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Chapter One

“What shall we do about Uron?” said Skimif, the God of Martir, to all of the hundreds of gods gathered in the Temple of the Gods. Ordinarily, he would have performed a roll call to make sure that every god was present, but as this was one of the most important meetings the gods had had in a while, he didn't bother. Besides, a quick scan of the area with his godly presence told him that every single god in both the Northern and Southern Pantheons was present anyway, making a head count redundant.

Except, of course, for the Mysterious One, Skimif thought, reclining on his massive marble-and-crystal throne, putting the tips of his fingers together as he looked at all of the gods. We'll just have to make do without him, as always.

That single question he had asked had made all of the gods silent, even though mere moments ago the gods had been trading news and making lots of noise. He saw the Historical God, the God of History, who resembled a green octopus with the head of a human, on the other side of the wide-open Temple look away nervously, while Tinkar, the God of Fate and Time, leaned against his staff as if all of his thousands of years weighed heavily on his shoulders. Of the goddesses, Kano, the Goddess of the Sea, was muttering something to the Mechanical Goddess, Goddess of Machines, who was currently occupying the body of one of her automatons, the one called Calir, if Skimif recalled correctly.

Skimif wasn't shocked by their silence. After all, Uron was no ordinary criminal. Last year, he killed the Avian Goddess, and last month had led an army of half-gods to destroy World's End, where the Temple of the Gods was located. Uron had even proven to be a match for Skimif himself, which was why he had given the gods so much trouble recently.

Indeed, the only reason Uron was currently not a threat to Martir in general and the gods in particular was because of the brave actions of the minor spirit known as Durima. Skimif remembered well how shocked Uron had looked when Durima tackled him into the ethereal, that second plane upon which only the gods and katabans could travel. It had been quite satisfying.

Next to Skimif, Nimiko, the God of Light, shifted in his seat uncomfortably. “Well ... what is there to do about Uron, Lord Skimif? He's trapped in the ethereal. There's no way he can get out, and with no one in there, he can't hurt anyone, either. Maybe he'll starve to death, since there's no food in the ethereal.”

“Starve to death?” barked the Loner God, the God of Solitude, Jungle, and Animals, from his seat on the other side of the huge chamber. “Oldest brother, I know how slow you are, but I didn't know you were that stupid. Uron is basically a god, as far as I am concerned, and gods don't die of starvation.”

“The Loner God is correct,” said Skimif, nodding. “While Uron technically isn't a god, I doubt he'll starve to death in there. He managed to survive as a bodiless spirit for thousands of years until just recently. If we leave him alone, he'll just become angrier and more hateful than ever.”

Grinf, the God of Fire, Metal, and Justice, leaned forward on his metallic throne and raised his gavel. “I propose that we execute Uron in the style that my followers execute their criminals. It is only just.”

Kano rolled her eyes. “You think we haven't been trying to kill him, brother? Have your flames burned your ears? Or are you just deaf?”

“Justice is not deaf,” said Grinf. “Besides, sister, I don't see you coming up with any useful suggestions. Like the sea, you only wash away things, never build anything of use.”

“Enough snipping,” said Skimif, holding up a hand wearily. “Sometimes you gods are like children.”

“Says the godling,” said the Loner God under his breath.

Skimif glared at him, but shook his head. “I know we are all afraid of Uron, but we can't let our fear divide us or cloud our reasoning.”

“Tell that to the Fear Goddess,” said Nimiko, gesturing at a woman several rows down who appeared to be covered in blood and had a wide, disturbing smile on her skull-like face. “She's the one who controls fear around here, not us.”

The Fear Goddess simply nodded to acknowledge that Nimiko had spoken to her. Out of all of the gods, only she seemed to be keeping her cool, though Skimif didn't find that very odd or strange, seeing as she was always one of the least jumpy goddesses, even with the knowledge of Uron running around trying to kill everybody.

“That's not what I mean,” said Skimif. “I mean that as the gods of Martir, it is our sworn duty to deal with threats like Uron permanently. As long as Uron remains alive in the ethereal, his escape is always a very real possibility.”

“Why don't we banish him into the Void?” suggested the Loner God. “Worked for Hollech, didn't it?”

