t... understand.”  Karna quietly spoke out.
 
“If none of those, why hesitate to tell me where you are from?  The brig guard is still here, and so is his lightning stick.”
 
“C-complicated.”
 
“I doubt that your situation, however strange or dire that it is, isn’t something I’ve already heard before.”
 
“I-I’m a serf... from Yuna.”
 
“An indent from Yuna...”  The woman repeated.  “I assume you had to be smuggled off your realm?”
 
“Yes.”
 
“Understood.”  She took out a stonephone not unlike the one Karna had seen Enzo use, look at it, then put it back in her pocket.  ”I am a magistrate of the Space Sea Council.  As per the Laws of the Sea we are not obligated to return some lord’s property.  Such I care not for.”
 
“Thank you.”  Karna rose her head, getting herself onto her knees, facing the woman.
 
“The crime you are accused of is that of being on a ship within three pars from a Space Whale.”  The woman stood up.  “Do you contest this?”
 
She looked up at this woman, a magistrate, doe eyed and breathing fast as her heart raced.  “I... I can’t deny the obvious.  I was on a ship...”  She had to think quick, hoping that this steely-eyed judge didn’t notice her deception.  “I had been tracking the whale for sometime.  I found it, and tried to get just close enough for study purposes.  Must have went too close.”
 
“Indeed.”  Any hope for mercy fell upon deaf ears.  “How close did you get?”
 
“I... I’m not sure.  I thought I was three and a half pars away.”
 
“It is your statement that you tried to get just close enough to violate the spirit of the law, but not its letter?”
 
“Yes.”
 
The magistrate folded her arms.  “Do you have, or are part of, a crew?”
 
“No.  I sailed it myself.”  A believable lie as the ship wasn’t very big, and it would be obvious to ship experts, or so Karna assumed, it was intended to be captained by one person.  How else could Enzo have done it?
 
“Ok.”  If the magistrate believed the story Karna couldn’t get a read from the woman’s flat, emotionless, face of piercing eyes.  “I shall render judgment soon.”
 
With that the magistrate walked away, the guard following behind, and the door to her cell closing behind.  For sometime Karna mulled over the Space Whale, and what happened when she found herself close to it.  The vision... or was it its own realm, fresh in her thoughts as she processed it.
 
Hiska, I never stopped loving you.  She thought.  Course, how did she feel about Enzo?  A man she just lied for, one she hid, and hoped to never be found.  At the thought of his sweet, copper face of red eyes, her heart fluttered.  Something about falling in his arms made her blush - a weirdly intimate moment broken by the Coast Guard.
 
Was that vision, or realm, why being near the Space Whale was forbidden?  Something about the creature that drove people into madness?
 
After some time passed two guards and the magistrate entered her cell.  The magistrate spoke thus:  “You, Karna Huyi of Yuna.  I do not believe...”
 
Oh no!  Karna’s eyes went wide, her heart raced, pumping ice in her veins.
 
“...That you sailed close to the Space Whale by accident.”
 
Oh thank goodness.  Her eyes went back to their normal size, her heart slowed.  It still pumped coldness though.
 
“Therefore.  With no contest, I find you, in fact, sailed within three pars of the Space Whale.  Your sentence is as the law requires: four laps in Iso.”
 
“Iso?”  Karna exclaimed.  “Oh, please, not that place!”
 
“It is so ordered!”
 
The two guards approached Karna, each grabbing her by the arms and dragged her down the halls of the large ship until entering a large frigate through a plank, where another guard chained her arms and legs.  With the chains on they opened a cargo hold to a mass of other, brown-dressed, people, all chained to rows of rails that lined the cargo hold.  The guard wasted no time putting her in there and chaining her to one of those rails before leaving, only to return with another person to wash, rinse, repeat.
 
Soon the cargo hold filled with people, and the doors stayed closed.  Moments later the faint rumble of the engine - the frigate started moving.
 
There Karna stood shackled with dozens of others - some despondent while others glared angrily.  As she sat there quietly, face long and heart heavy, resigned, she felt a tap on her shoulder.
 
“What you be coming to Iso for?”  A woman that had the voice of a chain smoker gargled out.
 
She turned to see a wrinkled old woman of sagging features.  Her skin the colour and texture of animal hide, her green eyes long lost their luster.  “Well?”  The woman repeated herself.
 
“Me?”  Karna said, her face looking at her with a raised eyebrow.
 
“Who else?”  She replied, ignoring the large mass of people all around them.  “So.  What be your reason?  Why does Iso lay claim on you?”
 
“I... I went to to see the Space Whale.”  She said.
 
“OH?  Did you now?”
 
“Yeah.  I would have liked to touch it, but I couldn’t quite reach before the coast guard spotted us.”
 
“Us?”
 
“Ah... me, spotted me...”
 
A smile came upon her face.  “You have heard about what happens to you in Iso, right?”
 
Karna nodded.
 
“You know, because your crime isn’t serious, I can let you in on a secret.”
 
“Can you?  I mean, its serious enough to warrant Iso for four laps.”
 
“Did you kill anybuddy?”  The woman’s thin, wrinkled, lips smiled wide.
 
“No...”
 
“Even harm one?”
 
“No... Well... I had to...  Hide some-”
 
“Then I can confidently say that what you did isn’t serious, now, just finagle yourself over here.”
 
Karna leaned as closely to the woman as possible.  With bony fingers the elder held  her ear through the shackles and whispers “It ends.  Just hold on, hang in there.  You will make it out.”
 
“Oh... thanks... but...”  Karna raised an eyebrow.
 
“Trust me, so many people who are sent to Iso do not know this.  They do not know, and they lose themselves - coming out as husks of what they once were, regardless of how many laps they were suppose to be in for.”
 
Upon her cryptic words the ship rumbled, signally the entry into a realm.  Moments more passed before the hatch opened and scary-looking men in black ferrous metal chainmail all went in, and grabbed each prisoner by their chains in bunches of five, with one guard holding them like reigns on a horse while another followed with a firegun drawn.  Most dared not fight it as they were led off the ship and walked out onto the tower pad, and onto a dark, purple, sky lit with flying balls of red light.
 
From the top of the port tower Karna regarded a vista of cuprum containers, most green with rust, and all with a black mist oozing out of them.  Illuminated by white lights contained in glass, showing there was no walkaway leading up to them.  Each of these containers had tubes that lead out from a series of pipes that pumped a substance so cold there was frost on parts of them.
 
“Are those...”  Karna muttered absently.
 
“Keep moving!”  A guard barked while jabbing her with a ferrous tonfa.  She winced, but complied.
 
Moments of walking, much of it downhill, she, along with guards and prisoners, found themselves lining up.  Several guards walked up and down the line, eying everyone, eyes narrow with suspicion.  One prisoner tugged on their shackles, attempting to escape.  Two large guards grabbed them, and took turns punching them until they passed out.  Karna felt herself jolt with every smack that echoed.
 
As she got closer she watched what happened.  A prisoner stepped up.  A raspy voice asked for their name.  The prisoner gave it, with those refusing taking a beating.  That raspy voice would state how long in laps their sentence was, and moments later a container lifted from the room they were being herded into on a clawed crane, sliding on a serious of rails with what likely was lightening magic, until reaching an empty spot within the forest of containers, where it would be slotted.
 
Eventually she was at the front of the line.  A thin, white, man with black eyes, slits for a nose, and a fish-like mouth stood with a guard near an open cuprum container.  “Name?”  The man asked.
 
“Karna Huyi of Yuna.”  She replied, forcing her breath slow, knowing what would come soon.
 
“Four laps.”  The man said.
 
The guard operated a dial near the container, then grabbed her, and pushed her inside, shutting it behind her.  Moments passed before she heard a muffled “Name?”
 
At first, darkness all around as she sat on padding that the container had been lined with.  Then... nothing.  Nothing at all.  Karna could no longer feel the padding, or hear any outside noise.  She couldn’t breath, yet didn’t feel suffocation.  Her heart stopped beating, her blood pumping.  Her muscles and skeleton stopped existing.  She had no mouth, no throat, no nose.  She didn’t even see darkness anymore - she just didn’t see.
 
“The point of imprisonment is to force you to think about what you have done.”  She remembered an overseer once saying to her.  The logic of Iso’s design dawning on her:  When there is no sensation all you can do is think!
 
So think Karna did:  I can’t... feel anything... oh, but the whale... I got so close to the whale.  I failed, no I didn’t fail.  I got close to them!  What was that around them?  Are they a travelling realm?  Distortions?
 
So close and it was glorious!  Now, I will forever curse my ancestors for selling, not only themselves, but their descendants, to servitude.  The Roiyo took advantage of them, and of their situation.  Perhaps they should have left themselves to die in the Space Sea.  Then they would be free, forever.  Course, then I wouldn’t be here.  I wouldn’t reach up for the whale.  Such a beautiful being!  True ruler of the Sea.
 
Hiska... I wish you could be there to see it.  Or at least see it with me.  But, no, then you might end up like me, in this place... this.... dammit... is this what death feels like?  If you can think?
 
I have no eyes so I can’t cry.
 
I have no face to feel my tears fall.
 
I have no mouth, so I can’t scream.
 
I have no ears to hear my voice.
 
I have no body so there is no pain.
 
I have no hands to harm myself.
 
All I have is my mind.
 
Wait, and my soul!  I also still have my soul!  And my mind!
 
This shall pass.  Four laps.  A long time to experience nothing, but a finite time.  Yes.  Those laps will expire, and I will be out of here!  I will have a body again!  I can be within Earth again!
 
I just need to hold on.
 
For Enzo.  I hope he’s still free.  Sailing the Space Sea.  I will hold on, and I will get out of here, and I will find him, if not to say I’m sorry.  How I mess with his life by entering it that day when I snuck out of Yuna in a container of wheat.
 
Oh... Hiska... I’m sorry... I’m so sorry!  I still love you, I swear!  I... You were my sister.  Like a sister.  I don’t know how I feel about Enzo.  Do I care about him as much as I cared about you?  Its so dumb, the time I knew him for so short, but... dammit, I don’t know!  I just want someone I can hold in my arms.  Wipe their tears.  Share their pain.  Hold their hand so they don’t fall.  Things I cannot do with you anymore... because your dead!
 
Is this why Iso drives people into madness?  They think, then ruminate, then obsess, then analyze every moment, every decision, every possibility.
 
Like, what if I stayed on Yuna?  Let my life go, unchanged, in Megaia?  Not sneak into a container.  Not end up on Enzo’s ship.  Not talk him into sailing to the Space Whale?  Not reached the Space Whale?  Walk their realm, if but a moment?
 
Dammit, why did Hiska go into the storeroom?  Why did she think she could steal the grain?  Was she that confident?  Desparte?  Ignorant to how the Roiyo would react?  Such that, if she did no such thing she would still be here, and maybe, just maybe, I wouldn’t need to go on this hairbrained adventure to touch a forbidden creature.
 
Course, my ancestors could also not sell their bloodline to slavery in the first place!
 
I just need to hold on.  Four laps.  The time will go by fast.  Very fast.  I just need to hold on to myself.  Like what the old woman said.
Chapter 14
 
It didn’t take long before Enzo became aware of where he was.  The ferrous box he got stuffed in felt cold, the metal hard.  His head still spun and his muscles refused to move, so he just thought one simple question: Why?
 
In one moment he stood with Karna as the coast guard enclosed, and the next the pain jolting all over his body as he crumpled to the floor of the StarCarrier, his ship.  Now, in the dark, tears fell down his eyes.
 
“Karna... why?”  He spoke to no one as his motor skills started returning.  Upon finding control of his hands he pressed them against the walls all around him, until he found a latch.  Such being placed within his secret compartment for this exact reason.  With a breath he tugged on the latch, the door opening up and out into the cargo hold, where he plopped unceremoniously onto the hard floor of his ship.
 
“I need to make checks.”  He said, struggling to his feet, wobbling as he did.  Upright, he held his head to massage a migraine and wipe the tears from his face.  Steadying himself, while holding the wall, he strolled onto the dimly lit deck.
 
Still wuzzy he stumbled towards the bow, where the wheel, compass, and gauges were.  As predicted the sun engine was depleted.  The lack of any hum from the engine gave him goosebumps.  He didn’t need to look at a dial to know the magic in the ship to be gone, leaving it a husk adrift in the Space Sea.
 
“Explains the cold.”  He said while looking out into the darkness.  “Must have drifted from the whale.”
 
He looked on the compass, the magic within it still working, and pointing towards ing.
 
“Am I close enough?”  He strolled to the ship stern, where the compass pointed.  In the distance he could see the sun burning in radiants.  A magic long forgotten that no one understood, but knew enough that its power could be harnessed.
 
“Without propulsion I ain’t going anywhere.”  Enzo peeked down at the rudder and the lack of light from the engine rockets.  He glanced at the sun one more time, then walked down to his sleeping compartment.  He opened it to find the mat had been moved and his books were not in a neat pile as he left them.  The bottom compartment had bags and boxes opened and haphazardly closed.  The mess, when looking inside had tools removed and scrambled about and clothes no longer folded.
 
“Of course they did.”  He muttered as he straightened out the mat and rolled onto it.  He sat with his back against the one wall and his feet in front of him.  “I’ll clean the mess later.”
 
In the stillness he started crying again.  “Why?  Karna?”  He wept.  “How could you?”
 
Yes, he remembered the feel of the lightning stick as he touched his skin, and the sensation of becoming jelly, however that pain paled to the betrayal that broke his heart.  He picked up that picture of him and Malthia and studied it in the darkness.  A moment frozen of him be truly happy, before losing her, and a piece of himself.  Since he never felt true joy.
 
No.  He remembered the giddiness of Karna as they approached the Space Whale.  The delight in her eyes of her dream becoming reality, and his smile broke then.  Or would it have been when he was forced to bring her back from Iktia?  Finding her on his ship?  Within that moment he saw a light, one that felt dark now.
 
Then, a cold shiver came over him:  “Where’s Karna?”
 
He rolled off his mat and returned to the deck, noting the darkness around him, and the memory of the Coast Guard coming for them.
 
“Karna?”  He screamed.
 
Silence.
 
“Karna!  Where are you?”
 
Still silence.
 
He dropped to his knees.  “Karna...”  He started crying again as it dawned on him why she attacked him.  The Coast Guard threatened to board his ship.  The last thing he remembered before she struck him.
 
“You were just protecting me.”  He said, his voice weak.  “You were keeping from Iso.”
 
He got back to his feet and approached the dials by the wheel.  Progress had been slow, but the sun engine was refuelling - the proximity to the sun just enough.
 
“Ok... where exactly am I?”  He asked as he stared out into the darkness for any sign of where he could be.  The sun and the backdrop of distant stars were the only thing he could see.
 
“Did the coast guard just leave the ship to drift?”  He asked himself.  “That’s really odd - you would think they would put it in like a shipyard or something.  Drydock it in a port.”
 
The engine would take time to recharge enough to move from... where was he?  His borrowed clothes now sweatstained he undress to put the flightsuit back on.  Then he sat back on the mat in this compartment, trying to sleep.  In his tries he felt a strange flow of magic so thick he could feel it tingling all over him.  Then, standing before him the image of Malthia, her beauty as radiant as ever.  Her dress that of long, flowing, blue robes that covered much of her, with a strange symbol depicting a cross being a fish and an eyeball embroidered in silver-coloured thread.
 
“M-Malthia?”  He studdered upon seeing her, sitting up in the process.
 
“Enzo.”  She said, a grandiose in her voice.  “You started living again.”
 
“Yeah... I did... Is it really you?”
 
“Within the mind of the Space Whale, their world turns our dreams, and the world is their dream.”  She spoke this even, calmly.
 
“I don’t understand.”
 
“The Space Whale is the dreamer of dreams.  Where they swim they bring their magic onto any realm they approached, leaving traces of their magic to connect the remnants of us within one web of collective, shared dreams.”
 
“Wait!  Does that mean the Space Whale is the source of dreams?”  Enzo looked back, his head tilted in confusion.
 
“With every pass, they connect us all.  A connection left loose and weak.  For such power could bring about madness if in too high concentration.”
 
“Or... very bad people could exploit it!”  Enzo felt himself shake.  “Is that why being close is forbidden?”
 
“There will always be foolish, greedy, people.”
 
After a pause as Enzo thought this threw he asked “What do I do now?”
 
“Follow your heart.”  The Malthia doppelganger said.  “You know exactly what to do.”
 
“Karna!  Right now, she’s on her way to be tried, and she will most certainly end up in Iso!  I... I got to get to her!”
 
Within a blink the not Malthia vanished.  Enzo ran towards wheel of his ship and checked the dial, confirming that there was just enough magic for a bit of movement and control.  “I’m moving the ship closer to the sun, there it will really charge!”
 
