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​​​Chapter One

When Braim Kotogs rose, yawning and stretching, from his bed this morning in his room in the inn, he had not expected to find a large package on his dresser. It was a plain package, square and wrapped in featureless brown paper, but there was something about it that made Braim hesitate. He didn't sense any magical energy emanating from the package, but he didn't see any labels on it or anything, either, so he didn't know if it was from a friend or not.

Brushing back his red bangs, Braim got up and walked over to the package cautiously. The wooden floor was cold under his bare feet, but he barely paid attention to that. The room was dark, with the only real light being the sun's rays peeking through the closed shutters of his room. Outside, he could already hear the sounds of the city of World's End; people walking, vehicles moving, and what sounded like blustery wind blowing through.

But right now, Braim was focused on the package. He held his wand at his side, ready to use it should the package prove deadly, even though there was nothing to suggest that there was anything bad about this package.

Except for the fact that it somehow got in my room without explanation, Braim thought. Yeah, there's definitely nothing suspicious about that.

Braim stopped a few feet from his dresser and eyed the package carefully. He noticed that one of the corners was ripped, showing a red tip, but all that told him was that the box was red, which was hardly useful information, in his opinion. He considered going and waking up the innkeeper, a minor spirit—also known as a katabans—named Mishak, and asking if he knew anything about the package or its contents, but Braim decided that he didn't really need to do that. The package didn't seem very threatening to him. It was just mysterious. And because he couldn't sense any magical energy from within, he decided that whatever it might be, it probably wasn't harmful.

Still, Braim didn't touch the package himself. Raising his wand, he applied a little bit of telekinesis to make the package float in the air. He then carefully ripped the brown packaging off using that same telekinesis, although it wasn't as careful as he'd like, mostly because he specialized in necromancy and not telemancy.

In seconds, the floor beneath the floating package was littered with plain brown packaging paper, while the package itself floated before him. It was red, as he had suspected, and just as plain as the paper that had covered it. He turned it around, but still saw no labels on it.

Whoever packaged this box is either unimaginative or trying to hide something from me, Braim thought. Probably the first.

Another application of telekinesis and the package's lid fell off. He then tilted the package just enough so he could see its contents. Unfortunately, it had packaging paper in it that made it impossible to tell what was inside it, though he managed to remove that quickly enough in order to see what was underneath it.

To his surprise, it was some kind of bracelet. Due to the low light conditions of his room, Braim couldn't exactly make out all of the details of the bracelet, so he removed the bracelet from within, tossing the box aside. He then floated the bracelet into his hand, which he looked down at with curiosity.

His first impression was that it was ancient. It was made of some kind of ancient metal and covered in markings he couldn't read but which he recognized as being from an ancient language. He turned it over his hand, but saw nothing to indicate it's nature.

Just an old piece of jewelry, Braim thought. That's a weird gift to give someone.

Braim looked down at the box on the floor, but didn't see a card or anything else that could have explained what the bracelet was supposed to be or who had given it to him. He also wondered why it was so old and who it might have belonged to in the past.

Not sure if I should try it on, Braim thought. It doesn't look harmful, but just because it doesn't look harmful doesn't mean that it is safe.

But Braim was curious, so he took the bracelet and slipped it on his wrist. The bracelet was a tight fit, but once it was on, it was very snug and secure. He twisted his arm over to see if the bracelet's appearance had changed when he put it on, but it looked the same as it always did.

Braim stood there for a couple of minutes, expecting something to happen, but the longer he stood there, the more obvious it became that the bracelet was not going to do anything to him. It seemed to be nothing more than an ancient piece of jewelry, and not even a very pretty one at that.

Do I have a fan or something who sent me this as a gift? Braim thought. But if that's the case, then why isn't there a note or card from them explaining to me what this is and why they gave it to me? They can't be that shy, can they?

Those questions made Braim uneasy. He supposed that receiving a mysterious bit of ancient jewelry wasn't as bad as being attacked by a four-armed half-god wearing a mask that resembled the face of a baba raga, but he had had enough mysterious experiences in his short return to life so far to last the rest of it and was not in the mood to have any more.