The mention of Hollech—who had, according to Durima, been killed by Uron in cold blood in the Void—caused several of the gods to cough and shift uncomfortably in their seats. Skimif himself felt his neck growing hot from embarrassment, as the only reason that Hollech had been in the Void in the first place was because Skimif had banished him there thirty years ago as punishment for conspiring against him. It had seemed like a good idea at the time; after all, how else was Skimif supposed to know that Uron would kill Hollech three decades later?

Still, Skimif's popularity with the gods—already fragile and shaky in the best of times—had plummeted when the news of Hollech's death became common knowledge among the rest of the gods. He didn't want the gods to focus on his shortcomings at the moment, however, because they needed to be united as one, not divided as many.

So Skimif, in an attempt to change the subject, said, “Because Uron has already proven that he can travel to and from the Void without trouble. Throwing him into the Void would be like exiling a murderer to a remote island with a fully-equipped sailing boat; it just doesn't make sense.”

“Then I'm out of ideas,” said the Lone God, shrugging and kicking back in his seat, resting his short, stubby legs on the throne in front of and below him, upon which the Chaotic Goddess, Goddess of Chaos, sat. “Anyone else?”

“Mechanical Goddess,” said Skimif, his eyes flicking in her direction. “What do you think?”

The Mechanical Goddess made a series of clicking and beeping sounds, followed by a loud whistle of steam that made several nearby gods cringe. She then followed it up with a snap of her fingers.

Unlike the other gods, Skimif had always had a hard time understanding the Mechanical Goddess due to her complete refusal to speak in anything resembling a normal language. Even after thirty years, Skimif still didn't quite always catch everything she said, though he had improved enough that he could usually catch the gist of whatever she was trying to say.

And what the Mechanical Goddess said now made Skimif shake his head. “I doubt we could build a machine capable of draining Uron's life force. It would require a lot of knowledge we just don't have, and it might not even work anyway.”

“Why not summon the Powers?” said Tinkar, looking up from his throne a few rows from Skimif. “Uron may be strong enough to challenge you in a fight, Lord Skimif, but he might not be strong enough to defeat the Powers. If we tell the Powers about the seriousness of this situation, then they might just kill him for us.”

Skimif rested his chin on his hand. “The only question is, how do we contact the Powers? Last time I saw them, they said they were going to be working on a new world somewhere beyond the Void. And honestly, I don't want to risk the Powers changing their mind and deciding to destroy Martir again after they learn about Uron.”

“This is getting boring,” said the Loner God with a yawn. “I want to go back to my island. I think there might be some dumb humans who have crossed the Dividing Line and are going to land on the shores of my island under the mistaken belief that it is safe. In other words, I'm going to miss my free lunch if I stay here any longer.”

Skimif held up a hand. “No. We all stay here until we come up with a plan to get rid of Uron once and for all, however long that might take.”

The Loner God groaned, while several of the other gods and goddesses also made noises of impatience. Not that Skimif paid them much attention. As much as he understood their desire to leave, he didn't want a single god or goddess absent from what he considered to be the most important meeting the gods had ever—or would ever—have.

Uron is the worst threat Martir has faced in some time, Skimif thought. As a matter of fact, he's the only major threat that our world has faced, at least that I know of. Maybe that's why we've had such a hard time figuring out how to deal with him.

“What we need to do, in my opinion, is take away from the God-killer from him,” said Kano. She looked around at her fellow deities. “Without the God-killer, do you think Uron would be as big of a threat as he is now? Of course he wouldn't. Therefore, if we are going to come up with a plan to destroy him, we first need to disarm him.”

“Go right ahead, sister,” said the Loner God, gesturing toward the air like a gentleman allowing his lady friend to enter the ballroom first. “You can be the one to do it. Of course, if you touch the God-killer, you'll die instantly, but I'm sure you're willing to make that sacrifice for the greater good, aren't you?”

“The point our loner brother is trying to make is that we don't have any real way of disarming him at this time,” said Tinkar, shaking his head. “If any of us gods try, Uron will kill us; if we try to send any of our servants to do it, he will kill them even more easily than us.”

Skimif nodded. “Tinkar and the Loner God are correct. While disarming Uron is a good idea, it's just not practical. We'll just have to figure out a different way to kill him without disarming him.”

“Maybe the Ghostly God knows how to defeat him,” said the Loner God with a yawn. “After all, he was the one whose dumb plan allowed Uron to become a threat in the first place, wasn't he?”