He pressed on the throttle and steered the ship so that it faced ing, and therefore the sun.  The low hum of the engine returned as he looked onwards.  With being closer to the sun, not only could he fully charge the engine, but he would have a better idea where he was, and, more importantly, navigate.
 
“I’m coming for you Karna!  I promise to get you... even if it kills me.”
 
***
 
He looked over the dials, watching the fuel gauge increase, while checking the Kore Dial - a compass-like instrument made of cuprum using aether magic to track where Persephone is, represented as a needle pointing along etchings on a ring, with one side engraved with a wheat sheaf and the other a helmet-like skull.
 
“Ok so I’ve been out for... ok, less than a pace.  That is some good news.”  He rambled to himself.  “Now, to figure out where Karna is, and hopefully get to her before she is commited to Iso.”
 
He looked over the charts.  “So... how long would it take for a fastboat to reach Iso...?”  He held his chin as he scanned the grid-like map of Earth.  Then he had a thought:  “They wouldn’t go to Iso right away!  There would be a stopover where she would be made to talk to a magistrate concerning sentencing!
 
“So, Iso is there... so she would likely be placed... ok... which realm would house the processing centre for such a thing?  Would it be another realmlet, like Iso?”
 
Enzo then remembered:  “The Sea Council Citidel would be... yeah there!”  He looked over the chart.  “That realmlet built during the Era of Displacia, so the Sea Council wouldn’t be tied to any one realm!”
 
He took a breath, and peeked at the fuel gauge.  “Ok, almost, then I need to get there quickly!
 
“Wait...  I need to make sure I know where I am!”
 
He took a few peeks out into the void that made up the Space Sea that surrounded him in his ferrous shell.  “Ok, so... I don’t see the Red Moon, so I don’t think I’m near Jenta anymore.  I... see... Is that Nike’s Comet?”
 
He pointed to a streak of a golden shooting star that sailed past him and his ship.  The light, believed to be Minerva’s pet stalking prey within Earth, sailed around before sailing away, the tail of stars sparking behind.  Though, unlike the Space Whale, no one can confirm whether the comet is just a comet.
 
“Ok... now, where would Nike be right about now...”  He thought outloud as he looked over the chart again.  “I don’t think the comet’s movement is as predictable... but... ok, I think I have an idea.
 
“I shouldn’t be that far from Jenta, if the coast guard just abandoned my ship to drift in the sea.  So... so I think if I... yeah, I got it!”
 
He took a breath.  “I’ll need to hurry.  The fastboats are likely at the Citadel by now.”
 
With that he gripped the wheel and flip the switch.  The low hum of the sun engine emboldened him as he pulled the throttle.  The StarCarrier sailed onwards, into the dark, light by faint dots known as stars.
 
He held the throttle to gain maximum speed.  Course, he knew the StarCarrier wasn’t designed for rapid speeds of Coast Guard Fastboats that patrol the void of the Space Sea.  The StarCarrier was designed to carry cargo, thus the name.
 
Still, he kept his breathing slow as his heart raced.  Hoping against hope that he could get to the Citadel before Karna got shipped to Iso.
 
As he moved several dusteri started following his ship.  Glowing jellyfish-like beings created by the Silsiha one hundred laps ago in one of many attempts to recreate the Space Whale.  Their white, translucent, bodies, floating alongside Enzo as he sped along.
 
Chapter 15
 
He looked over the dials, watching the fuel gauge increase, while checking the Kore Dial - a compass-like instrument made of cuprum using aether magic to track where Persephone is, represented as a needle pointing along etchings on a ring, with one side engraved with a wheat sheaf and the other a helmet-like skull.
 
“Ok so I’ve been out for... ok, less than a pace.  That is some good news.”  He rambled to himself.  “Now, to figure out where Karna is, and hopefully get to her before she is commited to Iso.”
 
He looked over the charts.  “So... how long would it take for a fastboat to reach Iso...?”  He held his chin as he scanned the grid-like map of Earth.  Then he had a thought:  “They wouldn’t go to Iso right away!  There would be a stopover where she would be made to talk to a magistrate concerning sentencing!
 
“So, Iso is there... so she would likely be placed... ok... which realm would house the processing centre for such a thing?  Would it be another realmlet, like Iso?”
 
Enzo then remembered:  “The Sea Council Citidel would be... yeah there!”  He looked over the chart.  “That realmlet built during the Era of Displacia, so the Sea Council wouldn’t be tied to any one realm!”
 
He took a breath, and peeked at the fuel gauge.  “Ok, almost, then I need to get there quickly!
 
“Wait...  I need to make sure I know where I am!”
 
He took a few peeks out into the void that made up the Space Sea that surrounded him in his ferrous shell.  “Ok, so... I don’t see the Red Moon, so I don’t think I’m near Jenta anymore.  I... see... Is that Nike’s Comet?”
 
He pointed to a streak of a golden shooting star that sailed past him and his ship.  The light, believed to be Minerva’s pet stalking prey within Earth, sailed around before sailing away, the tail of stars sparking behind.  Though, unlike the Space Whale, no one can confirm whether the comet is just a comet.
 
“Ok... now, where would Nike be right about now...”  He thought outloud as he looked over the chart again.  “I don’t think the comet’s movement is as predictable... but... ok, I think I have an idea.
 
“I shouldn’t be that far from Jenta, if the coast guard just abandoned my ship to drift in the sea.  So... so I think if I... yeah, I got it!”
 
He took a breath.  “I’ll need to hurry.  The fastboats are likely at the Citadel by now.”
 
With that he gripped the wheel and flip the switch.  The low hum of the sun engine emboldened him as he pulled the throttle.  The StarCarrier sailed onwards, into the dark, light by faint dots known as stars.
 
He held the throttle to gain maximum speed.  Course, he knew the StarCarrier wasn’t designed for rapid speeds of Coast Guard Fastboats that patrol the void of the Space Sea.  The StarCarrier was designed to carry cargo, thus the name.
 
Still, he kept his breathing slow as his heart raced.  Hoping against hope that he could get to the Citadel before Karna got shipped to Iso.
 
As he moved several dusteri started following his ship.  Glowing jellyfish-like beings created by the Silsiha one hundred laps ago in one of many attempts to recreate the Space Whale.  Their white, translucent, bodies, floating alongside Enzo as he sped along.
 
“What do they want?”  He asked himself.  “Are they looking for magic to siphon?”
 
Normally he would route around them, as these creatures of magic fed on magic, including sun engines.  Enzo didn’t have time to chart a course around this bloom of dusteri, opting to sail through them and hope for the best.  It didn’t take long before he felt several of them thump against the ship.  The firelights along the deck started flickering moments later.
 
“Dammit!”  He muttered.  “They better not get the engine!”
 
The ship sailed a few more pars.  Enzo flipped off the engine. “Should coast.”  He spoke outloud.  “If the engine is off, it won’t look as attractive to the bloom.  I should have enough speed.”
 
More pars passed.  The bloom ventured away, except for one clinging to the hull.
 
“If only I wasn’t in a hurry.”  Enzo grumbled.  “If only.”
 
Then a volley of ice slammed into his ship, rocking it off course.  He gripped the wheel.
 
“Dammit!”  He called out.  He looked over the deck to see the source of that ice blast: a Coast Guard Fastboat.
 
Over the stonephone a message played out:  “You have entered the space of the Sea Council Citadel.  Please identify yourself!”
 
Enzo gripped the stonephone.  “This is the StarCarrier.”  He called out.  “And since when was it Coast Guard policy to shot first?”
 
“Pardon me, but you had dusteri parasite on your hull.”  The captain of the fastboat replied.  “I was just blasting it away.  You’re welcome.
 
“Anyways, state your business!”
 
“I’m here to visit a prisoner in the jails.”  Enzo said.  Not a complete lie, nor is it that out there.
 
“Its temporary holding.”  The Coast Guard replied.  “You’re friend, or acquaintance, will be out soon.”
 
“Even if they had been sentenced?  I mean, I would like to think my friend didn’t do anything, but, well, you know.”
 
“Not exactly...  But I think I see what you mean.  You understand, visitors increase the likelihood of an escape.  So... if your friend is found guilty, we need them to start their sentence as soon as possible.”
 
Enzo huffed.  “I see.  Can you at least tell me if my friend is still in the Citadel?”
 
“I don’t think I have the authorization for that.  I mean, that’s a bit much to ask.”
 
“Ten aurum?”
 
“What is that, some kind of bribe?”
 
“I know that you would know who to ask if you can’t get that information yourself.  Fifteen?”
 
“And you think your silly little aurum coins will help with that?”
 
A short pause before Enzo then said “One platinum.”
 
Another pause.  Followed with “Move a little closer.  I’ll be ready to catch it.”
 
Enzo wriggled the throttle, aiming the ship closer to the fastboat.  “I hope I don’t get boarded.”  He said outloud.
 
Once he got within an eighth of a pars the Coast Guard called out “Ok, that’s enough.”
 
He halted the ship and looked over the deck.  There he saw the Captian of the fastboat waving back.  On cue Enzo raced below deck, and checked the secret compartment where he stored his money.  “It still has to be there if the Coast Guard before never found me.”  He thought outloud as he found the bag of platinum coins bequeathed to him for smuggling the tabbi to Caski.  He grabbed one coin and raced back above deck, where the fastboat’s icecannon appeared charging.
 
“I was just getting your money.”  Enzo called into the stonephone.  He then held up his hand, holding the coin pinched between his fingers.
 
“Toss it here!”  The guard replied while waving.
 
The copper flyboy took a breath, then throw the coin overboard, where he watched it pierce the air barrier with a white glint, and sail through the sea towards the fastboard, where it pierced its air barrier and into the waiting hands of the captain.
 
“I need to make some calls.”  The guard said followed with silence.
 
Enzo tapped the wheel in anticipation.  Moments later the guard asked via the stonephone “What’s his name?”
 
“Her name is Karna Huyi... of Yuna.”
 
“Thank you.”
 
More silence.
 
“I hope I didn’t just get swindled.”  All Enzo could really thing of as he waited.  Tapping the wheel, then tapping his feet.  Some moments later the guard started speaking:
 
“Your friend Karna, an escaped indent from Yuna, has already been found guilty of being within three pars of the Space Whale.  Wow what an idiot!  Anyways... she’s already on her way to Iso to carry out her sentence.”
 
“On a prison ship?”
 
“Yep.”
 
“How long ago...”
 
“They would likely be at Iso within a few decipaces from now.”  The guard sighed.  “If you were planning to spring them out like a criminal, I doubt you would race the ship before your friend got placed in one of the containers there.  Consider them a mad husk.”
 
“Thank you.”  Enzo leaned his head against the wheel.
 
“With that out of the way, can you move out of Citadel Space?”  The Coast Guard asked.  “I have a superior asking some uncomfortable questions.”
 
“Sure.”  With that Enzo engaged the throttle, pointing the compass so that it would face ali-sig-ing - the direction that would bring him to Iso.  Without further delay he engaged the engine.
 
The ship sailed further into darkness.  The sea felt darker, fewer stars bleeding through the voidmatter that made up the Space Sea.  Several moments passed and it became complete pitch.  The only light guiding him came from the firelights upon the deck.
 
“Sweet Void!”  Enzo exclaimed as he squinted for any sign of anything.  Even with his eyes on the compass, navigating felt difficult.
 
Normally one could see about five pars into the distance.  Calling the Space Sea darkness was a misnomer as, thanks to the sun, anything not in the shadow of something else would be visible.  Nevermind all the things that typically glow in the sea.
 
“Now to hope I’m in the right direction.”  He said.  “How is the sea near Iso this... dark?  True dark?
 
“Or is the realmlet made of darkness?  Made purely of voidmatter?  Meaning I’m already in the realm.”
 
Within the dark a burning, orange, fireball, sailed past him, over the top of the deck, and into the unknown.  
 
“What the...”  He turned around, seeing nothing past the stern.
 
The firefall illuminated something that looked less like land and more like a mass of cuprum dragged by scavangers, looting the Space Sea for abandoned and destroyed ships and boats.  The fire sailed towards, then struck part of the mass impotently, with the tiny explosion dissipating with nothing looking worse for wear.
 
“Must be it.”  Enzo aimed and moved.  He got close, then hummed.  “Ok... now what?  Where would I land, I don’t see a port tower.  I guess they don’t need them?  It could be the sky is just large enough so those on the realm can breath.”
 
He made a few passes around, a distance away, and checked the fuel gauge.  “Its draining a little fast.  I guess the sun doesn’t penetrate the darkness.”
 
In looking for a spot to land and an idea to have, he noticed another ship sailing around the realmlet as well.  The ship appeared to be similar in make to the StarCarrier, and not unlike the ship that tailed them from Caski, and later spotted near Utone.
 
Enzo chanced it: called out into the stonephone: “Hello?  This is StarCarrier.  Identify yourself!”
 
Indeed the audacity of demanding identity while being where one should not be.
 
From the magical device a response echoed through: “StarCarrier!  This is Runner.  What do you want?”  The voice masculine, rich and even.
 
“Runner.  You’ve been following me.  Why?”
 
“You sure we aren’t just going in the same direction?”
 
“I remember your ship from Caski and Utone.  What are you doing here?”
 
“I don’t think that is the question you should be asking StarCarrier.”
 
Enzo balled his hands into fists.  “What does that mean?”
 
“Well.  I see you circling Iso, the artificial prison realm.”  The captain of the Runner replied.  “No one goes to that cursed place.  Last I checked they aren’t known for their tourism, and I doubt they are doing guided tours.”
 
“What makes you think I’m not on a supply run?”
 
“Iso uses the Coast Guard for all their ship stuff.  You understand, they trust no one.  You probably want to sail away before the Coast Guard see you there.  Not a crime to be there, but it looks suspect.”
 
Enzo hung his head.  Could this tailgater be trusted?
 
A moment passed before the Runner’s operator asked: “You got someone in Iso?  Last I checked people here do not have visitor privileges.”
 
“What makes you think...”
 
“Why else would you want to be anywhere near this place?  Other than plotting a breakout?”
 
Guy had him there.  “Alright... I am here to rescue someone.  What are you doing here?”
 
“Same reason.  Perhaps we can help eachother.”
 
“Really?”  Enzo held his reaction.  It felt too good to be real that he would get help from someone on this endeavour.  Course, could the stalker be trusted?
 
“Iso has anti-ship security.  Wicked magics that target anything not part of the Coast Guard.  I’ll distract the realm’s security - I have a very fast ship, engines about the size of your cargo hold.  While I weave through the sky, you land and bust out your friend.”
 
“This sounds too good.”  The though spilled out of Enzo’s mouth.
 
“Oh, I’m not doing this for nothing StarCarrier.”  The Runner explained.  “You see, I’ll agree to this if you promise me you will also get my friend out of there.  Your ship looks big enough to handle you plus two passengers.  Escape and sail deep into the sea.  I’ll board and get my friend.  What you say?”
 
Enzo held his chin as he ponder this.  Within a beat the Runner’s captain said “You know where in Iso your friend is?  Its a big place - lots of prisoners.”
 
“Isn’t there a recorder?”  He asked.
 
“Yep.  Knows your name, how long you are to stay in there, and which container your shell is in.”
 
“Shell?”
 
“Body has to be stored somewhere, preserved for when the sentence is up... you know what happens to people in Iso, right?”
 
“Mind is detached to the body, eliminating the senses.”  Indeed the reason why the place held so much fear in the hearts of many - a sentence that might be worse then execution.  “Should getting them back be a matter of recovering the body?”  Enzo had to know, else he could kill Karna by accident.
 
“Once their container is opened, every reintegrates.  Course, what state they’re in is a separate matter.  I mean, you try going even a pace by yourself and without senses - just you, and your thoughts.”
 
That last line punched Enzo in the gut.  Iso drove people to madness for this reason.  Those with longer sentences came out as husks completely detached, or hypersensitive to every single thing imaginable.  Even if her sentence was four laps, that amount of time could break her enough that the plucky, brave, starry-eyed woman he met to be gone forever.
 
“I agree to your terms.”  Enzo said, knowing that he needed to get past the security of the fake realm.  “Who am I looking for?”
 
“Clave Picco.  He’s from Caski.”
 
“Got it.”
 
With that he let the Runner take the lead, sailing towards the realm and its landscape of tall cylinders with walkways and claws moving tubes around, all bellowing voidmatter.  As the Runner dipped into sky, sun rays came from the surface towards it.
 
The Runner dodged and weaved, rolling out of the way of barrage after barrage.  These systems tied up, Enzo got the StarCarrier, weaved it through the sky, holding the wheel and throttle for some of the scariest flying he’s done in a while.  The rumble of the wind shaking the ship as he motored through, looking for a place to land.  “There has to be a place to land.”  Enzo said outloud.  “How does the prison ship get its passengers here?”
 