So Braim tried to remove it, but the bracelet stuck fast to his wrist and would not budge.

Uh oh, Braim thought. Okay, not a problem. Let's just use some magic to remove it.

Braim pointed his wand at the ancient bracelet and focused on using telekinesis to remove it. He narrowed his eyes and concentrated hard, imagining in his head that it would simply float off his wrist and back into the box from which it came.

But as soon as Braim used his magic, the bracelet tightened around his wrist. Not only that, but when it tightened, he suddenly felt as tired and worn out as if he had not slept at all. He staggered forward and then fell to his hands and knees. He could barely keep his eyes open. His thoughts became sluggish and his body became weak.

Unable to stay awake any longer, Braim fell face-first onto the floor, his last thought being, I knew I shouldn't have put on that bracelet.


​​​Chapter Two

Princess Raya Mana's first thought, upon entering the shop on World's End with a sign written in a language she couldn't read, was that the katabans had terrible taste in fashion. And she thought this as a half katabans herself.

In fact, the only reason Raya had entered this shop at all was because she had seen a very nice dress on display in the front window. It was red, her favorite color, and was made of a beautiful silk that she had never seen before in her life. The hem flowed even more beautifully, looking more like water than thread, and it even had the symbol of Grinf—a hammer wreathed in fire—etched into the right shoulder. What's more, it looked like it would fit her perfectly.

The only problem was that Raya had no idea what the price was. She was hardly price-conscious. As Princess of Carnag, there was nothing that she could not afford. If she wanted something, she could always ask her parents to get it for her and they would, no matter the price.

But Raya was on her own here in World's End and had only a limited amount of funds that her parents had given her before she came here. She didn't really know the exact amount—somewhere around a thousand coins, though they were written out on about fifty pieces of paper for ease of carry—but she decided that she would be able to afford that dress no matter how much it cost.

Yet if Raya hadn't wanted that dress so badly, she would have stepped right out of this shop and never visit again. The assortment of clothing looked normal enough, such as dresses and skirts for women and shirts and pants for men, but they were in such gaudy, contrasting colors that Raya just didn't understand how anyone could possibly wear them and not feel (and look) like a complete fool. There was a men's suit, for example, that was hot pink and lime green, while a women's dress seemed to be trying to cram every color of the rainbow onto its surface and not in an elegant way, either.

Not only that, but the shop was cramped. It had looked rather wide-open on the outside, but the clothes were practically crammed against each other in its tiny space. There was a thin path between the racks of clothing that went from the door to the counter at the other end, but even for Raya—who was hardly a large girl—it was slow-going. The place was hot as well, like all of the windows were closed. Raya would have thought that the owner of this place might have used magic at least to cool it down, but either the shopkeeper didn't know how or just didn't care about making sure that his shop offered the best experiences for his customers.

Additionally, the fabric on the clothes was unlike any fabric Raya had known back up north. Clothes that looked silk felt coarse and rough. One dress even felt like it had been covered with spikes (which she barely managed to avoid cutting her fingers against when she tried to touch the dress). She wondered whether this was a special fabric made by the gods or if the katabans made it themselves.

Then there was the smell. It wasn't bad, exactly, but it was odd because it smelled more like freshly-cut grass or seaweed than clothing. Every single piece of clothing in the shop seemed to give off that smell, which made Raya wonder if the shopkeeper had intentionally sprayed his clothes with it. Did that smell appeal to the katabans who lived here or something?

I thought that World's End, being the Throne of the Gods, would have far more upscale shops than this place, Raya thought with a grimace, slowly making her way to the counter near the back. And just where are all of the customers and employees? Is today a slow day for them or something?

Finally, Raya reached the counter, which was made of gold and ruby, which was in rather stark contrast to the rest of the shop's ordinary wooden flooring. Underneath the counter, Raya saw a hodgepodge of shoes—high heels, hiking boots, leather shoes, and so on—through its glass front, but she didn't see a price anywhere. Nor was she interested in finding out how much they cost. She wanted one thing, and one thing only, and she was going to get it.

But unfortunately, there was no one at the counter to answer her questions. She looked to the left and to the right, but didn't see anyone anywhere. She saw a door at the back of the shop, perhaps the office, but she didn't want to have to go all the way to the back of the shop just to get someone who could tell her how much that marvelous red dress cost.