About three rows down from Skimif's left, the Ghostly God, the God of Mist and Ghosts, folded his arms across his chest as he snapped, “He manipulated me, you introverted idiot. How many times do I have to explain that I knew nothing about Uron until he revealed himself? I have done nothing wrong.”

“Nothing except be the biggest fuck-up in the entire history of Martir,” the Loner God remarked. “I just noticed that you've been awfully quiet during this whole discussion, brother. Don't you have any ideas? Maybe summon an army of ghosts to haunt Uron's dreams or tear Uron's soul from his body or something like that?”

The Ghostly God scowled. “Clearly, you don't actually understand my powers. Not that that is much of a surprise. Shut-ins like yourself rarely have much practical knowledge about the outside world, just your own vague ideas about how things should work.”

“Shut-in?” said the Loner God, raising his voice slightly. “That's rich, coming from the god who shuns outside contact just as much as me, if not more so.”

“What did I say about not snipping at each other?” said Skimif, before the Ghostly God could respond. “If all you're going to do is agitate each other, then we might as well free Uron and let him do as he pleases. It will accomplish the same effect as our current efforts.”

The Loner God shrugged. “I thought getting my brother angry would liven things up a bit around here.”

Skimif rubbed his forehead. He was now starting, as he had many times over the years, to wonder how the gods had managed to get anything done before he came to power. It seemed like all of the gods were constantly fighting with each other, as though the concept of 'teamwork' was as foreign to them as human culture was to the average aquarian.

And I am the idiot who is trying to bring them all together, Skimif thought. Sometimes, I wonder what the Powers were thinking when they decided to make me the God of Martir.

Then Skimif felt a slight tremor in his throne. It was so subtle that he almost missed it, but being the God of Martir, his senses were more sensitive than most, so he caught it. He glanced at his throne, puzzled about what it might have been, but it did not repeat.

While Skimif wondered what that tremor might have meant, Xocion, the God of Ice and Mountains, said, “I say we freeze Uron in an iceberg and banish him as deeply into the Void as we can. If Lord Skimif and I work together, we could do it.”

“Doubt it will work,” said Nimiko. “Even if you succeed in freezing Uron, he will probably break out at some point and make his way through the Void back to Martir. That is yet another temporary solution, which is the opposite of what we need.”

Skimif opened his mouth to offer his opinion on Xocion's plan, but then he felt another tremor, this one slightly larger than the last.

The other gods must have felt it, too, because Tinkar looked to the dark-skinned, bald woman to his right and said, “Mica, are you trying to shake the foundations of our Temple or are you bored like our dear loner brother?”

Mica, the Goddess of Earth and Ink, shook her head. “This isn't my doing. Someone—or something—else is behind it.”

“What is it, then?” said the Loner God, who was now sitting upright in his chair again, looking around the chamber for the tremor's source. “I have forgotten, but do earthquakes occur naturally on World's End or not?”

“They don't,” Mica confirmed. “The land around here is too stable for that.”

“I don't like this,” said Kano. She stood up from her throne. “I say we should leave before—”

Through the thick glass dome above, the bright blue sky suddenly turned blacker than midnight. The entire Temple of the Gods was cast into blackness, causing the gods to cry out in surprise before Nimiko snapped his fingers and a massive light ball appeared in the center of the chamber, several feet above the sandpit in the center. Even then, Nimiko's light barely penetrated the darkness, as if the shadows were a massive tidal wave trying to put out a tiny candle.

“What in the name of the Powers is going on here?” said Tinkar, gripping his clock-topped staff tightly. “What is this darkness? Ooka, is this your doing?”

The God of Shadows and Knives, Ooka, who sat a couple of rows down from Skimif's right, shook his shaggy head of hair vigorously. “No, brother, I don't know what this darkness is or where it came from.”

“No one panic,” said Skimif, sensing fear creeping up in the chamber. “Whatever is happening, I am sure we gods can deal with it. We just need to remain calm and rational.”

Calm and rational? came a light, feminine voice that Skimif had never heard in his life. No one can remain calm and rational in the face of the unknown, no one except a fool. And I trust that you tiny gods are no fools.