Vigilant that those rays could be aimed at him, he held his hand on the wheel, spinning it hard when a ray came flying at him.
 
The Runner running decoy worked:  Enzo found a large pad within the rows and towers of cuprum cylinders.  Pull on the throttle he landed his little ship.  Next he went to look for something he could use to defend himself, if needed, remembering the lightning stick that Karna left in the smuggler’s compartment with him.
 
“It’ll do.”  Enzo rummaged for it, and jumped off the ship.  The pad quiet as it just dealt with an influx of prisoners and wouldn’t be expecting another shipment for a while.  “Damn, the thought of people being treated like cargo is just...”
 
Lightning stick in hand, he walked down the platform, eyes peeled for anyone that could stop him.  Any guard, as he walked along, the black matter seeping out of the cylinders, the proof the sanguine magic of Iso worked as intended.  Every crack made him jump.  Every whisper in the wind suspect.  
 
Several steps took him to a man standing there.  Thin, the colour of a fluffy cloud with a fish nose and mouth.  Dark eyes and darker robes greeted him.
 
Enzo drew a breath as he said “Requesting location of prisoners: Karna Huyi of Yuna and Clave... Picco of Caski!”
 
“Reason?”  The fishman asked.
 
“Sentence has been appealed.”  He replied.  Please work, please!
 
Several, agonizing, moments crawled past.  The weird man then said “Karna Huyi of Yuna is in... cluster mu-alpha, row eta-zeta, column lambda-omega.  Clave Picco of Caski is in... cluster beta, row delta-sigma, column alpha.”
 
“Perfect.  Thank you!”  Enzo raced to a wench with the needed symbols to push in order to get the containers.  A false punch and... he couldn’t, nor would want to, save everyone there.
 
Starting with Karna, punching in the codes that directed the mechanizations to thumb through the valley of lost souls and grab the exact one he was looking for.  Once one container landed, he punched the code for the other, watching as the same thing happened, placing it next to the first.
 
Enzo raced to the container, pushed a few buttons and opened it.  Voidmatter escaped the container as he saw the form of Karna lying there.  At first, she didn’t so much as stir.  She might need a minute.  He thought as he went to open the container for Clave.
 
Upon the push of the button the cuprum container opened, revealing a green brick of a man with flowing red hair.  Right when the voidmatter hissed into oblivion he flipped open golden eyes, and jumped out.
 
“No!”  The man screamed while pulling at his beige jumpsuit, then covered his ears.
 
“Buddy!  Be quiet!”  Enzo commanded in a shaky voice.
 
“Noise!  Noise!”  The man, Clave most likely, swung a fist at Enzo.  The punch connected, knocking the copper man to the floor.  Enzo tried to catch his winded breath as the man whipped at his knuckles.
 
Not much longer alarms went.  “Dammit!”  Enzo didn’t think twice as he ignored a pain in his chest where a big man’s fist had been, and lifted Karna out from the container.
 
Chapter 16
 
Four laps!  Four whole laps of this!  Will I even make it?
 
Of course I will make it!  That old lady said so!  Four laps!  Not forever, or til death.  I will survive.  Yes.
 
The whale had been worth it.  Worth the risk of seeing the beautiful creature up close!  Those lights, those colours!  Course, what of that vision?  Dream?  Nightmare?  Did Enzo share it with me?  I hope I can find him again once I’m out.  Out of Iso.  When I can feel something again!
 
Feel...
 
The first thing she felt was the thin fabric of the prisoner garbs she had been made to wear.  So thin she felt cold metal on her back.  A comfortable warmth radiating down towards her.  The sun?
 
Oh by the gods!  A body!  I have a body!
 
Not much longer after that she felt that sunlight press against her eyes, the light being strong enough to reach her eyes through her closed lids.  Light... eyes!
 
In and out air passed through her, in her nose and mouth, down her throat, and into her lungs.  The jumpsuit tightening just slightly everytime the wind went in, and loosened when the diaphragm pushed on the lungs to push that air, as her chest rose and expanded.
 
Within that chest she also felt her heart beating.  Within her mouth, teeth and a tongue.  Soon she felt aware of her skin, her muscles, as her mind willed them to move.
 
Upon her ears a cacophony of sound: someone screaming, objects thumping to the ground.  Metal clanging.  A siren screeching.  The waves of each source danced in her ears, through the canal, and played on the drum.  These sounds should distress her, but a euphoria flowed at the mere thought that she could hear anything, even silence.
 
Slowly her eyes opened.  The light stabbed her pupils only for a short moment - a fuzzy copper person in a flight suit shaded her.  He leaned forward as more of her surroundings came into focus.  Rubies stared upon her as the man leaned closer and closer, solid rods with some squish gripped her back and under her knees.
 
Enzo?
 
Had it been four laps already?
 
And he came to get me!
 
The metal no longer pressed on her back as she felt only those rods.  Rods she realized were arms.  Warm and strong as the holder adjusted, keeping her head against his shoulder.
 
Clearly chaos blared all around her as she heard Enzo scream “This way!  I was sent by your friend!”
 
Even as fireguns started erupting, she felt calm.  At peace.  Embracing the sensations all around her, letting them overwhelm.
 
***
 
“This way!  I was sent by your friend!”  Enzo called out to Clave.
 
On Hades’ taint I can’t grab him while carrying her!  The thought roared within the man.  He made a promise, and he intended to fulfill it.  Especially since he didn’t want to find out what kind of person he was dealing with if he reneged.
 
“It burns!  It burns!”  Clave screamed.  His gold eyes danced all over, his head danced with them.  He stomped around as guards showed up in their leathery glory.
 
No thought went through Enzo’s mind: he, with his charge in his arms, ran full tilt, weaving as several guards came along.
 
“Intruder!”  One called out, aiming a firegun right at Enzo.
 
Clave threw a fist, punching the guard so hard his helmet cracked.  He then kicked another one, knocking that guard down the railing, and to a certain death below.  
 
Fireguns went off all around.  As Enzo sprinted a blast grazed his upper arm.  As much as his skin burnt to the point of blistering, he kept running until he leaped onto the deck of his ship.  Once onboard he ran for the compartment and placed Karna on her back upon the mat.
 
“Will be back.”  He said, then planting a kiss on her forehead.  He raced back to the deck, ignoring the fact that her violet eyes were open.
 
Once above deck, he had just a moment to decide if he should just take off without Clave.  It would guarentee that he and Karna got out ok, but he didn’t want to meet the wraith of the Runner’s captain.  How would that play out?  Enzo didn’t know, and didn’t want to find out.
 
Course, the longer he stayed there, the higher likelihood the guard would get him, seize the ship, and all three of them end up locked away in Iso.
 
Enzo found himself calling out: “Clave!  I’m with the Runner!  Get over here!”
 
Clave charged several guards.  Gunfire raining down as he punched another guard, and charged one trying to block with a lightning stick.  Without further prompting this Clave leapt straight from the floor to the deck.
 
With everyone on board Enzo got the throttle.  The rumbling knocked his crazed new friend onto the floor, flat on his back, as a Coast Guard fastboat came zipping by.
 
“No, no, no...”  Enzo cursed as he held tight, watching the fastboat charge light cannons peaking out from the hull.
 
The StarCarrier had no ship weapons on it at all.  Enzo never needed cannons - he just made deliveries throughout Earth.  Even contraband didn’t need him to be armed like a pirate.
 
One charge slammed the StarCarrier, making the ship tilt to its left.  Enzo gripped the wheel as he felt his footing go, trying to right the ship for its ascent out of Iso.  The fastboat charging for a second volley.
 
“Damn, damn, damn.”  Enzo kept cursing.
 
Just as the fastboat took aim again a large fireball bashed it, knocking it off tilt.  The fastboat slammed into a tower of containers before having a change to right itself.
 
Enzo counted his blessings as he pushed on the throttle, sailing out of the sky.  He took note of the Runner from where the fireball came from.  From the deck Enzo saluted the Runner’s captain: a hand with the index and middle-finger together, right up against the forehead.  The other captain didn’t appear to do anything as The StarCarrier jetted past.
 
***
 
At first Karna just lied there.  Her mind reeling as she could feel her body, all the sensation deprived of her before in Iso flooding back.  She remembered, very vividly, the peck on her forehead from Enzo before he went off to the deck.
 
Does he care about me?  Love me even?  The though intruded as she rolled onto her stomach, her head tilted sideways, looking at the compartment door under the soft glow of that light.  The motion, the flexing, the amount of thought needed to perform such a simple manuvere felt too much, her weight somehow feeling heavier than she remembered it.
 
I need to apologies to Enzo.  She continued thinking.  I’ve ruined his life.  Can he really return to his old job and way of life after this?  Especially with the Coast Guard onto us.
 
Several moments passed before she heard banging along the ship hull.  Karna took a deep breath, long, and dragged out to feel the rush of air, before pushing the compartment door open and rolling out.
 
She almost fell as she first stood on her feet.  I got this.  She thought.  I got this far.
 
She took a few cautious steps, trying to keep her balance as she readjusted to having a body and feeling again.  The smile couldn’t be wider upon her face - sensations she never knew she felt, and never paid attention to, she focused on.  With every step, with every stretch.  The weight of her feet, the shock of the impact of every step.  The lighting of the ship and whatever that loud banging was as she took one, slow, step at a time, up the steps to the deck.
 
There she found Enzo at the wheel, as he always was, his head turning, his eyes scoping.  With them a large, green, man in the same jumpsuit she had been forced to wear, thrashing about.  A few more steps and Enzo’s eyes locked with hers.
 
“Oh, hey, your awake!”  He said.
 
“Too much!  Too much!”  The man screamed.
 
Enzo bowed his head.  “That is Clave.”  Enzo said.  “I got help from another ship to get you, on condition I helped also spring his friend out.”
 
“I... I see.”  Karna gave Clave a wide berth while walking up to Enzo.
 
“Good think I got you when I did... No, wait... should have gotten you sooner... No, you should have never been sent there in the...”
 
“Wait... you mean it hasn’t been four laps?”
 
“Its only been about two to three paces.”
 
“You... came to get me?”
 
“Of course!”
 
“Oh...”  Karna threw her arms around Enzo’s chest, gripping him from behind and pressing her head into his back.
 
“Careful, I’m steering the ship.”  He said, thought despite his concern didn’t fight out of her hold.
 
She let go.  “Sorry.”  She said.  “So... now what?”
 
“Well, we need to drop that guy off first.”  He replied.  “I think we’ve lost them.”
 
Upon the stonephone he said “Runner!  Come in!  Runner?  This is StarCarrier.  I got your package.  Please respond!”
 
A moment passed before a male voice from the other line replied “Perfect StarCarrier.  I’m at omega ing sigma ali-sag.”
 
Enzo looked at the compass.  “Got it.  Coming right over.”
 
The ship sailed for sometime into the darkness of the Space Sea, while Enzo looked around.  Karna had long let go and stepped away, also looking upon the inky blackness, hoping that no one followed them.  Clave paced along the deck, bouncing about in tears as he did.
 
“Well he be ok?”  Karna asked.
 
“I hope so.”  Enzo replied.  “Though, in a moment he won’t be our problem.”
 
“I... I guess that’s a way to look at it.”
 
The ship sailed, Enzo keeping a steady eye out for that other, small, ship.  “I’m just glad you’re alright, Karna.... well... if you ever want to talk about it... not that you have to...”
 
“Of course.  Thank you.”  She replied.  His heart fluttered upon seeing her smile.
 
Not that much farther or longer the other ship came into view.  There were a few scorch marks on it, but it was otherwise the Runner.
 
The stonephone chimed.  “StarCarrier.  This is Runner.  Requesting permission to board.”
 
“Granted Runner.”  Enzo replied as he waggled the throttle to stop the ship from moving.  There the other vessel motioned slowly, carefully.  Enzo watched it like a hawk, making sure that neither ship collided.  Course, no such thing happened as the Runner got close enough to put down a boarding plank, and the operator of the Runner strolled aboard.
 
He was a very rough looking man - his red skin covered all over in scars, or at least what was visible from his off-white shirt and faded-black pants.  His short, crew-cut hair wrapped around him in a chin-strapped beard.  One of his eyes was covered in a patch and the other appeared a lovely shade of pink.  On his belt a firegun holster rested.
 
“Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”  Enzo said.
 
The Runner’s operator ignored him, instead turning to face Clave.  By this time the large man sat on the deck floor, rocking in the feddle position.  Without saying a word, or even having an emotion on his face, the Runner’s captain took several steps to be closer to man, pulled out his firegun, pointed at Clave, and with a rattling BOOM shot him in the head at point-blank range.
 
“What the void?”  Enzo jumped from his stop on the wheel while Karna covered her ears.
 
The shooter turned to face Enzo, his expression unfazed.  “The chap here spent over thirty laps in Iso.”  He said while walking up to the StarCarrier’s captain.  ”Just being a friend and putting him out of his misery.”
 
“You... you had me go get your friend just to kill him?”  Enzo’s warm-brown face frowed along with his wide, red, eyes.
 
“Uh... yeah.”  Replied the guest as he walked a circle around Enzo.
 
“That makes no sense!”
 
“Your right...”  Said the man as he pressed a small lightning stick against Enzo’s neck.  He crumpled onto the floor.  “It doesn’t.”
 
The Runner’s captain charged Karna.  Within moments the magic zapped through her body.  She lost control of her muscles as she fell down, spasming.  
 
The next moment she just remembered sitting in an empty cargo hold - the room resembled the cargo hold on the StarCarrier.  Her hands and arms bound in chains behind her back, her feet shackled.  Lying on the floor, her eyes upon the wall, just thinking: At least I got to the whale.
 
The hold door opened, where the Runner’s operator strolled in.  He strolled up to her and knelt down next to her.  “You there darling?”  He asked, his lips pinched into a smirk.
 
“Go to Tarturos!”  Karna grumbled, fire in her violet eyes.
 
“Oh good, you’re still alive.”  The man said.  “No one will pay for a dead serf.”
 
“You’re a bounty hunter, aren’t you?”
 
“What gave that away?  Stars know I’ve been following your ship since it docked on Iktia.”
 
Her voice in a growl Karna asked “What took you so long?”
 
“Opportunity.  Once I could confirm you were onboard... you dumb cabbages went right up to that stupid whale.  The Coast Guard were on you like no tomorrow!”
 
“Wait...”  Her voice dropped.  “You broke into Iso, risking getting locked in there yourself, for a payday?”
 
“Done worse for seven hundred aurum coins.”  The bounty hunter shrugged.
 
“Worse?”
 
“Besides, I knew of the legend Clave the Dilli Monster.  A real bastard with a long sentence in Iso.  Get your pilot friend to spring the both of you out - put the voider out of his misery in the process.”
 
“I lose my freedom.”  Karna’s eyes burned into him.
 
“You rather stay in Iso?”  He giggled.  “I mean, you forfeited your freedom the moment you got close to the whale.  Though I gotta know: what did you promise that ship captian?  Those little freighter operators are notoriously skiddish, and he would know not to poke a whale, less he wants a time in Iso.”
 
“I... I don’t know.”  She replied.
 
“Well, I guess that will be...”  He stopped speaking upon the echo of “Huhm... Huhm...”  The familiar sound of the Space Whale’s Song rang through the ship’s hull.
 
“Oh... dammit!”  The bounty hunter sprinted out of the cargo hold, disappearing onto the deck.
 
How does he find the whale so soon?  Karna thought.
 
“Fate.”
 
Right before her, laying next to her, her old, green skinned, purple haired, brown-eyed friend from Yuna.  Hiska, in the homespun Karna remembered her wearing on the day of her execution.
 
“Hiska?  How are you...?”  She sputtered.
 
“Closeness to the whale causes dreams.”  Replied Hiska.  “Connecting us to a shared dream as it swims through the sea.”
 
“You’re... not real.”  Karna looked to the floor, her face long.
 
Hiska wore a faint smile.  “The past cannot be seen except in memories.  The future is unseeable until it becomes the present.”
 
“I guess soon I will join you within the cosmos.”  Karna closed her eyes, a tear falling upon the floor of the cargo hold.
 
“Why?”  Hiska asked, her head cocked.
 
“Am I going to be executed?”
 
“Maybe.  Maybe not.”
 
“You were killed for less!”
 
“Not really.”
 
“I saw you die!  The storehouse!”
 
“It was worth it, like it would be worth losing your senses to see the whale.”
 
“To stuff your face?”  Her tears really fell.
 
Hiska stroked Karna’s hair.  “How long has it been since you cared about anything except the Space Whale?”
 
“Since your death.  There was only room for you and the Whale.”
 
A warm smile came upon Hiska’s lips as she said “Isn’t it nice that your heart grew in size to care about someone else?”
 