That was when Raya noticed a tiny bell sitting on the counter. It was a rather pretty bell, made out of silver, which Raya assumed was what she needed to ring in order to summon whoever the shopkeeper was. Of course, the bell might have been for sale, but Raya saw no price on it, so she assumed that it wasn't.

Raya grabbed the bell and shook it. It made a pleasant little tingling sound. In fact, it was so cute that Raya almost wanted to keep the bell for herself.

But there was no response. Raya looked around the shop again and still didn't see anyone else in here. She wondered if perhaps the shopkeeper had gone out to lunch before reminding herself that it was actually mid-morning and therefore not yet lunchtime.

Besides, do katabans even have lunch? Raya thought. Maybe they work all day long without eating anything.

As it was, Raya hated waiting, especially in a shop like this. She turned around and made her way back to the exit, this time faster than usual because she was used to the shop's layout by now.

But, despite her disappointment in the shop's customer service, Raya could not help but look at the red dress on display in the window. Even from behind, it looked fabulous and she could even see a path to it through all of the clothing. So Raya made her way to the red dress, deciding that she would at least get the pleasure of touching it even if she couldn't own it.

In a couple of minutes, Raya reached the window display. She stopped and looked up at the red dress, imagining herself wearing it and impressing everyone else.

Especially Carmaz, Raya thought with a smile. I don't know what kind of clothes he likes on a woman, but even a man like him would be knocked out by that dress.

Oh, how Raya wanted it. She would have given anything in the world to have it, paid any price. She had tons of nice dresses back home, of course, but this was a dress on World's End, which meant that it was unique, maybe even better than all of the other dresses back on Carnag. She reached out and brushed her fingers against the hem. It was soft and smooth, exactly what she looked for in a dress.

Raya looked over her shoulder. She still didn't see or hear anyone. There were no employees or customers in sight. And a quick glance out the front window showed that the streets of World's End were as empty as King's Desert this morning.

No one will know, Raya thought, clutching the hem of the dress, if I take it. Not stealing. This is of course not stealing. It's just taking something that this shopkeeper clearly can't sell. I mean, if he could sell it, then logically I shouldn't have even seen it in the window. I doubt the katabans who live here even like it, so if I take it, the shopkeeper won't be losing any sales.

It had been a while since Raya had taken something, but she knew that if she was quick, she could take the dress and get out of here in minutes.

But just as Raya tightened her grip on the hem of the dress, a soft voice behind her said, “Hello, young lady. How may I help you?”

Raya almost whirled around and punched the voice's owner, but she restrained herself. Instead, Raya let go of the dress's hem and, turning around, put the sweetest smile on her face that she could.

Standing behind her—almost too close for comfort—was a katabans who looked like a kindly old man. He had a shock of gray hair and wore a funny orange and gray suit, a color disaster to Raya's eyes. His eyes were green and black. Literally, one eye was green and the other was black. It made it hard for Raya to look him in the eyes, though she was grateful for that, because she was pretty sure that the katabans would have seen her desire to take the dress if she had looked him straight in the eyes.

“Oh, er, I was just interested in this, uh, dress,” said Raya, gesturing at the dress behind her and trying not to look too guilty. “It's very pretty and I thought it might fit me well.”

The katabans looked over her shoulder at the dress and then nodded. “Yes. I think it would fit your body splendidly. It is almost like that dress was made for you, if I do say so myself.”

Raya giggled a little, though it was more out of nervousness than anything. “Oh, that is so sweet of you. Who made the dress?”

“I did,” said the katabans, jabbing his thumb at his chest proudly. “I made every bit of clothing in this shop.”

Raya looked around at all of the dresses and suits and pants. “Really? How did you do that?”

“Through hard work and magic,” said the katabans. “I come from a long line of katabans tailors who have made clothing for our fellow katabans. I make clothes for all genders and body types, but I specialize in making beautiful dresses for beautiful women like yourself.”

“You certainly do a good job of that, if that red dress is as good as it looks,” Raya said.