Skimif shivered when he heard that voice, while Grinf barked, “Who are you? Where are you? Show yourself, whatever you are. Or are you too afraid of the collective might of the gods of Martir to do even that much?”

The feminine voice laughed as politely as an aristocratic woman at a joke that only the upper class could find entertaining. Fear is an unknown concept to me, God of Justice. Besides, you already see me everywhere around you. I am not hiding from anyone, because I am nothing, and nothing is incapable of hiding.

“Are you the darkness itself?” said Nimiko, looking around wildly. “I don't understand. Darkness cannot talk.”

Darkness is only the form that your minds can comprehend, said the feminine voice. I am surprised that you have not recognized me. After all, you see me every day and you banished one of your own to me when he acted out. I relished eating away at his sanity; I only wish he had lived a little longer, as I do not think I succeeded in destroying his sanity as completely as I would have liked.

Skimif didn't want to say it, but he did it anyway: “Are you ... the Void?”

Bingo, said the feminine voice with another laugh, this one harsher than the last. And no one, not even you gods, can ever completely escape the Void forever. So I hope you did not leave any important tasks incomplete or unattended to, because it will be a very, very long time before any of you will see the light of the sun again.


Chapter Two

As soon as the Soaring Sea II took off, Darek Takren decided that he did not like flying in airships.

Yes, he knew that they were supposed to be—in the words of the famous Itrijan philosopher and airship mechanic Donnya Xecon—a 'testament to the power and audacity of human creativity in a world ruled by gods and mages.' And yes, he knew that they were useful for non-magic humans, who often used them to transport cargo and passengers all over the Northern Isles far more quickly and efficiently than normal sea ships could.

Yet Darek did not like the loudness of the engines, which was like a bomb exploding in his ears every few seconds. He didn't like the fragile, lightweight feeling of the airship, knowing that the only thing keeping him from falling to his death to the ground below was the thin metal floor and walls of the airship. And he definitely didn't like the seats; they were hard and uncomfortable, and the belts tied around his waist and body were too tight and he had no way of adjusting them to fit his torso more comfortably.

Furthermore, this particular airship smelled like dried seaweed and old fish. Of course, the Soaring Sea II belonged to the Undersea Institute, the finest and best aquarian school for mages in the world, and probably spent most of its time underwater, which explained the smell. Still, Darek didn't like it, especially when he picked up the stink of oil and smoke mixed among the scents of seaweed and old fish.

Yet even that might have been tolerable if his stomach was not constantly rolling with every slight wind turbulence. Prior to boarding the ship, the pilot had cast a stomach-soothing spell on Darek to keep him from getting 'movement illness,' which was apparently a common affliction among people who weren't used to riding in airships. Darek suspected that the spell didn't work, though, because he kept his mouth firmly shut in order to avoid throwing up his earlier lunch of cooked baba raga ribs and iced silver stem juice.

Nor did it help that the pilot—an angler fish-looking aquarian mage who introduced herself as Itaka—had paid Darek little attention since casting that useless spell on him. She kept her strange, beady blue eyes focused entirely on the sky ahead of them, occasionally flipping switches or glancing down at monitors that made as much sense to Darek as the scribblings of a mad man.

Darek was under the distinct impression that Itaka was not used to interacting with humans. Her grasp of Divina was adequate yet poor, as if she had learned only enough to ensure she could be understood and no more. She avoided eye contact with him most of the time and had not asked him a single question about his life or anything. She hadn't even tried to break the ice with something as simple as 'Nice weather today, isn't it?' or 'How was your week?'

Maybe she's just shy, Darek thought, hugging his arms around his stomach to keep it from lurching. Or maybe she's stuck up. Hard to tell with aquarians sometimes.

Then again, maybe Itaka sensed that Darek was a Limitless. That wouldn't surprise Darek. Ever since becoming a Limitless, Darek had been treated differently by other mages. Most avoided eye contact with him and some, if they saw him walking toward him, would either turn around and go back the way they had come or cross the street to avoid him. When Darek had visited the island of Carnag a week back, one mage had even gotten into an extensive theological argument with a random stranger about Carnag's claim to be protected by Grinf for no reason other than he had apparently wanted to avoid talking to Darek.