“Hiska I...”  The line felt like a punch.  Like her old friend and partner called her out for her budding feelings for Enzo.
 
“Karna, you’re not dead yet.  Fate will get you away from Yuna, and fate will return you to the Space Whale.  Just wait for the moment.  You will feel it come.”
 
The Space Whale Song stopped singing.  Within a blink Hiska disappeared.  Footfalls told her that the bounty hunter was walking down into the cargo hold.  He took a step inside and looked over her.  “Oh, good, still good.”  He said.  “I’ll leave you to cry.”
 
It wouldn’t be much longer before the ship rumbled, signalling that the ship reached its destination.
 
 
Chapter 17
 
“Your right...”  Upon these words a crackle, followed by a jolt of pain ran down Enzo.  Surging from his neck, making his muscles jelly as he tumbled onto the deck floor.  “It doesn’t.”
 
The last thing Enzo remembered before he blinked was the Runner’s captain charging for Karna, followed by a thump to the floor.
 
Damnit not again!
 
Once he had awareness again he slowly rose to his feet, the Runner long gone, leaving only himself and the body of Clave slumped in the corner.
 
“Ok, should do system checks.”  Enzo said to himself as he strolled to the wheel and looked upon the dials, checking the throttle had resistance.  Next the back, and looked upon the rudder and the sun engine.
 
“The Runner didn’t think to sabatage.”  Enzo said outloud upon confirmation that the ship was still operational.  “I wonder why?”
 
He stood over the wheel.  His head looking to the floor, eyes closed.  “Does he think I wouldn’t come after him?  Or that I wouldn’t know where he is?
 
“Wait!  His ship is faster!  That was why he was the one playing chicken with Iso’s realm security.  He would make it to his destination long before I’m even halfway there, assuming I could follow.
 
“He also has cannons.”
 
“Follow your heart.”  The advise of Malthia gave him when he came to after the run in with the Coast Guard.
 
“It got me this far.”  Enzo muttered.  “Do I go further?”
 
“Follow your heart.”  Her voice echoed in his ears.
 
“Is Karna even still alive?  I don’t want to chase a corpse.  I’ve seen enough death.”  His eyes narrowing on Clave with a scorch mark on half of his head, and nothing on the other.
 
“Follow... your... damned... heart!”
 
Upon the thought so strong it screamed he straightened up.  Malthia stood, as regal as he remembered her.  Her pearl skin, fiery hair, and sapphires for eyes staring back at him.  Draped in a flowing, silver, dress.
 
“I’m a wanted criminal now.”  He said.  “Can’t go back to my old life.  All this for a woman.”
 
“You throw yourself at an engine for a woman.”  Malthia replied with the cold truth.  “You’re only alive because a hypno convinced you your higher purpose was to deliver stuff all over the Space Sea!  You survived, but you weren’t living.”
 
“It did hurt.”  He said, a tear falling down his face.  “It hurts now.”
 
“I married a man with sparkles in his eyes, a will to explore.”  She chidded.  ”Brave, bold.  Willing to do what it takes for those you love.  For Haixa.  Where is he?  Why did he have to die?  Wasn’t my death enough?”
 
“So I should go after Karna?”  He asked.  “You would want me to replace you?”
 
“You should follow your heart.”  She replied.  “Not your head.  Your heart tells you what to do.  Your mind tells you how to do it!  Now, does your heart want your old life, after me and before Karna?”
 
“No.”  He said almost immediately.  “I... I need to find Karna...  Mal I swear I’m not replacing you.”
 
She shook her head.  “How you love a ghost is different from how you love flesh and blood.  There is room in your heart for both of us.”  
 
“Now to find her... Wait I know where she is!  The voider had to have been a bounty hunter!  Why else would he take her?”
 
Malthia smiled as he steered the ship, watching the compass move until it pointed ali-sag.  He turned to look back at Malthia, finding she no longer was there.  He’s heart ached as his face dropped, only to look at the wheel again, and stifled his grief.
 
The longer I take, the more likely I will never see Karna again.  With that, looking out into the Space Sea with renewed determination, pulled the throttle, then a foul scent came into his nostrils.  He looked to the corner of the deck, seeing the remains of Clave starting to rot.
 
“I should take care of that.”  He muttered as he pushed the throttle en route to Yuna.  With moments of empty in the void, he gripped the bloodied body, charred in the head with a chunk missing.  Struggling with the large frame of Clave he dragged the corpse across the deck floor to then hoist up and toss into the void.  Upon the flash showing that the body broke the sky barrier Enzo the whale song, the “Huem” echoed.
 
It took moments before he saw the Space Whale to the side of his ship.  “Not now.”  Enzo said as he raced for the wheel and kept his eyes peeled, making a wide berth around the whale.  A rainbow-coloured comet flew over the ship’s deck.  Ship kept steady, the sailing through the sea, threading Iktia and Caski on the way.
 
As he rumbled through the skies of Yuna the stonephone blared in a female voice:  “This realm is under the rule of The Great Roiyo Ali-Yuna.  Identify yourself!”
 
“Hello!  This is StarCarrier!  Access code...”  Enzo started his usual speech for entering a realm through their port.
 
“StarCarrier?  There isn’t a wheat shipment at the moment.  What are you doing here?”
 
Enzo closed his eyes, thinking about what he would say next.  After a brief pause he said “I request audience with the Roiyo!”
 
Under the rumble a pause hung in the air, just long enough for the port controller to ask a supervisor for next steps.  Finally she asked “What business do you have with the Roiyo?”
 
“I’ve come to make an offer.”  Enzo replied.
 
“An... offer?”
 
“Don’t people talk to Roiyo about... well... deals and whatnot?”
 
More of a pause.  Under the rumble Enzo called into the stonephone “Do I have permission to land?  Idling the ship in the sky consumes a lot of magic.”
 
A different, male, voice then said “Captain, this is the Seer of Gion.  What business do you have with the Roiyo?”
 
“I’ve come to make an offer.”
 
“What kind of offer?”  Asked the seer.  “The Roiyo is a busy man.”
 
“I wish to buy a serf.”  Replied Enzo.
 
A pause.  Enzo tapped on the wheel as the jitters came over him.  After a moment the seer then said “You have permission to land.”
 
On that he pulled on the throttle, steering the ship towards the port tower, landing it on the platform overseeing forests and wheat fields.  Upon the rumbling stopping he cut the engine.  Enzo peeked over the side of the deck, seeing three men.  Two of them were leather-bound guards, each with spears.  The third, standing inbetween the guards a pink man, bald, with yellow eyes.  A white, silk, robe, hung upon him. 
 
“You the StarCarrier Captain?”  The man in white asked, his voice identical to the Port Seer.
 
“Yes sir!”  Enzo replied, stepping off the deck onto the platform.
 
The two guards got into stance, weapons drawn.  “Stay on the ship, Captain.”  The one guard barked.  
 
The man in white waved his hand.  “Nah, don’t worry ‘bout it.”  He said while rolling his eyes in the voice of the Port Seer.  “I mean, look at him!  You think he comes in war?”
 
“We can never be too careful seer.”  The other guard replied.
 
Enzo stood upon the port tower looking over Gion in Yuna.  He stiffened up and held his hand across his chest and started speaking.  “As explained to the tower controller and port seer, I...”
 
“Yes, yes, you wanted to buy a serf.”  The port seer huffed.  “Why Roiyo wants to entertain this request I do not know: you can’t simply barter serf.  Still, come!”
 
Without any further acknowledgement he drag Enzo along.  The StarCarrier’s Captain forced to walk alongside less he tripped and fell.  The entourage walked for sometime into the stairway in the port tower and along walkways and bridges overlooking a series of assembly lines.  All staffed with gaunt people in simple homespin weave clothes.  
 
Within a building high in a tower supported by trees they walked into a round room with a large chair carved from a great oak and lined with aurem along the arms and legs. The crest of a skull in fire carved onto the back of the chair above the head of whoever sat on it.  A red carpet left a guide from the door straight down to this chair.  Tapestries of battles and stories past lined the walls.
 
Lining the carpet several silk-dressed people, each standing severely holding their arms in front of them.  Seated on the chair, this throne, a pink man: yellow-eyed, bald, fat.  He wore a dark-purple silk blouse and matching trousers.  Leather boots with argentum buckles shined under the light of torch fire.
 
Upon entering the Port Seer took his place standing next to the throne.
 
“You the StarCarrier Captain?”  The man in purple asked.
 
“Yes sir!”  Enzo replied.
 
He stiffened up and held his hand across his chest.  “My lord Roiyo.”  He started speaking.  “As explained to the tower controller and port seer, I...”
 
“Lord?  LORD?”  The Roiyo roared, spit flying out of his mouth.  “I am Roiyo!  ROIYO!  You hear me?”
 
Upon his voice Enzo flinched, then half-bowed.  “I meant no offence, Roiyo.”
 
“Blah...”  The man in purple grumbled.  “Course not... tarter-bound out-realmer.  You’re from Nuini?  Haixa?”
 
“Haixa Roiyo.”  Enzo replied.
 
“Oh... well, looky here!”  The Roiyo took a step towards the captain.  “A Haixa flyboy!  Thinks he’s better then us. Better than me!”
 
“Roiyo, I never said anything like that.”  Enzo held his copper hands up, palms facing the audience.
 
“Sure...”  The bloated man grumbled before asking “How’s the sunfire?  Does it still burn?”
 
The question bubbled images to the surface of Haixa on fire.  Of him hearing screams as people around him burned.  Of the collapsed building, of Malthia beauty marred with blood and wounds everywhere.
 
His eyes narrowed, his jaw tensed up, his brow frowed.  Fists balled to his side.  “No.”  Enzo said, his voice even, fighting the rage demanding release.  “It had been put out three laps ago.”
 
“Aw, that’s too bad.”  The Roiyo smirked.  “I’m sure it was a lovely fire.”
 
Enzo took a deep breath.  “I wish to purchase one of your serfs.”  He said.
 
“You say what?”
 
“You heard me Roiyo!”
 
“Yes, I did.”  The Roiyo narrowed his eyes.  “And I could use the entertainment ah... Captain... uh... oh whatever.”
 
“Captain Enzo Gaya of Haixa.”  The port seer said.
 
The Roiyo gave the Port Seer a narrowed stink eye.  The Port Seer slinked down, cowering before the man.  The fat man then re-adverted his attention to Enzo.  “Now, flyboy, you don’t just simply buy a serf - they ain’t livestalk!  (Wish they were though.)”
 
“I am aware a serf is an indent.”  Enzo replied.  “That technically I would be buying out their debt, owing me instead of you.”
 
“I don’t think there is a way to do such.”  The Roiyo shook his fat, hairless, head while smiling.  “You can’t just buy out the debt!”
 
“Why not?”  Enzo posed this deadpan - not a hint of emotion wrinkling his face, or a trembling his voice.
 
Everyone in the room turned and looked at the Roiyo, waiting for his response, serf and fellow noble alike.  The glare of each person put sweat upon his brow, which he wiped off his face.  “Well, for one thing, its me they owe, and me that had the contract.”  The answer he finally gave up.
 
“Roiyo, buying out a contract is a routine thing - at least where there are indents.”  Enzo cocked his head.  “I mean...”  He pursed his lips, bowed his head, the knuckle of his index finger on his chin.  “Now, the serf I’m looking for is Karna Huyi.  How much does she owe you?”
 
“You couldn’t possibly be able to afford it.”  The Roiyo shook his head.
 
“Try me.”  A fire started brewing within those red eyes of the Haixa flyboy.  Those moments of tension he saw too much during the war.  Steel-eyed, gaunt, unwavering.
 
Those eyes of the witness, including the Port Seer, all turned and looked at the Roiyo again.  His breathing sped up as he gave an answer in an even tone: “Its a generational debt - you see, it isn’t she that owes it, but her family’s debt to my own.”
 
“And how much is the family debt?”  Enzo remained unfazed, even as his thoughts spirilled to This might not be a valid indenture.  Karna might, in fact, be chattel, such not for sale.  That, or there is a loophole that can be exploited.
 
The eyes all fell back on the sweating Roiyo.  Frustration bubbling he chidded “I don’t have to answer to the likes of you, an off-realmer, and an Haixa stuck-up at that!”
 
One of the well-dressed men, robes of white, black-eyed and red-skinned, asked “How much does the Huyi clan owe?”
 
“Shut up!”  The Roiyo screamed at him.  “Look, their debt, as is all the debt of the serfs, is the business of me and those families!”
 
Enzo shook his head.  “For the indenture to be valid there needs to be a contract.  Such would be a matter of public record - else how would you prove to another realm that an escaped indent is your indent and not a freeman going about their way?”
 
“Serfs are forbidden from being off-realm.”  Roiyo spat.
 
“So?”  Enzo rolled his eyes.  “If a rule never is broken we wouldn’t be having this conversation in the first place.  And I doubt Karna is the first of your serfs to succeed in going off-realm.”
 
“That’s what bounty hunters are for!”  Roiyo growled.  “You insolent...”
 
“Not every realm welcomes bounty hunters.  Or are you to tell me you’ve never had a hunter end up outlawed in Haixa or Caski - realms I know for fact outlaw bounty-hunting.  An indent ends up there?  The debt owner has to show the contract to prove it.”
 
“Oh, like Haixa can do anything about it!”  The Roiyo growled some more.
 
“So, like, you’re above the laws of every realm?”
 
“I am Roiyo!”
 
“I know, what your people call a realm-lord.”
 
“You insolent flyboy!”  The Roiyo pounded the arm of his throne.  Several people in the room jumped.  “I’m not just some realm-lord!  I descend of the Aetheral - the gods that built Earth!  My power is supreme!”
 
“Haixa gonna love hearing that you have the right to bypass their realm sovereignty.  Clearly they’re fine with some farm-realm telling them...”
 
“You locust-worm!”  The roar shook the room.
 
“I’ll ask again: how much does the Huyi family owe your family?”  Enzo folded his arms around his chest.  “I’ll wait if you need to look it up.  You’re tracking the labour-payments, right?”
 
“Out!  OUT WITH YOU!”  The Roiyo huffed and puffed as he jumped out of his seat, pointing frantically at the door.  “Guards!  Escort him to his ship!  See to it he leaves!”
 
As two leather-bound guards each grabbed him by the arm, a young, female, serf, rushed up to Enzo.  Her gold skin sweating through a homeweaved dress, red hair everywhere, and silver eyes look danced upon him wildly as she said “Mr Gaya!  Just go!  The Space Whale smiles upon you!  She waits for you!”
 
As a third guard slapped her and dragged her off the two with Enzo forced a march out the door and across the bridges overlooking serfs sorting seed and milling grain.  As he walked, he couldn’t help but see if Karna was among them.  A long shot as she was a worker in Megaia, and he was in Gion.
 
Following behind the Port Seer, his own face gaunt, his eyes to the ground as he followed Enzo to the port tower where the StarCarrier rested.
 
“You heard Roiyo.”  The Port Seer commanded in a shaking voice.
 
Enzo nodded.  Without a word he boarded his ship.  The two guards stood there, waiting.
 
As Enzo started checking the wheel the Port Seer spoke through the stonephone:  “The realm cannon is aimed at your ship.  I have been given explicit commands to shoot you if you don’t immediately leave.  I’m sorry StarCarrier.”
 
“No Gion, its fine.”  He replied as he pulled on the throttle, forcing the engines to push him up into the sky.  As he steered away from the tower and towards the limit of the realm he heard phantom footfalls and felt eyes pierce his back.  By instinct he spun around, seeing Karna, worse for wear but alive and there, standing before him.
 
Chapter 18
 
“Here!”  The bounty hunter of the Runner plunked Karna down before the Roiyo within his throneroom. “I want my pay!  Seven hundred, in aurum!”
 
“Course you do.  Is this...”
 
“Karna Huyi.”
 
She sat up from the wooden floor, slowly righting herself onto her knees.
 
“I see.  This dishonourable, promise-breaking serf is... is she even worth seven hundred aurum?”
 
“My Roiyo!  We have an agreement!  Seven hundred for every serf returned to you, alive and unmaimed.”
 
Karna knelt, her eyes to the ground as a guard approached her.
 
“Agreement... of course...”  A white-dressed servant approached Roiyo carrying a sack of something heavy.  “You’re aurum, hunter!”
 
The servant walked up to the hunter as Karna shuffled onto her feet, her eyes upon  the Roiyo, a fire within the amethysts.
 
“Stay down!”  The guard smacked her, forcing her back to the floor.
 
The hunter took the bag, then glared at Roiyo with anger.  “My Roiyo!  This isn’t seven hundred!  Are you trying to stiff me?”
 
Two guards aimed spears at the hunter while a third pulled out a firegun.  “You can count it if you don’t believe me!”  The Roiyo said with a smirk.
 