“Actually, it isn't as good as it looks,” the katabans said. “It is better. It is an Anwan original.”

“Anwan,” Raya repeated. “Is that your name?”

“Yes, ma'am,” said the katabans tailor, nodding. He gestured at the shop they stood in. “And this shop is called Anwan's Tailoring. I sell and repair clothing for katabans. I can also make custom orders. I run the whole shop by myself. I don't have a single employee to help.”

“That sounds like a lot of work for one man,” Raya said. “Er, katabans.”

Anwan must have noticed her slip, however, because he said, “Man? Are you by chance human?”

Raya didn't like the way Anwan said the word 'human.' Nor did she like how he leaned forward when he said that, as if he was going to eat her there and then if she answered wrongly.

But Raya didn't see any way she could lie about her species to him, so she said, “Actually, I'm half human. My father is human, while my mother is a katabans.”

Anwan rubbed his large chin, like he was thinking about what she'd just said. “Father a human, mother a katabans ... young woman who looks human ... and that outfit you're wearing is part of the Tournament uniform that the gods ordered me to make for the Tournament last month ...”

Raya looked down at the clothes she was currently wearing. They were indeed a simple blue tunic and pants, very practical, though also incredibly boring. She only wore them because she didn't have any of her old dresses from home and because Alira, the Judge of the Tournament, demanded that all godlings wear them. Otherwise, she wouldn't have left these folded up in the drawers of her dresser back in her apartment.

“Wait, so you made these uniforms?” said Raya, looking back up at Anwan in surprise.

“Yes, ma'am, all one hundred of them,” said Anwan, nodding. He then pointed at her. “And let me guess, you are Princess Raya Mana, daughter of Hanarova, correct?”

Raya started when Anwan mentioned her mother's name. She could only say, “Well, uh, yes, that's correct. I'm the Princess of the House of Carnag and next in line to become Queen should anything happen to my mother. But how do you know my mother's name?”

Anwan's kindly smile quickly turned into an angry scowl when she asked that question. She noticed how he jammed his hands into his pockets, which made her worry that he was going to pull out some kind of weapon on her, but the tailor only drew a thin string from his pocket and began to play with it in his hands.

Then Anwan's scowl vanished, though when he spoke, he sounded very restrained. “Everyone on World's End knows Hana. In the old days, your mother was a servant of the Mechanical Goddess, the Goddess of Machines. Do you know her?”

“Mother has mentioned the Mechanical Goddess to me before,” Raya said, “though she doesn't like talking about her days from before she met Father.”

“Well, sometimes older people have their reasons for not wanting to talk about the foolishness of their youth, Raya,” said Anwan. “But you see, I knew Hana when she was not much older than you. Quite the feisty girl, she was. I never imagined that she'd fall in love with and marry a human. It's unheard of among katabans. Not that there's anything wrong with that, of course,” Anwan added hastily.

Raya frowned. She could tell that Anwan hardly approved of her parents' marriage, despite his insincere (and rather awkward) attempt at a save. He was clearly just trying to avoid offending her so she wouldn't take her business elsewhere (which didn't mean much, seeing as she didn't know of any other tailors in the city).

But Raya typically liked avoiding confrontations, too, so she said in a casual voice, “No offense taken. I am just surprised to run into someone Mother knew in her youth. Did she work for you?”

“No, she didn't,” said Anwan, shaking his head as he continued to play with the little string in his hands. “She was a regular customer, at least until she went to work for the Mechanical Goddess. Then she spent all of her time on Stalf and I saw her maybe once a year at most. Last time I saw her was at the end of the Katabans War some thirty years back, after Jakuuth Grinfborn and his followers were locked away beneath World's End for their crimes.”

“Perhaps I can reunite you with Mother after the Tournament is over,” Raya said. “I could even make you the royal tailor of the Carnagian Royal Family. I—”

“No,” said Anwan, shaking his head again. “I mean, that is a kind and generous offer, Princess, but I prefer to continue the work of my family here on World's End, rather than move up north to live among humans. But maybe I will come visit some day, if your mother approves.”

Raya could tell that Anwan had rejected her offer for other reasons, but at the moment, she found that she could not gather the strength to care. Her mind was still on the dress, which she was going to get now that Anwan was here to tell her the price.