Even though Darek understood why this was—most mages believed that Limitlessness was either evil or simply impossible, a thought not helped by the fact that an army of Limitless mages had recently tried to destroy North Academy, the most respected magical school in the entire Northern Isles—it was still one of the harder aspects of Limitlessness to adjust to. Darek didn't think of himself as intimidating or threatening, but sometimes it seemed like he could evacuate a whole city just by walking into a room.

I guess having Limitless power doesn't automatically grant you limitless respect, Darek thought.

The only mages who didn't treat him that way were the students and teachers of North Academy and the Xocionian Monks. He was on good terms with most of the students and teachers of North Academy due to having grown up and studied there, while the Xocionian Monks were far less prejudiced against Limitless mages, though he suspected that it was because most of the Monks did not believe he was actually Limitless.

Still better than being treated as an outcast, I guess, Darek thought. As long as I don't cause a lot of trouble for them, they will probably tolerate almost anything I do.

Now, though, Darek wasn't sure if he found the rejection from most of the magical world better or worse than flying in an airship. Being treated like a walking corpse was not as sickening as feeling the bumps of an airship in flight; on the other hand, at least up here he didn't feel like he had to be ashamed of his Limitlessness.

Both are equally bad, Darek decided. Though I will admit, one thing flying in an airship does have over social rejection is the amazing view of the ground below.

That was true. When Darek peeked out the windshield, he saw clouds, ocean waves, and islands pass below them like items on a conveyor belt. Sometimes he would even catch glimpses of sea creatures, such as great gray sharks, hopping out of the water to catch the gulls soaring through the air, or massive trading ships from various Northern Isles nations heading to and from other lands. Once he thought he even saw a pirate ship raiding a trading vessel, but they flew by too quickly for him to be sure.

Yet even the beautiful view became tiring after a while, because they had been flying for hours and hours without stopping. Itaka gave no sign as to when they would land or, for that matter, where they would land. She had said, at the start of the flight, that it would take them a few hours to reach the Undersea Institute, but it sure seemed like more than a few hours had passed to Darek and they didn't seem any closer to the Institute than they had when they had lifted off from the Great Berg.

Making sure that he wasn't going to throw up, Darek looked at Itaka and asked, “Uh, how much longer until we get to the Undersea Institute?”

Itaka didn't seem to hear him. She just turned a dial, then glanced at one of the monitors before returning her gaze to the sky before them.

Darek didn't want to raise his voice because he feared that he would hurl all over her if he did; nonetheless, he wanted answers anyway.

So, raising his voice as much as he could without upsetting his stomach further, Darek said, “Excuse me, but how much longer until we get to the Undersea Institute?”

That seemed to get her attention, because Itaka glanced at him briefly before looking back at the sky. Then she said, in hesitant Divina, mixed with that same gargled accent that all aquarians seemed to have, “Very soon.”

Very specific, Darek thought. He didn't say that aloud because his stomach lurched then and he didn't trust himself not to throw up if he spoke.

So he sat back in his seat, trying to avoid thinking about his stomach. Instead, he thought about why he had accepted the invitation to come to the Undersea Institute in the first place.

A week ago, Darek had received a gray ghost from Archmage Yorak, the headmistress of the Undersea Institute, personally inviting him to visit the school. She had explained that she had heard all about his infiltration of the Limitless Army and how he had helped save North Academy from the Army and that she needed his help. The gray ghost she had sent hadn't said what she needed help for, but Darek had accepted the invitation anyway.

He had a pretty simple reason for doing so: He was paying her back. It had been only last year, after all, that Yorak, piloting one of the Undersea Institute's airships, had defended North Academy from Uron. He had never gotten a chance to thank her properly for it, nor had he ever found the opportunity to repay her in some way.

So when Yorak's gray ghost appeared and invited him to visit, Darek had accepted gladly. Besides, Darek had always been interested in learning more about aquarian magic. He had never even visited the Undersea Institute before, so he didn't quite know what to expect from it. All he knew for sure was that the school was underwater deep beneath the Crystal Sea, though its exact location had always been a mystery to him.

As he excited as he was about visiting it, he was also puzzled. He had not asked what kind of problem the Institute was facing that would require his help. Yorak, after all, was a mage on the same level as the late Magical Superior of North Academy. If the problem was too big for her to deal with, then how would Darek handle it?

Granted, I am a Limitless and she is not, but she has decades of experience on me, Darek thought. Guess I'll just have to wait and see. I'm sure I'll be able to handle it, whatever it is.