“You mean, count out all seven hundred coins?”  The hunter snarled.
 
“It isn’t like you have anything better to do, right?”
 
“Fine!”  With a huff the hunter stomped out, two guards following behind.
 
Roiyo aimed his glare at the serf, still tied up.  The two glared at the other, fires raging within their eyes.  The Roiyo lectured:  “You dishonourable puke!  Do you not remember the deal your family made?  A promise you must honour!”
 
“How much do I owe?”  She asked.
 
“Excuse me?”  The Roiyo got up from his seat, and took a sweaty step towards her.  “You are granted stay on my realm, for yourself and your family.  A homerealm when your realm collapsed, and this is how you repay me?”
 
“How much do I owe?”  She asked again.
 
“How much!?”  The Roiyo took three more steps and slapped Karna so hard her head spun.  Ringing echoed in her ears and stars danced in her eyes.
 
“Is it just servitude for home?”  She spoke above the pain, above the world swimming before her.  “No actual debt?
 
“I’d rather be homeless!”
 
“Ugh!”  The Roiyo gawked as he punched her in the chest, sending her tumbling to the floor.  “Take this insolent brat to the dungeons!”
 
A guard picked her up off of the floor and carried her down the many paths above the assembly lines below.  She looked upon her fellow serfs.  I think that line is removing chaff from the wheat... and that one is part of the mill for flour.  Those ones are storing unmilled seeds to plant at Mother-Solstice - the season between Hades and Demeter.  And I think those ones are mixing it in heated water to brew...
 
At some point in their stroll they walked into a lift - a wooden box suspended on a series of ropes and pulleys.  One guard pressed a button that activated ground-magic, creating a hum that made the ropes lower the lift.  The process, which almost, though not quite, felt like freefall, took a few short moments before being on the ground, where they walked out, forcing Karna to march towards a set of stone stairs leading underground.
 
Then darkness.  One of the guards had glowing, cat-like eyes, allowing them to navigate without bumping into a single wall.  They walked along the smooth stone until the creak of a ferrous door long rusted out opened, and the guard pushed Karna away.  The creak signaled the door closing behind her.
 
“You’re punishment will be decided soon.”  The guard spoke in near monotone.  “Until then, stew in it!”
 
Within the pitch she held her hands out, and took slow, small, steps, gliding her feet over the floor.  Within a pace she found a wall, where she turned her back towards, and sank down onto the floor, leading against the wall.
 
“What you in for?”  A rough-sounding man asked within the darkness.
 
“Running away.”  She replied.
 
“Oh?  You brave voider!”  The man replied.  “I’m here cuzed a punch an overseer.”
 
“That’s brave!”
 
“Naw, lost it when my sis failed quota.  Poor girl.”
 
“So sorry to hear that.”
 
“Blah.”  A pause hung uncomfortably in the air.  “I gotta ask:  How far did you get?”
 
“How far?  Uh...”  Karna had to think.
 
“Too embarrassed to tell?”
 
“No, its... I’m not sure which is farther: Iktia or Iso.”
 
“Iso?  Isn’t it that prison realm?”
 
“Yep.”
 
“Holy... wait!  Are you Karna?”
 
“Yes...”  She took a deep breath.
 
“Oh the fuss you stirred!”  The rough man started laughing.  “I mean, I’m from Megaia myself.  The moment you were unaccounted for at evening roll call the guard went looking - all the usual places and that.  When you couldn’t be found in Megaia, well, you know.”
 
“Yeah...”  Karna looked down to what she assumed would be stone ground.  “For every half-day I wasn’t accounted for a random serf would be executed.”
 
“They figured one of us was hiding you.”  The man went on.  “It took ten executions before someone... I think it was Balix, that brave locust, who suggested to the guard she... you... might have been off-realm.”
 
“At which point they sent out the bounty hunter.”
 
“At least they stopped killing people.  God I hope he’s doing alright.”
 
“Me too.”
 
“Even through he outed you?”
 
“Did he know how I got off-realm?  Did he tell them which ship I was on?”
 
“Well, no, but...”
 
“Then its fine.”  She pulled her knees to her chin and hugged her legs.  “He was just protecting his kin - whom could very well have been selected to die.  Course, even if he did know, I know how it feels to have a loved one executed.  It hurts so bad.”
 
“Was it due to a runner?”  He asked.
 
“No...”  Karna shook her head - not that anyone could see her do this.  “She got caught in the storehouse.”
 
“Doing what?”
 
“Eating.”
 
“What, like, eating the grain?”
 
“Yes.  She was hungry.”
 
“Weird... wait she was executed for that?  How much wheat did she eat?”
 
“It wasn’t that, its...”  Karna felt tears well in her eyes.  “She was being made an example of.”
 
“Of course she was.”  The man skittered about, his movements thumping on the stone.  “Void forbid anyone not starve!  Roiyo needs his gains, am I right?”  He chuckled.
 
Then silence.  Karna didn’t laugh.  A moment passed before the man said “I gotta know - do you plan to escape again?”
 
“I... dunno.”  She said.  “I know that... there would be group punishments if I did but...”
 
Moments passed before the door opened.  The guard with the glowing eyes looked into the cell.  “Briko Fritz!  Karna Huyi!  Your judgments!”
 
A guard with a dimmly lit torch walked inside, showing the man - an older gentleman of copper skin, white hair, and blue eyes, covered in scars that leathered his skin, with a loincloth for modesty.  The torch baring guard picked him up while the one with glowing eyes grabbed Karna.
 
They were walked down the stone halls of this dungeon until they went outside.  Night fell, the darkness jarring as Karna remembered the sunlight before being locked away.  They were walked through fields, the labourers looked over them as they passed.  Soon Karna got separated from the beaten, old man, and found herself in a wagon.
 
“We’re going to Megaia.”  The man in the wagon said.  “The community there, especially your family, want to see you.”
 
The ride went in silence.  She simply sat, dispontent.  Her eyes looked to the floor of the wagon, her ears focused on the hum of the wagon’s engine.  Is that a sun-engine?  She thought, closing her eyes to remember the hum of StarCarrier’s engine.  Of the way the ship rumbled as it went in and out of the Space Sea, and watching Enzo’s steady hand as he captained it.
 
Her mind wondered.  Her heart fluttered, her body warm imagining herself on her back.  The last time she felt like this she snuck into a field in the dead of night with Hiska, away from the prying eyes of the town.  Within those stocks she found herself in Hiska’s arms.
 
“Would you want to come out here when the Whale comes?”  Her green friend from the past asked.  “I think it would be lovely, watching the Space Whale swim through the sky, colouring it with their immense magic.  You here, with me... just me.”
 
Hiska then was in Karna’s mouth, pressing her to the ground within the field.  As Hiska ran her fingers along her arms and pressed lips along her neck Karna spoke, saying “Yeah.  And there could be a blanket, as this lap it would be in Father-Solstice.”
 
“You mean, His-Soltice?”  Hiska mused while holding her hands and kissing her jaw.  “Some call it Lovers-Solstice.  You know why, right?”
 
“I dunno, why?”  Karna ran her fingers through the purple locks of Hiska.  “I mean, doesn’t make sense.  Its Mother Life and Father Death, isn’t it?”
 
“Oh, no... no no no...”  Hiska paused to giggle.  “The story goes that Demeter is the mother of the Goddess of Seasons, but Hades isn’t her father.  He’s her husband!”
 
“That’s nonsense!  Why would the child of life marry the King of Death?”
 
“Why would the King of Death mate with Mother Life?  That’s equally nonsense!”
 
“I guess that’s a fair point.”  Karna gripped Hiska’s back as they fell into the sheafs of wheat.  “But, then how do seasons change?  I thought the Mother and Father separated and Persephone goes from Mother to Father as part of a separation arrangement.”
 
“No, actually, Demeter did not approve of Persephone’s marriage to Hades, so when Persephone is with her husband Demeter enters a state of depression so extreme she stops her life-giving duties.  Thus Lovers-Solstice!”
 
“Does the Space Whale have anything to do with this?”  Karna asked as Hiska kissed her.
 
“Don’t think so.”  Hiska replied as she pressed into her friend.  “I think the Space Whale is the usher of the cosmos, unrelated to the seasons.  I don’t think anyone really knows.”
 
“I want to find out.”  Karna moaned out.
 
“I hope you can.  Perhaps if our debt is worked out.”
 
Upon a bump of the wagon she felt herself return to the present.  Peaking out she could see Megaia’s square.  A sight covered in cobblestone and dark, rusted out, ferrous.  In the centre a large platform with a rope on a wench and a trapdoor leading to a double-story drop.  The guard lead her out, escorting her with a spear to her back along the square as a crowd drew near, mostly of fellow serfs.
 
“I hate the square.”  Karna said outloud.  She imagined the pale, stiff, form of Hiska dangling under that platform, the rope tied around her neck, her hands bound.
 
“That’s nice.”  The guard barked.  “Keep moving!”
 
Karna had no words as the guard walked her up a set of stairs to the platform, the rope hanging through the open trap door from a beam further up.  A second guard approached and held her steady while the first one tied her shackles to the rope.  The crowd drew close with rage burning in their eyes, their distance kept by only several other guards with arms up and weapons drawn and the height of the platform.
 
Tied up and secured the two guards stood on either side of her while the booming voice of the Uberroi, the head overseer, beckoned:
 
“Here we have a member of clan Huyi, who tried to skip out on their obligation to the Roiyo by escaping off realm.  Such selfish and ungrateful actions will not go unpunished.  May her actions leave a stain on her family, and may fate have mercy upon her!”
 
“Shame!  Shame!  Shame!”  The crowd chanted.  A few in the front tried to muscle their way to the bound Karna, only for the guards to hold them back.  Her mother and father broke through the mass of people and marched up towards Karna, the guard allowing them to do so.  Rage wrinkled their silver faces.
 
“How could you?”  Her father growled as he slapped her.  “We owe our lives to the Roiyo!  Our home!  And you’re going to just flee your responsibly to us, to that debt to our ancestors?”
 
Karna looked upon the old man as blood trickled down her nose with no emotion in her face.
 
“You’ve brought great shame to our family!”  Her mother chidded onward.  “How can you be so ungrateful?  We might owe more because of you!”
 
Over the crowd chanting in the background Karna simply asked:  “How much do we owe?”
 
“The Roiyo gave up his lands for our family, and that is all you have to say?  How much?”  Her mother grumbled onwards.
 
“Are we chattel then?”  Karna asked, knowing that her words fell on deaf ears.  “Is there no debt because we’re livestock to be bought, sold, and owned?  
 
“We still have our lives, stop it!”  Father growled.
 
“If Roiyo asked for me in his bedchambers, would you allow it?”  She asked.
 
The Uberroi spoke one last sentence:  “As her crime is a slight upon Megaia, and the other, honourable, serfs, paying off their debt and meeting quotas as part of their agreement with Roiyo, we shall make an example of her!”
 
Within moments the crowd pressed in closer.  Several serfs tossed small stones at her.  Leashed to the ceiling she could only move so much to dodge as people shouted terms like: “Brat!”  “Ingrate”  “No Honour!”  “Promise Breaker!”  Pain surged from the stones.  
 
She just looked to the ground.  Moments passed before a guard stepped towards her with a gleaming axe.
 
“Steady her leg!”  Such guard commanded.
 
The Uberroi nodded.  “Shall she never run away again!”
 
“What!”  Her mother shrieked in horror.  “What are you doing?”
 
“Edict of the Roiyo, so others don’t think of escaping!”  Said the Uberroi.  “Examples are to be made.”
 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
Her parents had downcast eyes as they were escorted from the platform.  Karna let tears fall down her eyes upon the lack of fight in them as she shut her eyes and looked away.  Her breathing hard and heavy, anticipating the next set of motions as two guards gripped her, one grabbing her feet and legs.
 
As her right leg got held up she heard Balix call out from the crowd “Wait!  How can she work if she is maimed?”
 
“Does that matter if she’s a runner?”  Someone else called back.
 
“She still has a debt to work off!”  Balix shouted back.  “How can she repay it maimed?”
 
There was a stir in the crowd.  The Uberroi huffed as he called out “Two laps ago, a thief had been executed.  Roiyo determined that such an ingrate will not work off their debt anyways.”
 
“So she paid it in blood?”
 
The Uberroi whispered to the guard on the platform.  The one on Karna’s leg put it down and walked down the platform and into the crowd.  Uberroi looked back to the crowd.  “You owe the Roiyo for his gift of these lands!  You owe him your labour upon his lands, and you owe him your lives!  If you won’t pay your debt in labour, you will pay it in blood!  Examples must be made!  Roiyo does not play around!”
 
This gave Karna a cruel, twisted, idea.  As the guard fought through the crowd, making a grab upon Balix she said “Uberroi?  Could I pay off my extra debt in other ways?”
 
The Uberroi looked into her direction.  She spoke onwards:  “Would Roiyo wish for a young woman in his chambers?  Would such labour satisfy him enough that I can work the lands with two legs?”
 
“What kind of offer is that!?”  The Uberroi flinched.
 
“Like you said: we owe our labour to Roiyo, as part of the contract signed by our ancestors.  Isn’t there many ways to pay off a debt?”
 
The Uberroi looked deep in thought.  Karna kept rambling on:  “Is my leg worth more than any potential labour I could offer Roiyo?”
 
Upon this point the guard in the crowd grabbed Balix and dragged him towards the platform.  The crowd leaving a path for the guard to do this to the old serf.
 
“You know what?  You are young, beautiful, and of age.”  The Uberroi mused.
 
“Thank you sir.”  Karna replied reflexively.
 
“I’m sure he could use another concubine.  One more vassal for his seed.”
 
Balix’s blue eyes went wide.  “You can’t be serious!  Th-That isn’t in the contract!  Labour in the fields!  What Uberroi suggests isn’t in the fields!”
 
“Uh... yes...”  Karna spoke, her voice shaking.  “Now, would Roiyo still want me without a leg?”
 
“Karna!”  Balix rose his voice.  “They can’t make you be a prostitute and surrogate!  There are rules about this!  We aren’t livestock!”
 
Upon the nod of the Uberroi the guard punched Balix right in the face.  A hush fell on the crowd.
 
“What rules?”  Karna shot back at the old man as he nursed his bruising face.  “Where does it say Roiyo can execute in the event of theft?  Why not just add that onto the debt?  Have you even seen the contract your family signed?  You know, the document that confines us all here?  Forces us to work until we die in the fields and factories?”
 
“Shut up!”  The Uberroi chided as the crowd started stirring.
 
“If our lives are at the whim of Roiyo, doesn’t that make us chattel?  Livestock?” Karna did not shut up.  “What does the contract say... or did our ancestors sell their entire families as chattel?”
 
The guard slapped Karna across the face, making her ears ring and the world swim around her.  Hits harder than father.  She couldn’t help but think as she watched the one guard grip her leg again.  As he held it up a familiar voice echoed across the air:  “Is there a debt?”
 
Voltin!
 
More unease made the crowd mummer.  Voltin added onwards, shouting “Is serfdom a fiction to keep us from rebelling?  That if we work hard enough we will be free?  How many more generations have to be given to Roiyo before the debts are paid?”
 
“Where’s the contract?”  Another person shouted.
 
Balix dared say the words that damned Megaia, the little farm town on Yuna, to a much-needed chaos “Until you show us the contracts, we will not work!”
 
Fear widened the Uberroi’s eyes at first.  A moment passed before his face softened, and a smirk came upon his face.  “You know what happens if you refuse to work?”  He said.
 
“How many guards and overseers does it take to punish one of us?”  Karna spoke back.  “How many does it take to whip everyone?”
 
“What’s the debt?”  Voltin shouted.
 
“What’s the debt?”  Others started screaming in unison.
 
The crowd stormed the platform, using their mass of humanity to push against the guards as some of them ran up the steps.  Clanging of metal on wood, the whoosh of weapons, the booms and crackles of fire and lightning guns.  Smoke started filling the air.
 
The Uberroi’s smile went right away as several people climbed up the platform and grabbed him.  The guards struck the mob, leaving Karna on her own to pull at the ropes those men tied her to earlier.  Upon the swing of the one guard’s axe towards someone jumping on the Uberroi, the rope cut.  Still bound Karna took her chance and hopped the railing, flailing as she fell onto a guard.
 
Pain shot up her thighs, but as she steadied on her feet, assuming nothing broke,  she ran off with the guard’s spear, battling and charging crowd in a direction she hoped were to the wagons near the grainery.
 
The crowd masked territory that she knew like the back of her hand.  She ran until the crowd thinned, sprinting with others that had the same idea.  With a better vantage of the outdoor night she saw the torch-lit structure in the shape of a phallic scrapping the sky - the silo.
 
“There must be wagons.”  Karna said.
 