So, changing the subject, Raya said, “Well, Mr. Anwan, I would like to buy that dress in the window. Just how much does it cost?”

“Five hundred crimsonite,” said Anwan without hesitation.

Raya frowned again. “Five hundred what?”

“Crimsonite,” Anwan repeated. “It's the currency we katabans use on World's End to exchange for goods and services. Did your mother never tell you about it?”

Raya rubbed her arm, feeling a little embarrassed. “Well, no. We use coins up north. Everyone does.”

“Ah,” said Anwan. “I understand. Yes, of course humans would not use crimsonite. Even we katabans only use it for certain goods and services. Other goods and services, you see, we barter or trade for. We katabans are not as close to money as humans are.”

“I see,” said Raya. “Well, what is the current conversion rate of crimsonite to coins?”

Anwan stroked his chin. “You know, I have no idea. I've never had to convert human money into katabans money, mostly because I've never had any human customers before. And to be honest, I am not sure I want human money. It is completely worthless here on World's End.”

Raya's eyes widened. She looked at her purse and pulled out a fistful of money and waved it in Anwan's face. “Are you telling me that this is all worthless? That I have no more money than the average street beggar? Is that what you're telling me?”

Anwan stepped back, though he didn't put away his piece of string. “I am sorry, Princess, but I can't take your money. I wish I could, but from a business standpoint, you have to understand that it makes no sense for me to do so.”

“But ...” Raya was at a loss for words. She looked at the money in her hands, which was little more than glorified paper at the moment. She had always been taught that money could buy anything and that if you had money, then there was nothing you could not do.

Thus, hearing Anwan tell her that it didn't matter how much money she had, that he wouldn't take any of it, was like being slapped in the face and pushed into the mud. She could not comprehend it.

“I am deeply sorry, Princess, but without knowing the conversion rates between crimsonite and coins, I can't give you the dress,” said Anwan. “Perhaps you have something that we could barter for? Or trade?”

Raya shook her head to snap herself out of her existential crisis. She put her money back into her purse and looked up at Anwan. “Trade?” She said the word like she had never heard it before, which was partly true, as she had never had to trade to get something she wanted before.

“Yes, trade,” said Anwan, nodding. “For example, perhaps you have another dress of equivalent value that you could bring here and give me in exchange for the dress in the window. I might just take anything you give me, seeing as I don't have any human clothes here and would greatly appreciate the opportunity to study the work of human tailors and dressmakers.”

Raya thought about that. She looked over her shoulder at the red dress in the window and then looked back at Anwan. She was tempted to simply walk out the shop and go elsewhere, but she found that she simply couldn't say no to that dress. After all, if Raya refused his offer, then there was a very good chance that someone else would come and buy it before she did. If that happened, then she would be quite miserable.

“All right,” said Raya. “I have some dresses back in my apartment that are human-made. But I can't bring you them right away. I have to head to the Stadium in order to watch the next sub-bracket challenge. I only stepped in here because I thought I'd have enough time to get the dress, but I definitely don't have time to run back to my apartment and then return here and then go to the Stadium afterwards.”

“That is perfectly fine,” said Anwan. “I'll hold the dress for you while you are away. I doubt I'll sell it anyway. No one around here seems to want it, so I can hold it for you without much trouble.”

Raya smiled, already forgetting her earlier crisis. “Thanks. I don't know exactly when I will be back, but it will definitely be before the day is over.”

“Very well,” said Anwan. “My shop is open until late in the evening, so you'll have plenty of time to get back here and make the trade.”

Raya nodded. “Then I need to get going right away. But I promise I'll be back with a human-made dress even better than this one. For sure.”


​​​Chapter Three

Carmaz Korva walked alone through the streets of World's End, keeping his head down and his hands in his pockets. He felt tired and sluggish, given that he hadn't slept much last night. Nonetheless, when the first rays of the sun had peeked through his window, he had gotten up, dressed, had breakfast, and headed out to the Stadium.