Another problem that occurred to Darek, as more turbulence made his stomach flip-flop, was how he would breathe underwater once they descended beneath the waves. Sure, the Soaring Sea II seemed airtight, so he doubted it would fill with water once they went under, but if Darek was going to be walking around the school, he would have to find a way to avoid drowning to death or being crushed by the pressure of the ocean depths.

That was another question he probably should have asked Itaka before they took off. He noticed a glowing red stone on her left arm—magic stones being how aquarian mages channeled their magic, in contrast to the wooden wands used by most human mages—but whether she would cast some kind of spell on him to help him breathe or do something else, he didn't know.

She probably knows we humans can't breathe underwater like them, Darek thought. Right? I mean, the only reason she hasn't said anything about it yet is because there's no need, correct?

Problem was, Darek didn't know for sure how knowledgeable Itaka was about human biology. She might have understood that humans couldn't breathe underwater like aquarians; at the same time, she might have forgotten.

And if she took the Soaring Sea II under the Crystal Sea without first giving Darek some kind of ability to breathe underwater ...

The thought made Darek shudder. After making sure his stomach wasn't going to revolt, Darek said, raising his voice above the roar of the engine, “Itaka?”

The pilot glanced at him. “Yes?”

“When we go underwater, how will I breathe there?” said Darek, gesturing at his lungs to indicate what he was talking about. “Humans can't breathe underwater. We're not amphibious like you guys.”

Incredulously enough, Itaka actually smiled and said, “Yes, breathe underwater you will. No worry there.”

Darek frowned. Itaka had clearly not understood what he had said, but he didn't see any reason to correct her. She seemed to have some sort of plan to make sure Darek wouldn't drown. What that was, he didn't know, but he was reassured at least that she was not going to let him sink or swim.

Then Itaka yelled, “Going under. Hold on!”

He had no idea what that meant until the Soaring Sea II dipped forward. He likely would have gone flying out of his seat if the belt—which until just this moment he had considered a useless nuisance—hadn't caught him. Of course, it had caught him directly in the gut, which did not help his movement illness at all, but better that than being flung out of the ship at a hundred miles an hour, at least.

Even though Darek was pretty sure that he was safe, he grabbed onto the edges of his seat with both hands, praying to the gods for protection. The sea was getting closer and closer now, a swirling mass of blueness and white foam that no doubt would have been quite loud if the roaring of the wind and engine in Darek's ears had not been there.

Then they crashed into the sea with a loud splash. The windshield suddenly became obscured by bubbles, making Darek think that there could be anything on the other side of those bubbles, maybe a giant sea monster, and that they might just end up flying straight into its open mouth.

But that was only for a moment, because soon the bubbles went away, showing Darek nothing but the blackness of the Undersea as the roar of the engine suddenly became muted. The Soaring Sea II shook and groaned and he heard what sounded like dozens of mechanical parts moving all at once, making him wonder if the entire ship was falling apart.

A quick glance at Itaka, however, showed that the pilot was quite content with their situation. She didn't seem concerned at a loud mechanical groaning noise just behind Darek's right. She did, however, flip a switch and suddenly multiple bright lights shone outside, allowing Darek to see schools of fish swim out of their way as the Soaring Sea II dove deeper and deeper into the Crystal Sea.

Soon, Darek forgot all about his worries about the Soaring Sea II's durability. His eyes were focused on the water outside, which looked grayish in the head lights of the Soaring Sea II. This was the first time he had ever been underwater, so everything was all so new to him.

The deeper they descended, the stranger things Darek saw. He saw a glowing crowd of jellyfish, much larger than any he had ever seen, followed by luminescent weeds shaped like claws. A great gray shark swam by, the light reflecting off its blood red eyes, and then he caught a glimpse of the tentacles of what might have been a kraken slipping away into the shadows of a cave they zoomed past.

A couple of aquarians, carrying what appeared to be tridents, crouched low over a nearby ridge. The aquarians looked up at the Soaring Sea II as it passed, but he did not get a good look at them because they went by too fast. He guessed they were hunters, based on their equipment, but what they were hunting, he didn't know.