She kept running, her fitness honed from years on the farm.  She sprinted onto cobblestone that gave into dirt roads, then to cobblestone again as the silo marking the grainery drew closer.
 
“There!  Wagons!”  Someone shouted near her.
 
Her eyes went towards a green-skinned man who could pass for a male Hiska.  He pointed.  She looked in the direction of the pointing and saw the wooden, ferrous, and cupstannum vehicles that transported grain out of Megaia and to Gion to be loaded onto ships like the StarCarrier.
 
Without any further thought she ran towards one of those boxes with wheels.  She boarded with several others, including male-Hiska, and they each looked over the cockpit wheel and gear shifter.
 
“Ok... how do we...”  The man asked as a few others shrugged and went into the cargo hold.
 
Karna took a seat at the wheel.  “I think...”  She uttered as she closed her violet eyes, recounting every time she watched Enzo captain the StarCarrier, sailing it through the Space Sea with daft, reddish, hands.  How dissimilar would this be?  She thought as her desperation gave into hubris.
 
“Everyone hold on!”  She said as she pushed on the gear-shifter, noting the clicks as it passed over symbols on the panel.  On a wave the wagon jerked forward, and Karna held onto the wheel, keeping the wagon upon a path laid out before them.
 
Moments passed.  The darkness, except for the moon, encompassed them.  Moon and starlight lit their path forward.  An engine hummed, a soothing sound remenicent of the engine on the StarCarrier.
 
“Do you know where we are going?”  The man asked, sitting next to her in a seat designated for a passenger.
 
“Uh... that way... I think.”  She replied.  “I mean, the path would go away from Megaia and towards Gion, no?  I mean, there is no other purpose of this road.”
 
“True.  I guess.”  The man replied as he slumped into the seat.  “I know there are other towns in the realm.  Sometimes visit distant family on celebration days.”
 
“Yeah, or your sent off to another town to prevent inbreding...”  Karna concurred, pausing as the thought crept ever so dangerously that: Roiyo and his family has a lot of control over us.
 
“So, once in Gion, then what?  Hope there is a ship there?”
 
“I... I guess.”
 
“Well, you’re Karna, yes?”
 
“Did my presences on the platform give that away?”
 
A pause overcame the cockpit.  An awkward moment before the man said “How did you get off realm originally?”
 
“Snuck into a grain shipment out of Megaia to Gion.”  She replied.  “Figured if to Gion, it would be loaded onto a ship bound for... wherever.”
 
“So you stowed away?”
 
“Yep.”
 
The man held his chin.  “Not a bad idea - just have to bypass guards.  Need nerves of steel for that.”
 
“That, or a loose attachment to life.”
 
Another, awkward pause.  Karna kept her eyes upon the cobblestone ahead, her path illuminated by the white light in the front.  Cobblestone fenced off by many trees - wilderness kept in place to make escape by simple running much harder.  She saw the odd sign with arrows pointing to places in symbols she barely recognized.  
 
This time her travel companion broke the silence:  “What does that mean, exactly?”
 
“What mean?”
 
“Loose attachment to life.  Like, they wouldn’t kill you for running.”
 
“Were you there when Hiska Blinta was executed?”
 
“She was from my family!  Yeah.”
 
“So you’re a Blinta?”
 
“Yes.  I would be her half-brother.”
 
“Right, her mother had been widowed.”  Karna huffed.  “You remember why your half-sister was executed, right?”
 
He nodded.  “Stole from the grainery.”
 
“So, the roi were willing to kill over a fistful of wheat.  Imagine what they could do to a runner!”
 
“Examples they said.”  He looked to his feet.
 
“By the by.”  Karna felt her eyebrow raise.  “I don’t think I’ve ever met you.”
 
“I’m Nisk.”  He said.  “Would there be a reason we would meet?  I don’t think the Blintas and the Huyis were close or related.”
 
“Well, its just, Hiska and I were close friends.”  Karna looked over the roads, following arrows, hoping she was in the right direction.  “I’ve met her family.  I don’t remember you.”
 
“Probs because I spent time in re-training.”  He said.
 
“Retraining...”  Karna flinched, being well aware of where the unencouragable went.  Where those who would run or steal, or fight, or any of that before the Roiyo lost his patience and demanded physical punishment.  “Would be why no one so much as mentioned you.”
 
“Yep, that would be me, an ungrateful brat mooching off the generosity of Roiyo.”

Further down the road gates and buildings became visible.  In the distance the tall, tree-like structure she remembered seeing when being man-handled off the bounty-hunter’s ship came into view.  What did Enzo call them, ‘Port Towers?’
 
“I think Gion is up ahead.”  Karna stated.  “We will have to hustle: I’m sure those higher up would be aware of what happened in Megaia by now.”
 
The wagon approached a wired gate topped with thorned vines wrapped around them.  An armoured overseer approached.  She looked upon her prison outfit from Iso, and the homespewn shirt and pants of her passenger, and made the decision to push the gear shift to the highest setting.
 
“Hold!  Wait!  Slow down!”  The overseer called out as Karna tested the gate’s strength.
 
“What are you doing?”  Nisk asked as the gate loomed over them.
 
“You think he’s gonna let us in?”  She asked back as the nose of the wagon made contact with the gate.  A shock rippled through the vehicle.  cupstannum rods snapped, the ferrous banged and metal on metal screeched.
 
“For the love of Mother, stop the wagon!”  The overseer shouted, too late as the cargo wagon broke through and drove on, rumbling wildly.
 
Upon driving towards the tower guards with swords, spears, and guns of varying elements all came pouring out of several tower-like buildings nearby.  By this point the sun was just thinking of rising from the ground.
 
“The Port Tower!  There!  Ships are there!”  Karna exclaimed as she steered the damaged wagon in its rough direction.  As it drew close enough to be seen an icegun shot slammed into it, freezing the wheels to the axel.  The wagon skidded, the engine made the vehicle shake violently, and the wheels refused to turn.
 
“We need to get out of here!”  Karna screamed.
 
Nisk poked his head in the cargo hold where several other serfs sat, flinching with fear.  “You heard her!  We need to bail!”
 
Karna opened the door and took a few breaths as she watched the wagon slow down from friction.  Once at a low speed she leaped out, tucking herself into a ball so she wouldn’t flail.  Soon she rolled along the dirt ground within Gion.  Without much thinking she sprinted towards the Port Tower, her only hope being that there would be another vessel there, and she could sneak aboard it.
 
Not far behind Nisk ran alongside.  Several others came out of the vehicle, some bailed like she did while others waited for the wagon to stop before thinking of stepping out.  Within the chaos as other guards came running Nisk ran close and shoved her several paces.  As she tripped to fall the boom of a firegun echoed, and Nisk on the ground behind her, his side charred and partially on fire.
 
“I have a plan... just go!”  Nisk shouted.  “Leave me!”
 
For a split moment Karna thought to sprint to him and try to carry him to the tower.  By the time she got to her feet a guard went to grab her.  Reflexes kicked in and she punched him in the nose then shoved him onto the ground.  Two other guards had already grabbed and were taking Nisk away.  With nothing she could do she resumed her run to the tower.
 
At the base of the large, hollowed-out, tree she found a lift, not unlike the one she had rode in when dropped off by the hunter.  Within the wooden box waiting at the bottom she leaped inside and smashed a button, hoping it would go up.
 
Which it did.  Alone she slunk down, her legs jelly and her lungs burning.  She panted, now aware of her racing heart, as she closed her eyes.
 
I condemned my family, didn’t I?  She though as the rope crinkled as the wench lifted the box she sat in.  I condemned Megaia.  Those people I was with - will any of them make it?  And Nisk.  Did he really sacrifice himself for me?  Someone he hardly knew?  Because I knew his sister?
 
Soon she reached the top, and looked over the port.  By the blessing of the Space Whale she saw a small frieghter, a ship very similar to the StarCarrier.
 
Wait... that is the StarCarrier!
 
Karna took several steps out of the lift.  With breath she looked both ways and started walking towards the ship.  Upon the sight of a guard she ducked behind a nearby crate.  From there she overheard a conversation:
 
“What you make of that shipper Roiyo is talking to?”
 
“He’s just some flyboy.  He ain’t got nothing.  He knows nothing!  Just some arrogant pox thinking he knows better cus he’s from a city-realm!”
 
“Does he really think he could just buy a serf?”
 
“Like them folk know anything about serfs - them Haixa don’t actually work or do anything of value.”
 
Are they talking about Enzo?  She took a second look at the ship.  Is he here?  Trying to buy out my contract?
 
Does this mean he cares about me?
 
Tears fell down her face upon the thought.  She waited a little longer, watching the guards walk away before she walk-crawled towards the ship.  As she did a gold-coloured serf came into her vision - she knew this to be a serf as she wore a homespewn dress.  The two locked eyes, Karna’s violets regarding the blue eyes of the other serf.
 
The serf simply asked “Are you escaping?”
 
“Yeah... are you going to out me?”  Karna whispered back.
 
“No.”  She replied.  “Though the ship operator there.”  She pointed to the StarCarrier.  “Was looking to buy a serf.”
 
“Could he?”  Karna asked.
 
The golden serf shrugged.  “Probably not.”
 
“Oh!  Well, tell him to just go if you see him!”  Karna instructed.  “That the Space Whale wills it!”
 
“Uh... sure.  Good luck.”  A smirk came onto the serf’s face as she walked away towards an entrance into the tower.
 
Karna took a few more breaths before climbing up upon the deck, and scrambled to get below where the cargo hold was.  There she jumped inside the secret compartment, in case the ship got searched before taking off, and let herself drift to sleep upon the hard surface.
 
“It will be ok, ok!”  The voice of Hiska sang in her ears.  “The Space Whale has you.”
 
“What of your brother?”  Karna asked, as if there would be an answer.
 
“He will be ok, ok!”  The response.
 
Karna napped in the dark, cramped, space, only waking to the hum of a sun engine, then the rumble of the ship that it did when sailing through the sky of a realm.  By instinct she pushed open the compartment via the latch and stepped into the hold, then up above deck as the ship stopped rumbling.
 
She took several steps towards the wheel, where she saw, in his cute flight-suit, his black hair having grown and laid upon his reddish skin, Enzo.  She just stood and stared, unsure of what to say to get his attention.  How would he receive her?  Words she never needed, for he turned around to regard her.  His red eyes held a sparkle in them that she hadn’t really seen before.
 
Indeed he looked worn.  Tired, with circles, hair unkempt and the shadow of a beard forming.  She looked to the floor, remembering that she had to look not much better - blood on her face from a bloodied nose and sweat upon prison clothes she would rather not wear.  Her green hair everywhere.
 
“K-Karna?”  Enzo said more than asked.
 
He spun around, looking out into the darkness of the Space Sea, and waggled the throttle before turning away and approached her.  With no further words exchanged they wrapped themselves into the other’s arms.
 
There was so much she wanted to say, yet she couldn’t think of the words.  Something about feeling his heat, smelling his scent, hearing him breath, relaxed as much as it excited.
 
He looked into her eyes.  “Are you... ok?”  He asked.
 
Karna didn’t answer him in words.  Instead she pulled him close and kissed him.
 
***
 
Her heart fluttered.
 
His heart fluttered.
 
There stood a moment where they looked at each other in the eyes, wondering what now?
 
Such being answered as he leaned into her, pressing his lips against her own again.
 
They spoke with mouths and tongues without words.  The heat, the fragrance, all lingered within the contained air.  Such want for intimacy boiling over as he guided her onto the floor of the ship.  Their warm bodies against each other, demanding a release so deep, so primitive, so buried in the soul.
 
Laying upon the other wasn’t close enough.  
 
No, she wanted him closer.  She wanted to feel him deep within her.  Convenient as, in that moment, he wanted to enter her warm, inviting body.
 
Those suits that kept them modest ended up in a pile next to their sweating forms, tangled within themselves as she invited him into her, and he eagerly accepted.
 
Within that moment, much had been communicated without words.  Of a need, a want, a desire.  A wish to feel the other, and to be so close as to touch their souls.
 
 
Chapter 20
 
Did that just happen?  Raced through Enzo’s mind.
 
He laid on his back, eyes up to the sea that encompassed every part of them - only the ferrous barrier of the ship keeping the voidmatter at bay.  Upon him, in his arms, Karna laid, sound asleep.
 
As much as he wanted to speak, get his mind out, he just stroked her hair, observing a peace within her that he wish he had.  Such he wished not to take from her.
 
Malthia?  Is it ok?  He couldn’t help but think.
 
What did this moment mean to him?  That he replaced his lost love?  His soulmate?
 
Perish it.  He thought.  Malthia’s right: you can’t love a ghost the same way as flesh.
 
His red eyes lingered on her naked form.  Her silver skin shined in the firelight, the honed muscles from toiling a farm, curves that demanded to be gripped, and scars from punishments past.  He felt a tear run down his face.
 
She looks so peaceful.  He thought, basking in the warmth of her, the comfort of her weight pressing upon her.  Tears leaked down his eyes upon the sound of her breathing.  
 
His thoughts went to the first time he entered Malthia.  The beauty of her crystal eyes upon him as she stood over him while they waited to get to Caski, to see Ghumalar rise from the waters of the ocean-like realm.  Back in more peaceful times where one never had to worry about death raining from above at any moment’s notice.
 
“What’s taking them?”  She asked him as he manned the wheel of his ship.
 
“Customs.”  He replied.  “I gave my access code.  They’re telling me to wait... something about too many visitors, or an incident?”
 
“Incident?”  She muttered while wrapping her arms around his waist.  “You mean, like the an attack?”
 
“Naw, I think its just Ghumalar being grumpy.  You know how leviathans are like... I think.”
 
“Now?  And what would that have to do with us?”
 
He shrugged.  “Don’t know, but... well... at least they warned us it would be a while, so I’m not wasting fuel idling in a sky.  Doubt you would like that rumble.”
 
“Or would I?”  She whispered in his ear as she kissed his neck.
 
“Could you not?”  He asked, turning around to look at her.  “I need to keep an eye on the ship...”
 
He couldn’t quite describe it.  Her eyes sparkled in a way he didn’t think they could.  Her fiery hair looked brighter.  Her white skin smooth, with this sheen on it that reflected off the firelight upon a newer StarCarrier.  Her beige cocktail dress looked so plain, so in the way of her beauty.  He bit his lip as the fibre of his being desired to just rip that dress off her, so it would stop obstructing his view of her lovely, womanly, form.
 
“Oh, but you look so cold, and we’re going to be here a while, right?”  She wrapped her arms around the back of his neck.  “Enter me.  I will keep you warm.”
 
So he did, smothering her with kisses as he made her dress into a pile on the floor, as she unbuttoned his own shirt and pants.  As they fall upon the floor his body slipped into her.  She wrapped her legs around him while begging him to never come out - only doing so when he physically couldn’t.
 
They laid there as Enzo simply said “Did that just...?”
 
“Yes... yes it did.”  Malthia replied as she laid upon him.  “It did, and its an honour to have you within me.”
 
“By the cosmos you’re beautiful.”  He simply said.
 
“I will always be open for you, Enzo, my beloved.”
 
“Yeah, I love you too.”
 
Her face went long, and only the hum of the sun engine echoed within the silence.  A silence only broken by the stonephone saying “StarCarrier, this is Port Itilli.  Apologies for the delay, you are cleared for landing!”
 
It took him a while to realize that he told her he loved her too, even thought she hadn’t said it yet.  A forgiven faux pas as she did say it not long after, and reaffirmed in three laps later when they formally wed.
 
Now, as he laid there with a silver-skinned woman, very much not Malthia, the moment hit right there and then. An echo foreshadowing a future he wish he didn’t need to reset.  Not much longer after that he started sobbing.
 
Was it release?  No, that would imply a feeling being taken away.  No, this felt more like a warmth he hadn’t felt in so long.  A heat that melted, and woke something within him.
 
Karna stirred, her violet eyes pointed right at him as he wept.  “Enzo?  What’s wrong?”  She asked, sitting up to look upon him better.
 
“Nothing.”  He replied, his voice choking.  “Nothing’s wrong.  Everything couldn’t be better.”
 
She loomed over him, slipping a hand upon his face.  “Then... why are you crying?”
 
“I don’t know.”  He replied.  “I’m not even sad.  It just feels like I’ve woken up into Elysium.  I... I...”
 
She gave him a peck upon the lips and nuzzled into his neck.  “Has it really been that... long?”
 
“I guess, I...”  He almost choked upon his words, as difficult as they were to form.  “I... Karna I...”
 
She smiled.  “Its ok, Enzo.”  She cooed into his ear.  “It really is.”
 
“I mean, like... I... I love you.”
 
***
 
Karna froze upon those words.  Something about this truth he just admitted, more than hollow words, made her mind race upon more basic ideas.
 