And he had to go there. Today was the day of the Human God Sub-Bracket Challenge. He did not know exactly what that would entail, but seeing as he was in the Human God Sub-Bracket, that meant that he had to be there whether he wanted to or not. Alira had specifically told him to be there early, along with the other challengers in that sub-bracket.

She didn't say which route through the city he had to take to get there, however. So Carmaz had decided to take the longest route he knew of, which would take him about ten minutes longer to reach the Stadium than it normally would. To add to the time, Carmaz walked at a slow pace.

The streets of World's End seemed empty this morning. He saw no merchants hawking wares or children playing in the streets or individuals running errands around the city. Carmaz knew very little about katabans culture and understood even less, but from what he had gathered from his stay here, most katabans only stayed in World's End in between missions given to them by the gods. He suspected that most of the katabans were currently out in the rest of the world, doing whatever it was that the gods had told them to do. Perhaps some were even keeping an eye on the Void to make sure that it wouldn't cross its boundaries again.

In any case, the absence of the people made World's End feel more like a city of ghosts than a city of gods. There weren't even any gods out right now, though Carmaz was all right with that, considering how he wasn't a terribly big fan of the gods. Besides, he liked the silence and solitude, as it meant that he didn't have to worry about someone asking him any dumb questions about himself.

Or the grief I'm feeling, Carmaz thought.

It had only been a week since his best friend since childhood—and his best friend in the whole world—Saia had been killed by the Void. Yet it seemed like much longer to Carmaz. It was almost like he was living a second life now. The first had lasted nearly thirty years and had included Saia. The second had just started a week ago and without Saia.

Despite having come to terms with the fact that Saia's death had indeed happened, Carmaz still found it hard to believe. Several times over the past week, Carmaz would wonder what Saia would say about this or what Saia would do in this situation, only to remind himself that Saia was dead and thus unable to have an opinion on anything.

And none of the other godlings had been particularly helpful in aiding him in dealing with his grief. Raya was still determined to seduce him (a fact he found bizarre, considering how brusquely he had treated her, but he supposed that he never did understand the opposite sex very well), Tashir had given him a long rant about the importance of strength in a warrior, Malya had given him a hug and told him she was there if he needed to talk with her (a gesture he did appreciate, though he still found it hard to talk with someone like her, who was essentially still a stranger to him), and Yoji had been worse than useless, telling Carmaz all the 'facts' that modern mages knew about depression and how to combat it (facts which seemed utterly useless to Carmaz at the moment, however true they might have been).

As for Braim, Carmaz had made a point of avoiding the mage ever since Saia's death. It wasn't necessarily that he hated Braim or anything. Truth of the matter was, he thought Braim was a good guy.

The problem was what Carmaz intended to do with Braim. He always felt guilty every time he thought about the deal he had made with the Ghostly God shortly after Saia's death, but he always pushed the guilt away, because he didn't think he was doing anything wrong.

What's wrong with wanting to bring your friend back to life? Carmaz thought, turning down an alleyway that he knew would increase his walking time by five minutes at least. I know Braim doesn't want anyone studying him like a wild beast, but he doesn't understand that understanding how he came back to life is for the greater good. If we could somehow learn how he did it, then we could also use it to bring back other people, not just Saia.

That was the deal he had made with the Ghostly God. Carmaz would help disqualify Braim from the Tournament and let the Ghostly God get him and study him to understand how his resurrection had occurred. Carmaz had already put stage one of his and the Ghostly God's plan into action last night.

Assuming everything went according to plan, Braim should be opening that box, putting on that bracelet, and losing his power at this very moment, Carmaz thought, glancing up at the pinkish morning sky visible between the massive skyscrapers on all sides. Then it's the Ghostly God's turn to start the next phase of the plan.

Carmaz didn't like the idea of working alongside any god, especially a southern god like the Ghostly God, but he was a practical person and therefore saw no reason to let his own personal biases get in the way of bringing Saia back to life. As long as that task was accomplished, Carmaz was willing to do anything that the Ghostly God asked him to do—well, as long as it moved him closer to his goal of resurrecting Saia, anyway. The only thing he wasn't sure about was the bracelet's origin. The Ghostly God had been very vague about where he had found it, but Carmaz hadn't pushed the issue because he figured there were all kinds of magical artifacts in the world that could do all sorts of strange things and this was simply one of them.