Perhaps the strangest thing he saw on their way down was what appeared to be a long length of red ribbon, twice as long as he was tall, stretching over the entrance of another cave they passed. Unless his eyes were mistaken, he thought that the ribbon itself had eyes that followed them as they passed, but as with the hunters before, they went by it too quickly for Darek to tell for sure.

“You like?” said Itaka, causing Darek to tear his eyes away from the windshield to look at her.

Darek nodded. “Yes. I do. I mean, I've read about the Undersea before, of course, and I've heard much about it, but actually seeing it in person is amazing.”

Itaka chuckled. “Good. Very different from Surface, yes?”

“Excuse me?” said Darek. “What did you say?”

“Surface,” said Itaka. She gestured toward the ceiling of the Soaring Sea II. “Above. Where you live.”

“Oh,” said Darek, nodding again. “The Surface. That's what you aquarians call the part of the world we humans live in?”

“Yes,” said Itaka. “Believe that that is what it translates to in human tongue. Surface.”

“As good a name as any, I suppose,” said Darek. “How much father until we reach the Institute?”

“Half hour, maybe,” said Itaka. “Not much longer now. Going as fast as can. Archmage said to get there fast as possible.”

Since that answered his question well enough, Darek looked out the windshield again at everything they passed. The sea became darker the further down they went, but he didn't feel quite so nervous or scared as he thought he would. Actually, he found that he liked traveling inside the Soaring Sea II underwater rather than above water. It was smoother; indeed, it was almost like he wasn't inside an airship at all.

No, not an airship, Darek thought. This is more than an airship. Airships don't work underwater. I believe the aquarians called it a 'submarine,' if I remember correctly. They're even smarter than I thought.

The Soaring Sea II shook slightly. Itaka frowned before flipping a switch and glancing around nervously. Then Darek heard something that sounded like metal clanging against the side of the ship, as though someone had thrown a pipe at it.

“What was that?” said Darek, glancing at Itaka, who looked even more nervous than before.

“Problem,” said Itaka. She said the word like it was some kind of curse. “But maybe not. Maybe not. Maybe just noises made outside. Strange sounds underwater, yes? Always strange. Never know what it be.”

Itaka's rambling made her Divina harder to understand than ever. Considering they were an unknown amount of feet underwater, inside a tiny metal ship, Darek did not like not knowing what was attacking them or why Itaka was so nervous.

Then, again without warning, the Soaring Sea II lurched to the left. Darek grabbed the edges of his seat again as Itaka grabbed the steering wheel and pulled it to the right, but it didn't seem to be working because the ship kept moving to the left. It was like something was pushing the ship, but Darek couldn't see it through the windshield, whatever it was.

“What's going on out there?” Darek asked, looking at Itaka, who now looked as frightened as a kitten. “What's attacking the ship? You know what it is, don't you?”

“I do,” said Itaka, her words barely understandable above her gargled accent, made even less intelligible thanks to the obvious fear in her voice. “We ... it ... erm ...”

She was clearly struggling to find the right words in Divina to express her thought. Darek thought about reading her mind to get past the awkwardness, but realized that would be equally as useless as having her speak, because if Itaka couldn't speak Divina well, she probably didn't even think in it at all.

So as the Soaring Sea II lurched to the left, Darek asked, “Is it related to the problem you guys wanted me to help with?”

Itaka nodded. “Yes, but no time to explain. Must get rid of it.”

“But how do we get rid of it?” said Darek, wincing at the sound of something metal tearing off the outside of the ship's hull. “Does the ship have some kind of exterior weapons?”

“Some,” said Itaka as she reached for a small gray button that looked entirely unremarkable. “But only temporary.”

Darek had no idea what that meant, but before he could ask for an elaboration, Itaka pressed the gray button.

As soon as she did, a loud boom echoed from the outside, followed by what sounded like a monster's roar and something huge swimming away. The Soaring Sea II stopped lurching, righting itself as Itaka pulled a lever and flipped another switch.

The ship picked up speed, zooming through the water so fast that Darek actually feared for his life. He kept expecting them to smash into something, but Itaka must have known the route they were taking, because they did not crash into anything. The water seemed open and free in front of them, though they did scare a handful of tiny fish out of their way.

Just as Darek was starting to think that they were home free, what appeared to be a thick, large net appeared in front of the Soaring Sea II, directly in its path. The net appeared metallic and thick in the lights of the ship and they were going too fast to stop or change course.