Like her feelings for Hiska.  How they bloseumed from knowing eachother as children, being raced to take on the debt of their families.  How they would end up being bound to other families, sharing in their debts to Roiyo and his family.
 
“Does this mean we all are one large family, for each clan debt would eventually combine into one large sum?”  She remembered asking mother one day after a wedding breakfast, and the officiant noting the combining of the familial debts.
 
“Not quite.”  Mother replied.  “The contract follows the clan name, so it would be working off the clan debt you become a part of.”
 
“So, if I marry someone whose family has almost paid off, I could be free with them?”
 
“Nevermind those things, Karna.  No one will pay the debt off in their lifetime.”
 
In the fields at night, seen by not even the overseers, she and her Hiska laid together, rambling about big plans they both knew would never happen.
 
“Like, maybe touching the whale!”  Karna always mused.  “A creature of such magnificence that their arrival warrants celebrations!”
 
“Perhaps I could get the Space Whale to come down here.”  Hiska replied to such a musing.  “All the way down, so you may see their majesty, and ask them how they can be so free to go wherever it likes?”
 
“What makes you think that’s why I love that whale so much?”  Karna remembered asking that time.
 
Hiska returned a smile and a smooch on the cheek.  “Oh Karna, I see you bubbling all the time.  You want to just bounce off the fields and into the stars, swimming within the Space Sea, whose waters we sit on the coast of all the time, but there never is a beach to wade in.”
 
“Is it wrong to want to know what lies beyond the sky?  Beyond Yuna?”
 
“Of course not.  At least it shouldn’t be.”  Hiska replied as a wayward hand slipped along Karna’s thigh.  “When the debt is paid, anything is possible.”
 
“You mean if?”  Karna asked while giving her friend a kiss.
 
“Perhaps the debt is just being allowed to live here, so if we stop working then the debt is void, and your clan would have to leave Yuna.”
 
“I would love that.  If only my family would go along with that.”
 
Had that been a romantic relationship this whole time?  The way she made her heart flutter, how she hogged her thoughts and dreams, and the ways they touch eachother, the want to have someone dwell within them.  Perhaps if Hiska had been a man it would have clued in sooner - the thought of these thoughts and feelings and shares of intimacy being felt with another woman was never really brought up on Yuna.  Romance was something you felt and wished for with men, as men with women.
 
Not to mention the Creator, whomever they were, designed Enzo’s male form explicitly to enter her, female, form.  When it was two women, well, one had to get creative in how they entered their lover, and how their lover entered them.
 
Those words, those three little words, one doesn’t utter to just anyone, not like that.  The moment gave her pause as gears ground in her mind.
 
“Karna?”  Enzo spoke with pained tears.  “I’m sorry.  Too soon?  Maybe I’m... just...”
 
“Oh, no, of course not!”  She replied, her mind returning to the here and now.  “No, its just... yeah.  I love you Enzo.  I love you too.”
 
The confusion that wrinkled her face melted into a smile as she held her face over his.  Several moments passed before she gave him a kiss and sat up.  “So what now?”  She simply asked.  “I mean, I don’t think I can go back to Yuna, and... well... wouldn’t you be wanted by the Coast Guard?”
 
He wiped his face as he sat up.  “I think we are both wanted.”  He said.  “You did end up in Iso, and I sprung you out.”
 
The two each got into their clothes.  Enzo marveled upon Karna as he said “We should find you something that isn’t a prisoner uniform.”
 
“One thing at a time.”  She replied.  “I mean, how does it work, now that we are wanted?”
 
As Enzo zipped up he said “Well, now that we are wanted, we... well, we pretty well live in the ship now.  Course, I had been living in my ship for sometime.  Still... well, you don’t exactly live in Yuna anymore.”
 
“No, I don’t.”  She replied.  “I stopped living there when I first came on your ship.  I think I really stopped living there when I lost my...”  She paused.  Was Hiska really her best friend?  “My friend.”  She ended up saying.
 
“Your friend?”  He smiled.
 
“Yeah.  Knew her since childhood.  Her execution... well...”
 
“My condolences.”  He said, the smile flattening.  “She must have been very important to you.”
 
“Yeah.  I wanted to stay to be with her.  With her gone, I have no reason to want to be there anymore.”
 
“You would be with the whale then?”
 
“I... I guess.”
 
“Right.”  Enzo walked up towards the ship wheel.
 
“I mean, to be fair, I...”  Karna looked to the floor, then at Enzo.  “I didn’t think I would meet you.  In none of my plans, I didn’t imagine that I would run into you, or someone like you.”
 
“Did you have a plan?”  He asked as he looked over some dials.  “I mean, after stowing away on a ship.”
 
“Fair point.  I didn’t think that far.  How could I have?  I would have been at the mercy of whichever ship I boarded.  I mean, would they have found me like you did?”  She walked up to be closer to Enzo.  “If they did would they have just turned me in without a single thought?  And where were they going?  Would they have been like Iktia who would have cared I was there?  Could I have found a way to earn a boat, or stow away on another one, and eventually get to the whale, ideally without getting caught by the coast guard?”
 
“True, I suppose...”
 
The conversation faced interruption from the sad Huem huem of the Space Whale.
 
“What?”  Enzo exclaimed as he looked around.  “Did you hear that?”
 
“The Space Whale... but...”  Karna held her chin.  “They already passed Yuna this season.  Why are they back?”
 
Soon the lights came.  The prismatic nebula that surrounded the whale enveloped the ship.  Upon this the stonephone chidded “Ship!  This is the Coast Guard!  Your captain is under arrest for aiding and abiding a fugitive.  Prepare to be boarded!”
 
“Oh no!”  Her heart raced.  “So soon?”
 
Enzo drew some deep breaths.  “We run, they chase, in faster ships too.”  He said, more to himself than Karna.  “We stay, they take us, and we’re both going to spend a long time in Iso.”
 
“Maybe towards the whale?”  Karna said.
 
“That was how they caught us in the first place.”
 
The objective couldn’t be clearer to her in that moment.  The thing that the not Hiska wanted her to to.  The thing that would put her in the greatest peace.  “Get closer to the whale.”
 
“Excuse me?”  Enzo asked.
 
“The whale... I will be with the whale.”
 
“NO!  Are you mad?”
 
The fastboats got closer.  Within a panic, as if a lightbulb went off, he said “If they dragged us into a weird dream state, so will it the Coast Guard!”
 
He engaged the engines, pointing into the nebula, and towards the shape of the whale as they floated there, unmoving.  The throttle pushed the ship got closer, the shape being bigger.
 
Not much longer after that, several tings echoed in the ship.  Those tether cords, much like the ones the pirates used before, latched onto them.
 
“Come on...”  Enzo muttered as the StarCarrier got closer still to the whale.  Then the ship slowed, and stopped.  The engine roaring at resistance it never seen before.  “Come on!”
 
“Is there air on the whale?”  Karna asked.
 
“NO!”  Enzo called out, as panic started overwhelming him.  “Its the tethers from the fastboats!”
 
Indeed, she looked out, seeing those cords pulled taut as the StarCarrier played a dangerous game of tug’of’war.  “They’re really on there!”  Karna exclaimed.
 
“You don’t say.”
 
Sooner or later, something had to give, and it did:  The StarCarrier’s engine depleted, removing the thrusting force on the ship, whipped away from the whale and towards the fastboats, slamming into one of them hard.
 
The precussion knocked Karna hard on her butt and slammed Enzo violently onto the deck floor.  In that moment the magic that gave a sky around the ship gave way as he rolled towards the edge of the deck, smashing against the railing.  Karna got back up standing, wincing in pain as she forced herself up.
 
“I’ve had beatings worse than this.”  She roared as mania claimed her.  “Come and get me!”
 
Boarding planks extended onto the StarCarrier.  Several Coast Guards, two in chain armour and three in leathers, walked along the planks.  One of the leather-armoured one didn’t wait as he leapt from the tip of the half-way extended plank to the deck of the StarCarrier.  With a lightning stick in hand he went to swing at Karna.  
 
She ducked and weaved while the corrupted magics of ground and sky gave way.  The gravity shifting on the ship such that it felt slopped towards the starboard side.  She almost tumbled as the guard took a second swing.  Only for Enzo to jump at the guard, grabbing his arm.  They swung about, in the struggle they fell to the floor, the lightning stick landing on the guard while Enzo got thrown.
 
Karna watched in horror as he glided over the deck railing, passing through the sky barrier with a white flash, and ended up in open space.
 
“ENZO!  NO!”  Karna called out as the thump to the other guards echoed behind her.
 
 
Chapter 21
 
Enzo gripped the guard, and struggled to take his stick, risking being shocked by one for a third time since finding the Space Whale for the first time.  He gripped and twisted, fighting the dull pain along his body.  With an attempt to kick the guard’s leg out from under him, the guard gripped and throw him just before getting knocked to the floor.  There were only moments before he pierced the sky barrier.
 
Then, silence.  He could see the StarCarrier from the outside.  Karna screaming but no sound.  Not long, as the ship vanished in clouds of rainbows, he felt his skin tingle.  Attempts to breath failing as, as much as he tried, he couldn’t rise his chest to pull air in, forgetting in his panic voidmatter, the waters that make of the Space Sea, has no air in it.
 
This is how it ends.  He thought.  His vision started tunneling as pins and needles raced along his skin, through his clothes, along his eyes, and in his mouth and throat.  Prismatic rainbows shot out from the edges of his tunneling vision as his limbs screamed in pain and his lungs burned for air that wasn’t there.
 
I’m sorry Karna.  He mouthed, as he couldn’t pull in nor push out any air to speak.
 
Soon his vision went dark.  Every joint in his body ached, like someone pulling on his limbs, and upon his head.  His heart stopped beating.  It would only be a matter of time before he lost consciousness, a mercy while he died.
 
Within the rainbows he saw the whale, up close.  Their grey skin obstructed by the clouds of rainbow nebula and the prismatic strikes of suffocation.  
 
This close, he could swear Malthia appeared before him, except something about her seemed off.  Her hair literal red fire, her eyes gems he knew to be sapphires, her skin pearl formed from the mouth of a blessed clam.
 
She reached for him.  The reason he couldn’t reach for her was because he couldn’t feel his arms and legs by this point.  As he got closer this replica made of precious materials said in a voice that sounded like the Space Whale “Cetrionus welcomes you.”  Not-Malthia then pulled her hands away, and sunk into the nebulae before in a blink, nothing.
 
May my soul be with Malthia.  May Karna forgive me one day.  His final thought.
 
***
 
In that moment as Enzo got hurled overboard, as the other coast guard boarded the StarCarrier, something broke within her mind.  A break manifest in tears down her eyes, heat upon her skin, and a smile carved in mania on her face.
 
She wasted no time grabbing the lightning stick from the stunned guard, and darted off, finding the one Enzo already owned, on the floor below deck.  With both in her hands she raced to meet the guards, screaming “You’re coming with me in the name of Cetrionus, the Dreamer of Dreams, the Space Whale!  For Enzo!”
 
Several coast guard stumbled as the gravity wonked further, making the ship rock as if on wavy water.  Karna kept her footing, as fear rush and pain fueled her.
 
Every coast guard an overseer, a supporter of an uberroi.  Servant of the Roiyo.  Freemen who traded whatever values they were brought up with for aurum, platinum, flowing around them, buying not simple comfort but obscene hoards made in greed and gluttony.
 
She jumped, evading fireguns and iceguns trying to kill her.  The rocking made her kick one, knocking him on his butt while she bashed a chain wearer with a lightning stick, bringing him down.  Another she hit, but on padded leather, only thumping.  That guard punched her in the face.  Even as she felt blood trickle down her nose she didn’t even register it as she shoved him, off his feet, onto the floor, when a tilt of the ship knocked him over board.
 
As several guards surrounded her, she jumped, throwing the lightning sticks onto  the ferrous floor.
 
“Are you insane?”  One guard screamed as everyone took a shock upon a damaged ship.  Bodies became jelly, falling with a thud.  As the sticks deactivated, Karna landed back onto the deck.
 
This buys me time.  She thought as she raced below deck, finding a tether cord with dust on it, and raced back, tied one end around her waist and activated the other, watching it slam down faster than gravity on the ship’s floor.
 
“I’m coming Enzo!”  She shouted!  “You hear me Space Whale?”
 
Then she jumped overboard, pushing herself off against the hull of the ship, swimming through the Space Sea, arms outstretch.
 
Come on, reach!  Reach!  Karna thought as she could no longer breath, her lungs burning while her skin tingled, then limbs gave to pain.
 
She swam at the sped of her kick off, only to feel the tether tighten around her, herself no longer moving.  The tether taught, Karna pulling impotently and desperately.
 
No... NO!  She mouthed, unable to speak as she powered through her joints, including her fingers, screaming in pure agony.  Her heart raced, her vision tunneled and streaked with rainbows imposed upon the nebula that surrounded the Space Whale.
 
As she struggled, looking towards the StarCarrier, she watched as the Coast Guard fastboat aimed fire cannons at the the ship.  In a series of explosions the StarCarrier became nothing but charred ferrous.  Such a burning lit the tether on fire, disintegrating whatever tension it had, releasing Karna to move closer to Enzo.
 
She floated away, right into Enzo as she gripped him.  The Space Whale much closer, their colour obscured by the nebula, but the wrinkles along the large being, with an eye upon them, very clear.
 
As Karna gripped him tightly, the horror in his face gradually giving to a smile, she saw, over his shoulder, a plant-person, floating there.  Green, healthy, stems for skin and body, petals of vibrant purple upon a flower on the top.  From the base of the flower brown growths resembling eyes stuck out.
 
“Come!  We welcome you.”  The voice of Hiska echoed in her mind.
 
She blinked.  Time lost as her body went numb.
 
***
 
“What’s your next adventure, flyboy?”  Malthia asked Enzo as they sat upon the beaches of Getto, south of Cristo in Haixa.  The scenic sand and waters juxtaposed from the skyscrapers behind them.
 
“I...  I don’t know.”  Enzo replied.  “I mean, I need my ship first.”
 
“I just remember the joy you had in sailing near the Red Moon near Jenta.”  Malthia smiled.  “And wasn’t there that realmet near Kione?”
 
“You mean, that abandoned, floating, prison.  Which got reclaimed when the war broke out.”
 
“You saw it, and the Ilia Shower.”
 
“Yeah.”  Enzo blushed, his smile shaking on the thought.
 
“Didn’t you even catch a glimpse of ‘Sephone herself?”
 
“Well, what I saw was this pattern of glowing magic near the upper edge of Earth.  It might have been the Season Goddess herself.”
 
“Course, you stopped adventuring when the war broke out.”
 
“I... I was needed elsewhere, and then...”  Enzo grew quiet.
 
“The army?”
 
Malthia took his hand and leaned into his shoulder.  “The war is over, and you haven’t been on an adventure until you decided to check out the Space Whale.  You fear addict!”
 
Enzo chuckled.  “Am not!”
 
“Well, think on where you want to go next.”  Malthia said.  “I’m sure you will think of something.  Especially since Iso won’t stop you.  Maybe your travel companion?”
 
“Travel...”  The moment Enzo realized that she was talking about Karna, and his face went flat.  Within a pause, he then pushed a mania upon himself, as he rambled: “Yeah.  I... I can totally see her wanting to see Persephone next... or chase after a dusteri bloom.  Maybe even look for Alifa the Kilopus by Nuini... once she realizes they exist.  I mean, if she thinks the Space Whale is a God... what would she think of the thought of man-made divinity?”
 
“What’s wrong?”  Malthia asked.
 
Enzo took a deep breath.  “Well, you know she and I had... ah...”
 
“Made love?”  She said it like it was a natural, normal thing.
 
“Uh... yeah...”  He looked down to his feet.  Within a breath he looked back up to her.  “I mean... it had been so long since I’ve felt anything for anyone... like that... and...”
 
“Enzo.”  She shook her head.  “There is no need to explain yourself.  I understand.”  A smile came upon her face, a wide, genuine, smile.  “In fact, I’m happy for you.”
 
“I’m sorry?”
 
“Look, if you did this while I was still alive, I would kill you for the swine you were!  But you aren’t swine, and you didn’t.  Now that I’m dead it means... you moved on.  You’ve healed.  You were finally at a point where you could be yourself again.  Where you didn’t need to guard your heart... you could let someone in.”
 
“You’re still gone, aren’t you?”  Enzo asked.
 
She nodded.  “The mercy the Space Whale, Cetrionus, can grant you at least this.”
 
***
 
“Is that your husband?”  Hiska asked Karna as they sat upon the shoreline of the lake near Megaia.  “He’s cute!”
 
“Oh... I guess he is.”  Karna replied.  “I mean... Like...”
 
“You’re being bashful?”  Hiska smiled.  “You really are in love, aren’t you?”
 