Now Carmaz was normally not the kind of person to even think about cheating death. Having grown up on Ruwa, he probably had an even greater understanding of death than most of the other godlings or most people in general. He had seen many people die over the years there. In fact, death was so common on Ruwa that he barely even thought much about it.

That was before I met Braim and discovered that resurrection is indeed possible, Carmaz thought. And if it is possible to bring back those who died, then maybe it is also possible to return Ruwa to its original glory.

That was how Carmaz had managed to reconcile his desire to resurrect Saia with his desire to win the Tournament and use his new godly powers to help his people. If he resurrected Saia, then Carmaz could show him to the Ruwans and give them hope that life could be improved.

Back on Ruwa, most of the villagers stopped supporting me when I told them that I was going to become a god, Carmaz thought. They didn't believe I'd be any better than Skimif or any of the other gods. But once they see Saia brought back to life, they'll have no choice but to support me and believe in the possibilities of the future.

Until then, Carmaz would have to do without their support. He felt the gold Ruwan coin in his pocket, the one that the young girl Frissa had given him before he left. It was the only reminder of home that he had now, seeing as Saia was dead now. He hadn't thought much about the coin since receiving it, but he kept it by his side regardless. It was one of the few things that kept him going nowadays and it would keep him going until he won the Tournament.

It wasn't long before Carmaz arrived at the Stadium. The massive building looked the same as it always had, even though it had been consumed by the Void only a week ago. He pushed the doors open and entered the lobby, where he found all of the godlings gathered. It reminded him of the last sub-bracket challenge last week, only this time, there were slightly fewer people due to the deaths that the Void had caused.

Carmaz did a cursory glance of the godlings, but he didn't see either Raya or Braim anywhere. He was grateful for that until he heard a familiar feminine voice shout, “Carmaz!” causing him to look to the side to see Raya running up to him in excitement.

She almost hugged him, but Carmaz moved out of the way just in the nick of time, causing Raya to go staggering forward with her arms out. She almost fell flat on her face, but she managed to catch herself, and then stopped and turned to look at Carmaz with a smile on her face.

“Hello, Raya,” said Carmaz without any enthusiasm. “How are you?”

“Great,” said Raya, without missing a beat. “Doing just fine. How about you? Are you ready for the next challenge?”

Carmaz found Raya's happiness odd. She had been right in the midst of the Void during its initial attack and had even passed out trying to escape from it, yet here she was acting like all was right with the world. It made Carmaz wonder if Raya was really that happy-go-lucky or if this was how she coped with trauma. Especially after learning that Raya had witnessed the death of Abacos, one of the original Steeds of Hollech, but again, she seemed entirely unaffected by it, as if she had not been through a severely traumatizing event fairly recently.

But he didn't mention it. Instead, he said, “As ready as I can be without actually knowing what the challenge is going to be, yes.”

“Good,” said Raya. “I know you'll do perfectly. In fact, I demand that you do perfectly.”

Carmaz quirked an eyebrow. “Demand? Are you demanding me to do perfectly or are you going to demand Alira to judge me leniently?”

“Both, obviously,” said Raya. She then looked around and frowned. “Where's Braim? I haven't seen him all morning. Did he sleep in or something?”

Carmaz folded his arms over his chest and gave a very convincing fake shrug. “Who knows? I haven't spoken to him since Saia's death, so I have no idea what he's been up to since then.”

Raya looked a little troubled, and Carmaz understood why. Both of them had heard about how Diog, the God of the Grave, had attempted to murder Braim in order to 'correct' his 'unnatural' existence. It was well-known that Diog had ordered a half-god known as Ragao to kill Braim a couple of times as well. Right now, both Diog and Ragao were unable to harm anyone, but the possibility that someone else might have harmed Braim was still quite real.

And Raya doesn't even suspect that I might have had a part to play in it, Carmaz thought, keeping his facial expression neutral in order to make sure that Raya did not suspect that he had a part to play in Braim's lateness.

Then Raya shrugged and said, “Oh, well. Braim probably got sick or something. Or maybe he's just lazy. If Alira gets angry, she can get angry at him. I want nothing to do with it.”