The Soaring Sea II crashed directly into the netting, making loud metallic scraping noises against it upon impact. The sudden impact threw Darek against his belt, making him gasp in pain, while Itaka's head snapped forward and then bounced backward against the back of her seat.

The ship swam into the netting, but it wasn't making any progress. The netting, whatever it was, held them tight, which made Darek wonder just what kind of material it was made out of.

“What is that?” Darek asked, looking at Itaka. “Itaka?”

Itaka's head was bowed on her chest. Her hands limply held the controls and she was as still as a rock.

Oh my gods, Darek thought, his eyes widening in horror. She was knocked unconscious when we crashed.

He reached over to grab her shoulder and shake her awake, but then he heard something huge moving through the water and looked out through the netting and windshield instinctively.

His heart failed him at the sight. Two massive eyes—round and yellow, almost like a lighthouse beacon—were staring at him from the other side of the netting. Thick green fangs stuck out of its mouth, while its slimy black skin glistened in the headlights of the Soaring Sea II.

Unless Darek's eyes were playing tricks on him, he was currently looking at the face of the largest eel he had ever seen in his life.

And he had no way to fight it off.


Chapter Three

When Durima—a katabans, also known as a minor spirit and servant of the gods—woke up this morning in her apartment in World's End, went to the wash room to clean out her fur and get ready for the day, and looked out the window and saw the huge black dome covering the Temple of the Gods, she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt where that dome had come from, and why.

Nonetheless, Durima wished she didn't. She saw dozens of her fellow katabans, many of whom resembled humans with oddly-colored hair or animalistic features, gathering around the dome, pointing at it and trying to figure out where it had come from. The Soldier of the Gods, instantly identifiable thanks to their crystal armor, were urging citizens away from the black dome. For good reason: Durima saw one katabans get past the Soldiers and touch the dome, only to be sucked into it without another word.

Durima wanted to go down there and tell everyone what that dome was, but then a slimy, serpentine hand fell on her shoulder, causing her to look over her shoulder at its owner.

A tall, muscular, naked being with purplish-black skin stood behind her, his yellow eyes fixed with some satisfaction on the dome covering the Temple. His touch was revolting, like someone had poured a bucket of slime on her body, but she didn't shrug it off because she wasn't even sure he was real half the time, despite having seen him every day for the past month or so.

“There we go,” said Uron, his mouth twisting into the most disgusting smile Durima had ever seen. “With the gods out of the way, I would say this is the perfect opportunity to put the rest of my plan into action.”

“How did you do that?” said Durima, gesturing at the dome. “How did you get the Void to do that? I didn't even know the Void could be reasoned with.”

Uron's smile never wavered. “What do you think I was doing for that full year in which I did not set even one foot in Martir? It wasn't gathering that army of half-gods, a feat I accomplished in about two months. It was studying the Void to learn how to communicate with her.”

Durima wrinkled her snout. “Her?”

“The Void is technically genderless, but I have always referred to her with feminine pronouns because she reminds me of a female I once knew in my past life,” said Uron. “Anyway, the point is, the Void is a force of nature that desires to consume everything in its path. She has always wanted to consume Martir, so I offered her a chance to do so in exchange for letting me use the Void as a base of operations for a while.”

“How come she has never done this before?” said Durima, looking back at the dome that seemed to grow darker around the Temple of the Gods with every passing minute.

“The Powers, of course,” said Uron. “When they first created Martir, they set firm limits on the Void, preventing it from coming any farther into Martir than it was allowed to. I discovered and weakened those limits, which is why she has only managed to cover the Temple so far, though I imagine she's making progress to cover the rest of Martir even as we speak.”

“Don't you think this could backfire?” said Durima. “Maybe the Void will want to destroy you, too?”

“I've considered it,” said Uron, “and decided that I could deal with her as necessary. I know how to strengthen those limits again if I need to. She is not as powerful as she likes to think she is.”

“What if the gods break free?” said Durima. “Ever consider that?”

“They can't and won't,” said Uron. “The Void is much stronger than they are. So long as she wills it, the gods are trapped like rats. Even Skimif will not be able to escape. The gods will stay there until I am free from the ethereal; afterward, I will enter the Temple and slaughter the whole lot of them, as they deserve.”
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