“Yes.  I am.”
 
“Man, I can’t wait to have a husband myself!  Then we can go on double-dates, and be at eachother’s houses.  Sister, we can help raise eachother raise the children while our men... well... do what men do.”
 
“And of course, we would still...”  Karna stared out into the water.
 
“What, our alone time together?”  Hiska’s face dropped.
 
“You remember how it started, right?”
 
“Yeah.  We wanted to practice kissing for our future husbands.”
 
“And we just... ran with it.”  Karna turned to look back at Hiska, her face serious.  “Hiska.  If you could enter me, like men can, would you?”
 
Her lack of hesitation said it all:  “Of course.  I know you would do the same!  Right?”
 
“Yes I would.  Hiska...”  Karna said a truth that rattled in her brain since meeting, and being intimate with, Enzo.  “How I feel when I’m with him... its how I feel with you.”
 
“I... see.”  Hiska stared into the water, then looked and said with a giggle “But that would mean, what, you would want to marry me?  How would that work?  Marriage is between men and women.  It serves...”
 
“As a contract between families to, hopefully, be bound by offspring.”  Karna replied.  “I know.  But as lovers...”
 
“You mean, we would have husbands because we were expected to get married, but in reality, we weren’t going to love our husbands like we should, wouldn’t we?”
 
“I really thought what we have wouldn’t be the same, but it is.”
 
“Doesn’t matter now.”  Hiska wrapped an arm around Karna’s shoulders.  “That life you were not destined to have.  I’m dead now.  You’ve left Yuna.  The debt to Roiyo might not even be valid anymore, and contracts between families isn’t relevant.”
 
Karna got quiet.  A pause came over the moment before she said “I was hoping for a moment that it had been one, long, horrifying nightmare.”
 
“As a moon through the storm.”  Hiska replied.  “If not Enzo, someone else would have come along to sweep you off your feet.  And... think of all the people that are, not just in Megaia, or Gion, or any of the other towns on Yuna.  There are so many people within Earth that could give you what I did.  Nevermind men.”
 
“It won’t be the same.”  Karna turned to look at her old friend, sister, lover.
 
“Course not!”  Hiska replied.  “I’m not Enzo.  Enzo isn’t me.  The feeling will be the same.  How it manifests will be different.”
 
“Thanks.”  Karna said.  “What happens now.”
 
Hiska wore a faint smile as she said: “Cetrionus, the Space Whale, has a gift for you.”
 
***
 
“A chance to say a proper goodbye.”
 
“I will miss you.  Goodbye.”
 
“Goodbye, my love.”
 
 
Chapter 22
 
The next thing remembered Karna opened her eyes, finding a rush of air enter her lungs.  Weary, she slowly sat up, droopy eyes along slight tingling everywhere.  Joints felt sore, and she felt a pain along her face.
 
Before her, she saw the rainbows of the nebula that surrounded the Space Whale all around her as she sat upon a firm, pillow-like mat, slick like hardened para sap. Such a surface extended around them.
 
Next to her Enzo, looking worse for wear himself as he sat up.  His eyes droopy, bloodshot.  Dark blue viens peeked through his skin.  He grunted as he looked, weary, face dropped.  “Hey.”  He simply said.
 
“Hey.”  Karna replied, feeling the soreness in her slowly wash away.
 
She ran her fingers along the surface she sat on as Enzo laid back down.  A moment passed as she rose to her feet, the soreness tolerable, the tingling dissipating.  She took several steps, seeing ahead bumps and ridges that narrowed out.  The surface slopped around, the shape akin to a deck of a ship without railings.
 
“Oh Demi!”  She cried out as she sprinted along towards the stern, seeing a flowing rudder-like fin.  “Is this...”  Then she ran towards the bow, staring down a pulsing hole reminiscent of a nostril.
 
“The Space Whale?”
 
Her violet eyes sparkled upon the realization as she held out her arms.  “I’ve... reach them!  I actually touched them!  I’m touching them!”
 
A tired smile came onto Enzo’s face while she spun around, her jaw dropped and eyes wide in marvel.  She hugged herself and turned to him.  “I never thought when planning this I would get this far!  That we would get this far.
 
“Hiska!  You hear me?  I made it!”  Karna called out into the void, remembering talking about this moment with her old friend as if it wouldn’t happen.  “The closest to t rue freedom I’ve ever felt!”
 
Her own healing reached a limit and she felt weary, soreness returning to her joints, as she sat down next to the Haixa flyboy.  “I can die peacefully.”  She said.
 
***
 
Enzo can be happy that Karna was happy, however his time in Space Sea took a toll.  He felt achy all over, his skin tingled so much that it almost burned what wasn’t numb.  All he wanted to do was lay there, breathing in air that the sea deprived him of.  His want to rest overrode the enormity of what was happening in that moment.
 
“Are we sitting on a god?”  Enzo asked, simply.
 
“I guess we are!”  Karna replied.  “I... you think Fae’Bottom was right?”
 
“I... I don’t know what to think.  I just know...”  He took a gulp as the ache dissipated upon him.  “I just... Karna?”
 
“Yeah?”  She turned to ask.
 
He sat up, leaning on his elbows to have his sweet red eyes look upon her own amethysts.  “Thank you.”  He said.
 
“What for?”
 
“I... just wanted something beyond myself.  Its been so long.”
 
A tear fell upon his eyes.  Karna smiled and wrapped an arm around him.  He pushed himself up and pulled her into a hug.
 
“It wasn’t afterglow.”  He went on.  “I do love you.”
 
“Yeah... I love you too.”  Karna held him close.
 
The two adjusted their position, kneeling before the other.  They looked into the other’s eyes.  In the background the whale’s song, the “Huem, Huem” echoed all around them.
 
“If we survive this...”  Enzo said, this thoughts a mile a minute.  The moment with Malthia still fresh in his mind.
 
“When we survive.”  Karna replied.  “We’re getting out of this.”
 
He chuckled.  “Optimistic, I see.”
 
“I believe that... if the Space Whale wanted us dead, we’d be dead.”
 
“Well.  When we survive.”  He’s smile shook as he took a deep breath through calming lungs.  “Be with me.  Please?  Be by my side.”
 
Karna’s own smile shook nervously.  “Yes.  I would love that.  Wherever you go, I want to go with you.”
 
In a slow moment, the two leaned into the other, pressing their lips together in a slow, soft, kiss.  The moment felt like eternity.  In their arms, locked in lips, sealing a promise in a kiss.
 
The kiss broke and they just hugged each other.  Tears came down his eyes in a moment that felt solemn for what was tantamount to proposing marriage, if not exchanging simple vows.  Too many emotions ran in that moment: joy, fatigue, sorrow, relief, comfort, grief.
 
***
 
Karna wore a wide smile, nuzzled into his neck.  A warm, fuzzy feeling, mixed with the stab of a final goodbye, marred by the excitement of a first hello.
 
As they held eachother a voice broke the moment:  “Aww!  I just love a good ceremony.  Simple, powerful.  Better than any choreographed wedding within the courts of many a realm.”
 
The two turned to look at an older woman, standing before them.  A smile on her face and a tear in her eyes as she held her hands.  She had hair the colour of gold, woven upon pale-blue skin and grey eyes sparkling in marvel.  Her gown a bottom-heavy blue dress bellowing with petticoats, and a yew-shaped collar showing a generous amount of cleavage.
 
“Ah...”  Karna’s raised an eyebrow.  “Do you mind?”
 
Enzo asked the more practical “And... you are?”
 
“Oh!  I wasn’t meaning to intrude.”  The strange woman said.  “Fae’Bottom sent me here.”
 
“Fae’Bottom?”  Karna almost huffed.  “What does that old man want?”
 
“A ship crashed on Utone.  Passengers were from Yuna.  According to the survivors, a civil war broke out.  Fae’Bottom remembered an indent hid in his manor for a time that was hunting the Space Whale, and went to check his telescope.  Noticed that the Space Whale near the realm.  ‘But they shouldn’t be here for another half-lap!’  He told me.  ‘Its still Demeter!  It would be here in the Mother-Solstice next lap!’”
 
“Uh... isn’t it Lovers?”  Enzo asked.
 
“Fae’Bottom was having one of his moments.”  The woman replied with a shrug.  “It was near his bedtime.”
 
“Of course.”  Karna rolled her eyes.
 
The strange belle of a woman continued talking.  “Fae’Bottom felt I should be sent here to figure out what is happening.”
 
“Wait...”  Enzo said slowly.  “Are you... Matty?”
 
“Well, of course I am!”  The woman replied, placing her hand on her chest above her breasts.  “Who did you think I was?”
 
“You’re Matty...”  Karna almost snarled.  “Isn’t Fae’Bottom’s Matty a hunk of cupstannum?”
 
Enzo let out a sigh as the two let go and stood up.  “I think Karna means that you’re a construct.”
 
“To be fair, maybe you don’t recognize me as you usually see me as a walking suit of armour.”  Matty replied.  “Fae’Bottom took the cage that house the soul that powers my mind, and placed it inside of a ship.”
 
“Yeah... that is it!”  Karna spoke, her smile wide, her voice glib.  “Yeah, we see a boat where there should be armour!”
 
“I know I’m canoe sized, but I do have a sky barrier, and there is just enough room for the two of you.”  This woman calling herself Matty explained onwards.  “It will be a cramped fit, but I don’t think the two of you mind being close to eachother.”
 
She opened her arms out.  “Come!”  She commanded.  “I noticed your ship, the StarCarrier, got totalled.”
 
“Damn.”  Enzo sighed.
 
“I can get you to Utone.  I think Fae’Bottom would love to see the both of you again.”  Matty flicked her hands in a ‘come hither’ gesture.
 
The two looked at eachother, then back at the strange woman.  With a shrug they slowly walked up to her, and joined into a group hug.  As Matty closed her arms around them, the next memory they had was inside of a ferrous coffin, the only light a prismatic glow near their heads through the shadows of a cage.
 
Confusion wrinkled their faces and they laid, facing the other in the cramped space.  Too much in shock to speak as they felt the hum of an engine vibrate along the closed walls.
 
“We are bound for Utone now.”  The pitch-varied, monotone, voice they were accustom to hearing from Matty echoed around them.  “We should be at our destination within half a pace.”
 
“Thanks, ah...”  Enzo muttered, trying to find the words to say as the aches dulled, his head not hurting, while still feeling weary.  “How... is the engine, soul powered?”
 
“No.”  Matty replied.  “The engine is a smaller sun engine.  I power a system akin to a construct, just instead of being in armour, its in the control panel - wheel, throttle, and all applicable dials.”
 
“Was gonna say, would be hard to recharge soul magic.”
 
“Fae’Bottom has figured out ways to keep my soul from being depleted.”  They replied.  “After all, soul magic power people.  Such magic has to be recharged within people somehow.”
 
“Makes sense.”  Enzo nodded.
 
Karna added “I guess this is from before his mind went to mush.”
 
“He was a magi for the Silsiha.”  Matty spoke.  “One does need to be erudite to be such a thing.”
 
“How the mighty have fallen.”  Karna just looked into Enzo’s eyes.
 
Enzo gazed back while asking Matty “Did Fae’Bottom know we were here?”
 
“I don’t believe so.”  Matty replied.  “Though he suspected that the two of you might have had something to do with the unusual swim path of the Space Whale.  I did remember what he said when the two of you were in his manor.  I wanted to make sure I had room in case you needed a ride.”
 
“Thanks.”  Enzo replied as he stole a kiss from Karna.
 
“Fae’Bottom wanted me to collect data from the Space Whale concerning the magics around them.”  Matty rambled on.  “He wanted to look over what might have happened before the Silsiha could come to the Space Whale upon the command of the Space Sea Council.”
 
“I guess I can’t blame him for not trusting the architects of Iso.”  Karna replied.
 
“Fae’Bottom sent me, believing that because I’m a construct and not a person the Laws of the Sea wouldn’t apply to me.”  Said Matty.
 
“Because you’re an ‘it.’”  Enzo spoke in a low voice.
 
“Precisely.”
 
“By ‘Sephone!”  Karna gawked.  “That might be worse than being a serf.”
 
“I would technically be chattel, yes.”
 
“Wow.”  Karna mouthed as she just nuzzled up to Enzo, who received her gesture in kind.
 
“To be fair to the Space Sea Council, they fear interference with the Space Whale by no’do’wells.  That is why they forbid people from going near them.  
 
“Its based on an account a kilolap ago, where a traveller’s ship suffered heavy damage from a plasma storm and found themselves ship wrecked on a realm that there is no record of.  This was because his ship floated into the Space Whale.  At the time the Space Whale was in hibernation.  We learned of their reality distorting abilities, where the traveller found themselves within the dream of the Space Whale.  The traveller escaped the realm, but in during so he woke them up.  They been swimming in the sea since.
 
“The Silsiha feared that, if not this traveller, the Space Whale would still be asleep.  It was by their advice that people are kept away from them.  Fearing that their ability to distort reality could be misused and abused.”
 
Enzo only paid half-attention, trying to rest, given the circumstances.  Karna appeared to wish the same, and the two just gave the other coo-eyes as they drifted off.
 
***
 
Enzo and Karna laid next to eachother in the twin bed within the guestroom of Fae’Bottom’s manor on Utone.  Holding hands under the sheet, facing the other.
 
“You look terrible.”  Karna said to Enzo.
 
Indeed he still recovered from his swim in the Space Sea - as his veins became less visible, his eyes clearer, his whole body in less pain.
 
“Could say the same for you.”  Enzo replied, crawling a free hand up her cheek to admire her black eye.
 
“Getting punched in the face will do that.”  She half-smiled.
 
“Yeah.  I think the saying from my old man went:  ‘What doesn’t kill you makes a great story to later retell.”  Enzo smiled back.
 
“I guess it does.”  She smiled.
 
A silence hung in the air, mostly to soak in the peace between pitter patters from the rain outside.  After a moment Karna asked “Well, what now?”
 
“Get rest.”  Enzo replied.  “Enjoy Fae’Bottom’s hospitality.  Mingle with your friends from Yuna.”
 
“Enzo, I meant... well...”  Karna almost rolled her eyes.  “Where would we go next?  After we leave Utone?”
 
“I need a ship first.  Even if the StarCarrier, or whats left of it, has been recovered.  It needs a lot of work.”
 
“Ok, but then where?”
 
“I don’t know.  Haven’t through that far ahead.  Would have a better idea once I have a working ship again.”
 
“I see.”
 
Another beat passed before Enzo asked “Would you want to ever go back to Yuna?”
 
“Not really.”
 
“I mean, since the revolt the contract between the Roiyo and his family is null and void.  You would be a freewoman.”
 
“Being killed will do that.”
 
“Didn’t Nisk say that they found the contracts, stating their ancestors sold their bloodline as chattel?  A fact many from the doomed realms didn’t understand, and a fiction the Roiyo maintained, fearing a revolt?”
 
“Didn’t matter before.  Wouldn’t have mattered if the Roiyo still lived.”
 
“Not even to visit family?”
 
Karna rolled and looked up to the ceiling.  “Maybe to see Voltin.”  She said.  “He understood in the end.  My parents worshipped the Roiyo and his family, and I hate them for it.”
 
Enzo cradled her hand, silent.  Unsure of how to respond to that.  When the moment passed Karna looked back to him.  “Perhaps we make the union official in Haixa?”  She asked.
 
“If we can get in.”  He replied.
 
“I mean, I would love to see where you’re from.”  She smiled, then backtracked.  “I mean, I didn’t want to say it, I think its your turn to pick a place, considering that I was the one that dragged you into all of this.”
 
“Someone had to.”  Enzo replied as he pulled her close, planting many a kiss upon her lips.
 
She chased his mouth, gripping him close, to be interrupted by a knock on the door.  Enzo let go and sat up.  “Yes?”  He called out.
 
The door opened to a very armoured Matty.  “Apologies if I interrupted anything.”  They said.  “I’m just informing you that dinner will be served shortly.”
 
“Thank you.”  Enzo replied as Matty walked away, closing the door behind her.
 
The two got out of bed and got dressed into the provided clothes of blue and purple that Fae’Bottom like dressing people in.  Once decent they walked out and into the dinning room, where more places were set.  Fifteen other people, a couple Karna might have seen en passing, all taking seats at the table.
 
Everyone seated, Karna and Enzo seated next to eachother.  As everyone took a seat Fae’Bottom took his place at the head of the table, as the spindly constructs with trays of food came clanking in.  The old man simply said  “Ho Ho!  Just got informed of a grand party!  Welcome all to my abobe within the Storm Realm.  Not sure who you all are but... I trust Matty that you’re a great crowd!
 
“Now.  Lets be marry!”
 
Enzo and Karna held hands under the table as the group started eating.
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