Carmaz nodded. “Same. Besides, I doubt Alira would call off today's challenge just because Braim is late. There's no reason to, not when all of the other godlings are here and ready to participate.”

“Exactly,” said Raya, “though I'd be quite disappointed if this challenge was delayed due to Braim's lateness. I'd probably slap him upside the head for laziness if that happened.”

Again, Carmaz nodded, even though he didn't quite share her sentiments. All Carmaz hoped was that the Ghostly God was doing his part of the plan and that nothing had gone wrong. If it had, then there was a very good chance that he and the Ghostly God would be caught.

The Ghostly God is smart, if insane, Carmaz thought. He's the one who came up with the plan, so I doubt he will mess it up.

At that moment, an unfamiliar voice said, “Hey, are you Carmaz Korva?”

Carmaz and Raya turned to see a short and stout man walk out of the crowd of godlings. Carmaz was pretty sure he had never seen this man before, who had long, shoulder length black hair and dark skin to go along with it. He also had a necklace around his neck, which had a hook symbol hanging from it, though Carmaz wasn't sure what the symbol meant.

“Um, yes?” said Carmaz, not sure how to respond to this man's question.

The man stopped and held out a hand to Carmaz. “My name is Samvan Curos. I'm in the Human God Bracket, just like you. Pleased to meet you.”

Carmaz, still not sure of this man's identity or intentions, nonetheless took the man's hand. It was hard and sweaty, though Carmaz wasn't disgusted by it because that described the hands of most Ruwans back home, though he didn't expect to feel such a tight and powerful squeeze as Samvan's fingers practically ate his own.

“Nice to meet you,” was all Carmaz could think to say when he and Samvan finished shaking hands.

Samvan nodded in response, then looked at Raya and said, “And you're Princess Raya, right?”

Raya puffed out her chest. “The one and only.”

Samvan nodded at her as well, but it was a very brief nod. He then returned his attention to Carmaz and said, “Carmaz, I just wanted to thank you for saving Alira from the Void. Rumor has it that you were the one who woke her up so she could teleport you and everyone else out of the Stadium during the Void's attack.”

“I did do that, yes,” said Carmaz. “But why are you thanking me? It wasn't particularly heroic. I just did what we needed to do to survive.”

“Well, I wanted to thank you on Alira's behalf, of course,” said Samvan. “I'm not actually her official spokesman or anything, but I can tell she was thankful for what you and the others did last week. I also wanted to thank you on a personal level.”

“Personal level?” Carmaz said. “Are you friends with Alira or something?”

“No,” said Samvan with a wistful sigh. “Not yet. She doesn't like to socialize with us godlings much. I've tried talking to her, but she just sort of blows me off. I'm kind of used to it, because most women treat me that way, but I thought that she might be at least a little bit more tolerant than most.”

“Are you telling me that you actually like her?” said Carmaz, though he was quite sure that he had missed something at some point and was misunderstanding Samvan's words. “As in, in love with her?”

“Oh, it doesn't matter,” said Samvan, waving off Carmaz's question. “What matters is that I thanked you for saving her, which gives me more chances to get to know her. I wish I had a better way to thank you, but this is all I can do for now.”

Carmaz exchanged puzzled looks with Raya, who looked rather disgusted by Samvan. He understood that feeling. While Alira was by no means an ugly woman, he found it hard to believe that anyone could actually love her. He didn't see what Samvan saw in her, but decided that he'd rather not know. It was just one of those things that he'd prefer to be ignorant of.

Changing the subject, Carmaz said, “So, Samvan, what is that symbol on your necklace supposed to represent?”

“This?” said Samvan, grabbing his necklace and holding it up. “This is the symbol of Hona, Goddess of Prisons and Prisoners.”

Raya stepped back. “You aren't a prisoner yourself, are you?”

Samvan laughed as he let go of his necklace, which fell against his chest. “No, no. I was actually a prison guard before Tinkar showed up and told me that I am supposed to participate in the Tournament. Almost all prison guards in the world worship Hona. She is the one who makes our prisons strong and gives us the strength we need to keep prisoners behind bars.”
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